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Translated by: GreyMTL
Chapter 1
1. Childhood
The Hero of the Otherworld.
The hero from Earth who subjugated the Demon King Balor and saved the continent from the demonic threat.
However, the people of this world had a different moniker for Han Seong.
The Empire's Hunting Dog. The butcher without blood or tears.
Han Seong's sudden summoning to another world was no coincidence.
The ancient summoning ritual, prepared with the heart and soul of the Empire's mages, was activated, and Han Seong—an SSS-rank monster hunter from Earth and the commander-in-chief of the human resistance—opened his eyes in this other world.
He was merely a tool to achieve the Empire's ambitions; that was how Han Seong was reborn as a human weapon called a Hero.
After subjugating the Demon King, the Empire immediately declared a war for continental unification, putting the 'Hero of the Otherworld' at the forefront.
* * *
I tightened my grip on the sword hilt and quietly raised my head.
The Empire's war for continental unification was nearing its end. Malbork, the capital fortress of the Teutonia Knight Kingdom, had resisted until the very end.
White, sleety snow fluttered along the veil of night.
A white, dark winter night. I had just struck down the man who was a loyal subject of the Teutonia Knight Kingdom, the 'Greatest Sword of the Continent,' the God Sword, Sir Badel.
Pu-uk!
Burning pain assaulted me from behind. The sensation of cold metal. A blade tore through my chest, its chilling edge gleaming as it protruded.
"Damn it, fuck."
After a life-or-death struggle, what returned to me was the blade of my own Imperial army.
"You've worked hard, Hero of the Otherworld."
The Holy Sword Durendal of Count Brandenburg, the Holy Swordsman.
"I knew this would happen."
My body was too exhausted to dodge a surprise attack from an ally.
"You pathetic bastards who only know how to stab people in the back."
Once upon a time, I had succeeded in subjugating the Demon King in the name of a Hero.
But that was only the beginning. After that, I had to become a conquest machine just to satisfy the Empire's ambitions.
I had subjugated the Demon King, and I had achieved the Empire's long-cherished desire for continental unification. Then what comes next?
Tosa-gupaeng (discarding the hunting dog once the hunt is over).
"You have chosen an honorable mutual destruction here with the God Sword, Sir Badel."
Count Brandenburg spoke.
Honorable mutual destruction? I couldn't even bring myself to laugh.
"Your patriotism and devotion to the Empire will be praised by future generations forever."
"Ha, even the South Korean Ministry of National Defense would be moved to tears."
I sneered, blood coating my lips. The blade in my hand emitted a sharp killing intent as if it would slaughter the Count right then and there.
However, the moment I tried to swing the hilt, my body came to a dead stop.
It was a restriction.
The binding of the covenant that the White Magic Tower boasted of... Geas.
"You dog-like bastards."
A leash to train the Empire's hero, the hunting dog of the otherworld.
"Who are you calling a dog?"
Watching that sight, the Count spat out a cold mockery.
"Yeah, you bastards who are lower than this dog."
I spat out curses once again.
Along with the greatest swordsman of the continent whom I had just struck down with my own hands, my life would also end here.
Because the long hunt had come to an end.
The commander-in-chief of the Imperial 1st Army present here, Count Brandenburg, was the very executor of that Tosa-gupaeng.
I quietly knelt down. With my head buried in the snow-covered ground, I closed my eyes powerlessly. Yet, strangely enough, my expression was calm and serene.
Without even leaving behind a common curse toward the Empire that had forsaken me.
The 'Hero of the Otherworld' closed his eyes just like that.
Vowing that in his next life, he would not be a hero to be discarded like a worn-out shoe, but a Demon King without blood or tears.
Soon, as the spark of life faded, a small stone swallowed within my body began to emit a faint light.
And──.
"Congratulations, Your Grace the Duke! It's a boy!"
On a white and dark winter night, with white snowflakes fluttering about.
One life closed its eyes, and one new life opened its eyes.
* * *
"Congratulations, Your Grace the Duke! It's a boy!"
The old woman's shrill voice hammered against my eardrums. The pain of the Holy Sword Durendal, which had tormented me until just a moment ago, disappeared like a lie.
'Where is this...?'
I looked around to grasp the situation immediately. However, controlling my body was incredibly difficult.
The surroundings were filled with such blinding white light that I couldn't even open my eyes properly. My consciousness felt as heavy as if a lead weight had been placed upon it.
The sensation that I had become an absurdly small and light existence.
Just then, the soft touch of a swaddling cloth wrapped around me.
Inside the swaddle, I managed to twist my body to stare at the woman holding me. She was a young woman with vivid blonde hair.
It was a face I vaguely remembered. As the Hero of the Otherworld, I had known quite a few of the Empire's influential figures.
'I definitely remember her as the daughter of some Count's family...'
"You've truly gone through a lot, Elena."
'Elena, the daughter of a Count's family who became the wife of the Duke of Saxony!'
Elena. As soon as I heard that name, I was struck by a shock as if I had been hit in the head with a hammer.
Then, could that man looking down at us with gentle eyes be....
The Great Archduke who rules the northern region and the former Demon Territory that had been reduced to an Imperial province, ever since I subjugated the Demon King Balor.
A member of one of the 3 Great Ducal families standing at the pinnacle of the Empire, the Duke of Saxony.
Only then did the thrill of the puzzle pieces fitting together arrive.
'The reincarnation was a success!'
My trump card to break the hunting dog's leash. The artifact 'Stone of Reincarnation' that I had painstakingly obtained had successfully performed its function.
And to think I was born as the eldest son of one of the Empire's most prominent noble families.
However, that wasn't the full extent of the Duke of Saxony's true value.
The one who reigns at the pinnacle of the Black Magic Tower, located in the Necropolis, which is called the headquarters of black magic.
The Master of the Black Magic Tower.
In other words, the Duke of Saxony was a necromancer and black mage who had no equal across the entire continent.
That was why his moniker was 'Lord Black'.
It was no coincidence that the Duke of Saxony was granted the former Demon Territory as his fief, given his background.
The 'Stone of Reincarnation' allows the soul to cycle while preserving memories and consciousness. However, one cannot directly designate the target of the reincarnation. In other words, whether one is born as the eldest son of a great noble or abandoned in the gutter as a prostitute's child is entirely in the realm of fate.
Even so, I had been born with the best silver spoon imaginable.
'I've lived long enough to actually be born with a gold spoon in my mouth.'
As I was calmly assessing the situation, the Duke of Saxony spoke up, looking worried.
"Old woman, the child isn't crying."
It seems even the legendary Lord Black is helpless when it comes to worrying about his child.
"It is truly strange. He is breathing so clearly."
"Isn't it an ill omen for a child not to cry?"
"His breathing is stable, so you need not worry about that."
The old woman approached me. I deliberately kept breathing deeply for them to see.
"However, since Your Grace the Duke is concerned..."
Slap!
The old woman, having received me from Elena, began to smack my buttocks with all her might.
"You must keep spanking him until he cries."
I cursed inwardly and thrashed my body. But there weren't many options available to me in this incomplete infant body.
"What a truly stubborn child!"
The Duke of Saxony muttered as if in surprise.
"He must take after your stubbornness."
Elena spoke with a mother's smile.
"Give him here. I'll try."
The soft touch of a noble lady, who had become a mother but still retained her maidenly air, headed for my buttocks.
Having never shed a single tear since I grew up, I had no choice but to burst into loud wails.
* * *
Dale of Sachsen.
Like the saying that new wine should be put into new wineskins, that was the new name of Han Seong, who had obtained a second life.
Dale, the eldest son of the Duke of Sachsen.
Receiving the devoted care of the Duke and his wife, Dale waited for his time, occasionally eavesdropping on the state of the Empire as discussed by the couple, the servants, and the retainers.
No matter how intact the consciousness inherited through the artifact was, the infant body was not.
A time of painful endurance. At the end of it, the first thing allowed to Dale was language.
"Oh my, look at our Dale!"
Elena, like most mothers, was practically beaming with her 'my child is a genius' theory. And the 'my child is a genius' theory that Elena insisted on was by no means a common delusion typical of mothers.
Because Dale's thirst for knowledge, freely speaking the Imperial common language and noble tongue at the age of four, was nothing short of miraculous.
Dale began to bury himself in the Duke's library, devouring books day and night.
『Basics and Applications of Mana Resonance』
『Imperial Army Tactical Magic Manual』
『Correlation Between Mana Circle Rotation Rate and Magic Power Generation』
『Understanding Magic Enhancement Through Formulas』
『Introduction to Rune Magic』
He had the books he wanted flown in from the Imperial capital and various parts of the continent every other day.
'It's good to be born with a gold spoon.'
After finishing one book, Dale leaned his back against the old bookshelf and recalled his past home.
When he awakened his talent as a monster hunter on Earth and took up weapons, his past self fought monsters with a mission. Only for humanity. However, it was not so in this world.
Even if you combined all the demons and monsters I struck down in the name of a Hero, it would be a drop in the bucket compared to the number of 'humans' I slaughtered as the Empire's hunting dog.
Therefore, Dale's goal had never wavered even once.
'I will bring the Empire to ruin with these hands.'
I bit my lip low and steeled my resolve.
It was right then.
Whoosh!
As soon as the coldly sharpened hatred swirled, a whirlwind occurred along the floor beneath his feet. It was a vortex of magic power.
'Oops!'
The still-immature four-year-old body had been led by the torrent of emotions to cause the mana in his body to go berserk. Although he hadn't told the Duke and his wife yet, Dale had been steadily forming the fragments of a 'Mana Circle' in his heart.
Whoooosh!
As the rampaging mana swirled like a vortex, the bookshelves Dale had been leaning against began to collapse like dominoes.
"I really caused a mess."
I sat down powerlessly in the library, which had become a total disaster area.
"──Dale."
I felt a familiar presence behind my back.
"What is this commotion?"
It was the voice of Dale's father, Lord Black, the Duke of Sachsen.
A scene of carnage with books and shelves scattered everywhere due to the vortex of rampaging mana. Dale momentarily pondered what a four-year-old would do, but soon gave up on thinking. A four-year-old child wouldn't think about how to act.
"Did you just release the mana inside your body?"
"That... I don't really know. Suddenly, a strange wind blew from under my feet..."
Dale feigned ignorance naturally. Like an innocent child who doesn't realize the talent he possesses.
Watching that, the Duke of Sachsen let out an exclamation of surprise.
"You've already formed the fragments of a Mana Circle...!"
At the exclamation that was close to pure astonishment, Dale inwardly thought, 'Oh no.'
It is not unheard of for children to resonate with mana naturally at a young age. However, no matter how much of a bloodline of mages one inherits, it is far too early a realm for a four-year-old child. That was why he had kept it a secret from the Duke and his wife, waiting for the right time.
Dale understood the danger of the talent he possessed. The fact that a 'prodigy' and a 'monster' are ultimately separated by a single sheet of paper.
"As expected of my son."
However, what answered the worried Dale was the smile of Lord Black, who did not hide his fatherly emotions.
"It is the regret of a thousand years that I cannot teach you necromancy."
Lord Black continued as if it were a pity. That was something even Dale had not expected.
That the legendary Master of the Black Magic Tower, the greatest necromancer on the continent, would not pass on his specialty to his child?
"Why?"
Dale asked, feigning ignorance once again.
"I promised your mother that I would not let our child inherit my trade."
There was a great deal of lingering regret on the face of Lord Black as he said that.
'Well, I suppose no mother would want her child to become a necromancer.'
It was a promise he had made to Elena, who was much younger than him, when he was courting her and she feared his notoriety.
As a bonus, there was the unbelievable story that at the wedding, the Lord Black and all the elders of the Black Tower attended dressed in pure white.
Regardless of this or that, the Duke of Sachsen was the greatest noble in the Empire. Yet, the things he promised for a mere Count's daughter were a testament to how much of a romanticist Lord Black was, contrary to his appearance.
Four years is not a short time. Especially the four years spent trapped in an infant's body, receiving the care of his family.
Because of that, life in the Duke of Sachsen's house made Dale realize emotions he had long forgotten.
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* * *
Back when the war between the Empire and the Demons had not yet ended, Dale, in his previous life as a Hero, had witnessed the prestige of the Black Duke exactly once.
It was when the main force of the Imperial Army was pinned down by the Demons' schemes, leaving the capital of the Saxon Duchy defenseless against the enemy. Right there, the Black Duke calmly faced them.
Standing against the massive army of Orc Warlords that had surrounded the Saxon Castle and the entire city, he stood alone, without a single bodyguard to protect him.
Dale, then part of a separate unit, could never forget the sight he saw that day.
As he fluttered his ominous, pitch-black robes and waved his hand—
The twilight dusk vanished.
Once the light disappeared, an army of darkness descended. Death Knights, riding warhorses made of immortal shadow, came pouring forth.
An immortal army that never rested and never stopped.
It was the first time in this world he had ever felt such a thrill.
* * *
"Young Master."
A woman's soft voice brushed against his ears.
"It's time to wake up."
Dale opened his eyes quietly. The dawn sunlight seeped through his eyelids.
'Was it a dream?'
A dream about the man who had now become his father.
"Thank you for waking me."
Dale shook his head, offering a brief word of thanks.
Eve was a young maid serving the Saxon House. Despite her youth, she was nearly twelve years older than Dale, who was turning eight this year.
Eight years old.
Seeing the ducal castle already in a bustle, Dale knew what today signified. He was finally turning eight.
Even the Black Duke, who rarely cared for noble formalities or social gatherings, had summoned his retainers and nobles to prepare a grand birthday celebration.
The Great Hall of the ducal castle.
Servants were moving busily, and quite a few nobles had already gathered there—the northern nobles who were loyal to the Black Duke.
"Congratulations on turning eight."
Elena sat on the left side of the throne prepared for the ducal couple, wearing a gentle smile.
"Thank you for growing up safely, Dale."
"Mother."
Dale bowed his head silently with a maturity that didn't suit an eight-year-old.
"Where is Father?"
"He had some business come up, so he is currently in a meeting with Sir Helmut."
Elena replied with a hint of regret.
'Sir Helmut, the Knight Commander?'
Sir Helmut was the commander who led the 'Night Raven Knights,' directly under the Saxon House.
They were the destroyers of the battlefield, known to their enemies by the infamous name 'Black Cavalry.'
Since it was urgent enough to call the Knight Commander, it must have been something like a dungeon being discovered within the territory. The Duke's duty to ensure the safety of his land was no exception, even on Dale's commemorative birthday.
"While the banquet is delayed, there is someone I would like to introduce to you on your father's behalf."
However, Elena didn't seem overly concerned and rose quietly. Someone to introduce? Dale blinked and followed behind her.
Elena crossed the hallways of the lord's castle with her maids. Leaving behind the noisy social gathering in the hall, Elena led Dale toward the guest rooms on the lower floor.
"Sepia-nim."
Elena knocked politely and bowed her head. Dale blinked at that respectful courtesy.
"Excuse me, My Lady."
Before long, the door opened, and a calm, clear, and beautiful voice drifted out.
"I am not used to noisy places."
Dale gasped in surprise for a moment.
"Say hello. This is Sepia-nim, the Wise Fairy (Hyeon-yo) and an Elder of the Blue Magic Tower."
An Elder of the Blue Magic Tower, the Wise Fairy Sepia.
The guest in the room appeared to be around Elena's age, perhaps even younger.
Her beauty shone as coldly as crystal. However, the ears that stood pointedly between her sapphire-colored hair spoke to the meaninglessness of her outward age.
She was an Elf, a race loved by mana.
"I have already owed much to the Black Duke and his wife."
Sepia replied, bowing her head. Elena shook her head as if that were nonsense.
"It is I who am grateful that my child will receive your teachings, Sepia-nim."
Sepia-nim's teachings? As soon as he heard that, Dale roughly understood the situation.
'They really hired a luxurious tutor.'
"So this child is Dale."
The Elder of the Blue Tower, Sepia, was already looking at Dale with serious eyes.
"They said he was forming a glimpse of a Mana Circle in his body, however faint."
That was a story from several years ago. But the young age of four or five was not the right time to spread the wings of talent.
That was why Dale had quietly waited for the right time.
The time suitable for his ability to be downgraded from the realm of a 'monster' to a 'genius talent.'
Of course, that didn't mean he had wasted that time. Even so, Dale's 'training' during that period was of a nature that didn't need to be conscious of other people's gazes, at least.
"I can certainly feel the energy of mana."
Sepia nodded without being flustered.
"Dale, you said you wanted to learn magic, right?"
Elena did not want Dale to become a necromancer. However, she probably didn't want to let the brilliant magical talent Dale possessed go to waste either.
'Magic of the Blue Magic Tower, huh.'
Dale was never impatient. As long as the Black Duke was his father, there would be plenty of opportunities to learn dark magic.
Above all, Dale understood his own vessel.
A mage with ordinary talent struggles even to handle one attribute throughout their life. But Dale was not like that.
Rather, an Elf who is loved by mana and is an Elder of the Blue Tower would be a rare learning opportunity for Dale.
'The more you learn, the better.'
Even if one were to set aside how much a mere Elder of the Blue Tower could teach Dale.
* * *
The first lesson started earlier than expected.
Mother Elena left, saying she would return when the Black Duke came back, and stepped aside with the maids.
"I look forward to working with you, Dale."
Sepia smiled brightly at Dale, who was left alone in the guest room.
An Elder of the Blue Magic Tower and a rare Elf in the secular world. Her crystal-blue hair, which seemed to carry a faint chill, was incredibly beautiful. Not to mention the ears that stood pointedly between them.
"I look forward to it too, Teacher."
Regardless of this or that, it was a tutor made possible by the prestige of the Duke's family.
Dale in his previous life was basically an all-rounder type who didn't shy away from swords, magic, and even hidden weapons and poison arts.
It was for perfect improvisation in any form of combat as a human weapon named Hero.
For that reason, he was not entirely without knowledge of water-attribute magic, which the Blue Tower focused on.
However, what he had learned back then was a deformed method extremely biased toward combat and killing. Even that was done in an ignorant way, by pounding all sorts of body modification procedures and magic engravings into his flesh.
What Dale was learning now was far from magic intended for killing.
Water-attribute magic is specialized more for defense and disruption than attack, and thus, the basis of the water-system magic that the Blue Tower focuses on has two main pillars.
Neutralization and non-killing (Bul-sal).
'Is this also Mother's wish?'
Elena must have invited a mage from the Blue Tower in the hope that her child would not see blood. Perhaps she might even consider a career path for him to become a mage of the Blue Tower in the long term through this opportunity.
However, Dale had no intention of choosing his future according to her wishes.
'My current vessel is different from before.'
No matter how much he inherited his previous life and gained high insight, Dale's vessel right now was just a pure 8-year-old kid.
Of course, since he inherited the blood of the Black Magic Tower Master, he would have more than double the talent for magic.
But in the end, that was it. It was not comparable to his days as a 'human weapon' who had received all sorts of human modification procedures from the Empire, based on the talent and body of an SSS-class monster hunter honed for decades.
Therefore, Dale needed to choose and focus based on deep insight, not the same method as before.
To open up a new realm that no one had reached until now.
'Even if I get greedy, swordsmanship and two lines of magic would be the limit.'
Assuming one is dark-attribute magic, it means filling the remaining slot with water-attribute magic.
After thinking that far, Dale shook his head.
Anyway, Dale right now is just an 8-year-old child. Even if he takes an Elder of the Blue Magic Tower as his teacher, how much would he learn right away? He would probably stop at the level of learning how to operate mana and the basics of magic, along with a few water-attribute spells.
Besides, Dale right now hasn't even fully formed his first Mana Circle yet. There is nothing to be impatient about right now.
"Let's go for a walk outside for a moment."
Just then, Sepia, who had been watching Dale closely, opened her mouth. With clear, clean eyes that seemed to pierce through the deepest parts of Dale.
"Yes, Teacher."
There was no reason to refuse.
* * *
Dale was walking through the courtyard prepared in the ducal castle with Sepia. A cold chill seeped through his lungs.
"The air is very cool."
Crossing the pure white marble corridor surrounding the courtyard, Sepia opened her mouth.
"It reminds me of my hometown."
It was a voice tinged with faint longing. Although he had guessed it vaguely, she was probably a Snow Elf.
"Is it your will to learn magic?"
Just then, Sepia opened her mouth. Dale blinked at the unexpected question.
"When you said you would learn magic from me, I caught a hesitation that didn't suit a child."
"It is my will to learn magic."
Dale felt like he had been hit in the bullseye. Dale, who was trying to find a suitable excuse, shook his head and opened his mouth.
"However, it is because there is a different magic I want to learn...."
"It must be dark-attribute magic."
Sepia answered as if there was nothing to be surprised about.
"The promise that the Black Duke made not to pass on his karma to his child is famous."
The love story between the Black Duke and Elena is still an anecdote that is gossiped about among the continent's socialites.
"Do you not find the necromancy of the Black Magic Tower unpleasant, Teacher?"
"Why do you think so?"
Elves are a race that values the laws of nature.
So, Dale thought that Sepia might also find the Black Duke unpleasant deep down, but an unexpected answer came back.
"Because reviving the dead goes against the laws of nature...."
He was about to say that much, but Sepia burst into laughter as if she were amused.
"Do you think that reviving the dead is an act that goes against the laws of nature?"
"Is, isn't it?"
"Then is the divinity (Shin-seong) of priests who resuscitate patients with terminal illnesses whose death is scheduled, the will of nature?"
The moment he heard that, Dale could understand what Sepia was trying to say.
"Of course, my kin did not understand my intentions."
Sepia said as if she were feigning bitterness. With a distant voice, as if to no one in particular.
"Thanks to that, I am living a life with quite a lot of storms."
"That means...."
Sepia did not continue.
Dale could roughly understand the meaning of why an Elf, who aims for a characteristic closed society, was in the middle of the secular world.
'An exile.'
Certainly, the intention felt in her words was far from the ideas that ordinary, pedantic Elves would have.
'She might be a better teacher than I thought.'
Having caught a glimpse of her sincerity, Dale finally felt confident.
'There is no need to hide my talent any further than this.'
As soon as Dale solidified his conviction.
"Then let's start with mana resonance first."
Leaving the faintly scattering sleet behind, Sepia turned her body toward Dale.
"The Black Duke said that you have been forming a glimpse of a Mana Circle in your heart for quite some time."
"Yes."
After that, Sepia started very fundamental education about magic.
This world is full of mana. But unless it is an ancient existence like a dragon, it is impossible to handle raw mana without any filtering. Therefore, races including humans and elves must process mana into the form of 'magic power (Ma-ryeok)' within their bodies to be able to use it.
In other words, the Mana Circle in the heart is a 'magic power plant' that allows raw mana to be converted into magic power.
Therefore, the number of circles is known as the measure of a mage's level.
"First, the first step will be to expand the glimpse of the circle you have into a complete ring shape to form the 1st Circle."
"I understand."
"Of course, it won't happen overnight."
Dale nodded silently.
"Let's start gradually with the training of rotating mana around the heart."
Right there, Sepia taught Dale the basic techniques for operating mana.
"You must repeat this diligently without neglecting it."
After listening to Sepia's explanation, Dale took a deep breath following the techniques she taught him.
The work of accepting the flow of mana from the outside, building a constant route for mana to rotate around the heart, and expanding it into a ring shape (Circle).
"It will take at least a few weeks at the fastest, so in the meantime, let's look into the magic you want to learn with me slowly."
Sepia said in a gentle voice to Dale, who was concentrating.
It was right then.
Dale opened his eyes quietly.
"Teacher."
"Is there something you want to ask?"
Sepia asked back with the smile of a kind teacher. As if to tell him not to hesitate to talk about anything he was curious about.
"Never mind."
"......?"
Feeling the ring of mana firmly fixed around his heart, Dale replied.
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* * *
"I've done it."
Dale felt the ring of mana firmly anchored around his heart.
"......What did you just say?"
"I can feel the shape of the mana ring engraved around my heart."
Sepia blinked, doubting her own ears. Dale continued as if it were nothing, feigning ignorance as if it were someone else's business.
"Wouldn't this be the completed form of a 'Circle'?"
"Could you try releasing your magic power along that Circle?"
"Yes, Teacher."
Dale nodded.
Before long, the mana rotating along his Circle converted into clear magic power, surging through his veins and bursting forth.
An intangible energy, shimmering with a faint blue light.
And—.
"......!"
Ta-ang!
It didn't stop at a condensed mass of magic; it took the form of ice crystals, carrying a pale, sharp edge.
The energy released from Dale's fingertips crystallized, cutting through the air with a chilling cold.
Ice Bolt—a water-attribute spell, the most basic of basics.
Sepia's ears perked up in surprise.
Dale, too, could not hide his bewilderment at the magic unfolding from his own hands.
Dale had only intended to test releasing his magic while adding a touch of cold. However, the energy escaping his fingertips slipped from his control, absorbed the surrounding chill, and executed a perfect Ice Bolt.
'What is this......!'
Sepia was an elf. As a race beloved by mana, it was by no means the first time in her long life that she had witnessed talent defying common sense.
It was understandable for a young mage unable to control their abilities to unconsciously cast magic influenced by the environment.
Especially for someone with overflowing talent, like the son of the Black Duke.
Even so, what truly shocked Sepia was something else: the 'precision' displayed by Dale's Ice Bolt.
'......Additional formulas have been projected to maximize lethality.'
Three formulas: Rotation, Acceleration, and Density.
It was not surprising for a mage to unconsciously project their 'individuality' into their spells, nor was it rare to intentionally add formulas to improve a spell's characteristics.
The problem was that the individuality an eight-year-old child had projected into his magic perfectly embodied the golden ratio of 'military magic' that prioritized lethality. It was at a level of precision that would be flawless on a battlefield right now...... no, it was beyond that.
Perfect lethal magic.
A chill involuntarily ran down her spine.
"Teacher?"
Dale opened his mouth cautiously toward the flustered Sepia, watching her reaction like a frightened child.
"......No, it is nothing."
Sepia soon shook her head and smiled.
"I finally understand why the Black Duke expresses such regret."
She offered a wry smile.
"What mage wouldn't covet such a brilliantly shining raw gem as a disciple?"
"Teacher......."
Just as Dale hesitated to speak again, a familiar voice echoed from behind them.
"So everyone was here."
"Dale, are you learning diligently from your teacher?"
"Mother!"
His mother, Elena, watched him with a satisfied look.
"I, Sepia, Elder of the Blue Magic Tower, humbly greet the Duke of Saxony."
And there was Dale's father, the Duke of Saxony.
* * *
Immediately after the Duke and Duchess returned, the Black Duke did not head directly to the ducal castle's hall. Sepia had requested a private meeting, which was more urgent than anything else.
The Duke of Saxony's office on the top floor of the castle.
"Your Grace, could you spare a moment?"
"Elder Sepia."
"I owe a considerable debt to Your Grace."
After bowing ritually, Sepia spoke immediately.
"It is about Young Master Dale."
"What do you mean by that?"
The Black Duke narrowed his eyes.
"......Not many minutes after I taught him the operation of mana, he succeeded in engraving his first Circle."
A faint agitation flickered across the Black Duke's expression. As one who reigned at the pinnacle of the Black Magic Tower and one of the five greatest mages on the continent, he could not possibly misunderstand the meaning of Sepia's words.
"And on the spot, he succeeded in casting an Ice Bolt."
Sepia continued.
"An Ice Bolt projected with 'military formulas' that wouldn't be strange to use on a battlefield right now."
Rotation, Acceleration, Density.
Additional formulas said to be the most efficient for strengthening the lethality of projectile magic.
"And it was a perfect golden ratio. It matched the Empire's military combat magic doctrine exactly."
The moment he heard that, the Black Duke's agitation flickered once again.
"That means......."
"I cannot teach the Young Master any further."
Sepia said after a silence. Non-killing was the most important doctrine of the Blue Magic Tower. Perhaps that was why she felt reluctant to teach a child with a 'talent for slaughter'.
The Black Duke, guessing as much, opened his mouth.
"Do you mean you cannot teach a talent that goes against the doctrine of the Blue Tower?"
"It is true that while I fear Young Master Dale's talent, I also covet it as a mage."
At the Black Duke's words, Sepia shook her head.
"That is why I also feel the greed to lead Young Master Dale correctly with my own hands."
"Then there is even more reason not to refuse to teach Dale, is there not?"
"My greed is as such. However."
To the Black Duke's counter-question, Sepia shook her head.
She recalled the conversation she had with her student that morning.
— However, because there is other magic I wish to learn.......
"It is impossible for a mage's decision to walk the path of magic to be determined by outside pressure."
One cannot be forced to learn magic against their will, according to their parents' wishes. That was the same as inheriting a spirit they did not desire.
"I believe the Black Duke knows well what kind of terrible ending such an act would bring about."
Sepia understood the weight of her words.
"──I respect Your Grace's covenant toward Elena."
The Duke of Saxony remained silent.
"Even so, parents' promises do not have the right to determine a child's future."
Ideology injected by others. Sepia never took the danger of that act lightly. Even if it were a path packaged with good intentions, it was no exception.
"Especially in the case of someone with such immense talent as the Young Master."
Talent that defied common sense.
A genius and a monster were, in the end, only a sheet of paper apart. And Sepia had seen such a 'monster' before.
A monster of slaughter.
For a fleeting moment, she even had the illusion that the shadow of that monster overlapped with Dale's appearance.
"......."
The Black Duke remained silent, his face heavy. He, more than anyone else, knew what the wise elf's words meant.
* * *
Around the time Sepia was having a private conversation with the Black Duke, Dale was celebrating his eighth birthday in the grand hall with his mother, Elena. Despite the celebratory occasion and the congratulations, Dale's heart was not at ease.
'I was immature.'
He swallowed his regrets, blaming his own lack of restraint.
The Ice Bolt he had cast in front of Sepia far exceeded the power he had initially assumed. The magic he had intended to cast with reduced power had escaped his control.
On top of that, his instincts—having lived his whole life as the Empire's Hunting Dog—had unconsciously projected combat-improvement formulas.
'To think the magic I cast right after engraving my first Circle would have this much power.'
He had underestimated his own 'vessel' too much. He was of the bloodline of the Black Magic Tower's master.
'The talent dwelling in this body far exceeds my imagination.'
Moreover, Sepia was an Elder of the Magic Tower. Seeing through the magic Dale had cast without restraint would be child's play. Dale could vividly recall Sepia, who could not hide her shock. It was right then.
"Happy birthday, Young Master Dale!"
A man's hearty laughter boomed. He was a man with a bear-like, massive build, over two meters tall.
Even though it was a festive occasion, he was a knight wrapped from head to toe in seamless black armor.
"Uncle Helmut!"
Only then did an expression befitting an eight-year-old child finally appear on Dale's face.
Sir Helmut Blackbear. The captain of the Night Raven Knights, directly under the Duke of Saxony.
Sir Helmut was a swordsman who had no equal throughout the Saxon Duchy and the northern territories of the Empire.
The strongest knight in the North and one of the Seven Swords of the Continent. At the same time, he was a vassal knight famous for his loyalty to the Saxon House.
By now, Sir Helmut and his subordinate knights were fully armed for departure.
"Are you going to conquer a dungeon that has formed in the Demon Territory?"
As expected, Elena, who was by Dale's side, asked in a low voice.
In this world, the overflow of monsters or the appearance of dungeons was always a major matter for the territory. Especially in the case of the Saxon Duchy, the situation was doubly severe.
Furthermore, to make matters worse, after the hero defeated the Demon King, an Imperial Decree was issued to receive the entire Demon Territory as a fief and cultivate it into the Empire's land.
It was called a fief grant, but it was effectively a dumping ground.
Just because the Demon King was dead didn't mean the entire Demon Territory had fallen into human hands. Dungeons that had not been conquered still teemed there, and all sorts of monsters and high-ranking Demons were rampant. On top of that, without even having to go to the Demon Territory, the monsters overflowing within the territory had long been a headache for the Duchy.
"Please forgive my disloyalty in not being able to protect the Young Master's birthday!"
"Take care of yourself, Uncle Helmut!"
"Haha, Young Master! Are you actually worried about this Helmut!"
Sir Helmut laughed heartily, seeing Dale worry about him.
Then—.
"The Duke is arriving!"
No sooner had the two finished their conversation than an attendant raised his voice. The commotion in the grand hall stopped for an instant.
Silence descended, and the Black Duke appeared beyond the corridor covered in a blood-red carpet.
He was accompanied by Sepia, the Elder of the Blue Tower, the butler and servants of the Saxon House, and several Elders of the Black Magic Tower who assisted the Black Duke.
"We humbly greet the Duke!"
Sir Helmut and his subordinate knights knelt in unison. Clang! The steel plates of the armor, fixed with rivets, collided with a clattering sound.
The Duke of Saxony crossed the grand hall straight toward where Dale and Elena were, heading to the throne that stood tall at the end of the hall.
"Dale. Congratulations on turning eight."
"Yes, Father."
The brief ritual ended, and the musicians' songs echoed through the hall once again. Seeing the father and son, Elena smiled, satisfied.
"And Elena, I am always grateful for many things."
"Dale, hurry and tell your father what you want."
Elena hurriedly changed the subject, as if to hide her shyness.
'What I want.'
There were many things. The heads of those who drove him to this state. The Emperor's head. However, Dale did not think of anything impatiently.
Therefore, Dale simply said what he truly wanted right now.
"I want a younger sister."
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* * *
That night.
After finishing an exhausting day, Dale returned to his room.
Sir Helmut, the Knight Commander, had officially organized a subjugation party and headed toward the Demon Territory, and by now, Dale's parents were likely working hard to make their son's wish come true.
'They must have a happy marriage.'
Thinking that, Dale offered a bitter smile.
Sepia, the sage who had become his tutor, had not shown herself since that incident.
Dale sat cross-legged on his bed, which was stuffed with soft wool. Focusing on the flow of mana coursing through his heart, he slowly reached out his hand.
The current of magical power rippling across his palm soon began to shine, imbued with a chilling cold.
'First, I must start by controlling my own body.'
He wasn't trying to hide his talent out of humility. On the contrary, that was exactly why today's mistake felt so painful. Once he thought that far, he began to worry about the absent Sepia.
──What was that?
Dale recalled the shock in Sepia's gaze from earlier.
'I don't want to be seen as a monster.'
At the same time, the sneer of the Holy Swordsman who had driven the blade of Durandal into his back flashed through his mind.
'In my next life, I will become a Demon King without blood or tears.'
Conflicting desires.
Fwoosh!
As soon as his consciousness wavered, a storm of magical power raged once again.
"......!"
The temperature plummeted. A layer of white, frozen frost settled over the entire room, centered on where Dale was sitting.
A bitter cold that continued endlessly, dropping further and further below zero.
He hurriedly focused his consciousness and regained his composure. As he did, the raging frost dissolved, turning back into particles of magical power.
'Truly a heaven-sent talent.'
He realized it only after regaining his calm. That wasn't a remark about his past self. It was about his current flesh and blood, which had purely inherited the Black Duke's lineage.
A vessel for a Demon King bestowed by the era, needing no intervention from the insights of his past life──.
* * *
As the night deepened, he could not fall asleep.
Dale eventually slipped out of his room and headed to the courtyard of the Duke's castle, where he had been with Sepia that morning. He hoped to clear his mind while walking through the pure white marble colonnade.
An unexpected figure waited there.
It was Sepia, the elf mage who was his tutor and a 6th Circle Master.
"Teacher Sepia?"
"What brings you here at this late hour?"
Sepia also twitched her ears in surprise. Perhaps she, like Dale, had come out for a night walk.
"Well, I couldn't fall asleep."
"You must have many things on your mind."
It was a response truly unbefitting of a child. Even so, Sepia's crystal-blue eyes held a gentle smile.
"Happy 8th birthday."
"Thank you, Teacher."
A slightly late birthday wish. Dale scratched his head and gave an awkward smile.
"So, I have a birthday present for you."
"A present?"
"Didn't you make a promise?"
As Dale tilted his head in confusion at the unexpected words, Sepia continued.
"Let's carefully examine the magic you wish to learn."
What was initially thought to take weeks had ended in a single day. The aptitude Dale showed during that process was even more astonishing.
This child's talent is dangerous. If this child's magic were to be wielded with malice in the future, it wouldn't be hard to guess the result.
Therefore, taking on the role of Dale's tutor carried more weight than Sepia had imagined.
"Let us ponder together on the path you must take."
"Teacher......."
Today, through her conversation with the Black Duke, Sepia had made up her mind. Just as Dale's father, the Black Duke, had made his decision.
'I hope that with the wisdom of the Sage, you will lead Dale correctly.'
The worn-out book in Sepia's hand was the proof of the decision the two of them had made.
An 8th birthday gift prepared for Dale's future.
It was a grimoire of 『Basic Necromancy』.
* * *
A few days later.
Sachsen City, built around the Duke's castle, was the capital of the Sachsen Duchy in both name and reality, and one of the few major cities in the entire Empire.
A considerable number of people bustled about on the stone roads paved with diamond-shaped crushed stones. Dale was also mixed among them, crossing the street.
There was no loud, grand ceremony that would shake the city. It was hard to imagine the precious young master of the Duke's family walking through the city so defenselessly.
Of course, two or three knights shadowed him, hiding their identities. But that was all.
It was because Sepia, Dale's reliable tutor, was by his side.
It was a detail that made one realize just how high the Duke and Duchess's trust in Sepia was.
"You seem to be in a very good mood."
"Yes!"
At Dale's childlike smile, Sepia also couldn't hide her own pleased smile.
The two, their identities hidden by robes, borrowed horses from the stables and headed to the plains outside the city's north gate.
The north of Sachsen City connected to the 'White Mountains' that led to the Demon Territory, so it was a place with no business for ordinary people. Except for the occasional mercenary who had taken a quest from the guild to hunt monsters.
In other words, it was a 'monster's hunting ground'.
"From now on, I will teach you magic here."
Leaving the Duke's knights who were guarding them from a distance behind, Sepia dismounted. Dale also followed her and dismounted.
"Here?"
Sepia nodded and quietly looked around. A flat land covered in deep snow. Before long, Sepia's pointed ears twitched.
"Can you use Ice Bolt to hit that?"
Far away, a rabbit was cautiously looking toward them.
"The rabbit......."
"You must have had experience hunting with your father."
Dale, too, had experienced quite a bit of hunting while following his father at a young age.
This world was a world of absolute survival of the fittest. From the time they were old enough to know better, children learned to hunt beasts, swing swords, shoot bows, and kill people.
Hearing such words from an elf, however, stirred a complex emotion within him.
"I understand."
Not that there was any reason to hesitate, though.
──Thwack!
Rotating his mana along the heart's circle, he loaded processed magical power onto his fingertips. A sharp, awl-shaped ice crystal shot down with the speed and destructive power of a bullet.
The rabbit shuddered on the spot and then ceased moving. It was an instant kill.
"Do you know why, even with the same magic, its form has infinite individuality depending on the caster?"
Seeing that, Sepia opened her mouth. In a slightly dark voice. Dale shook his head.
"It is because the essence of magic is a 'mirror of the heart'."
"......."
"That is why a mage is inevitably bound to reveal the 'landscape of their heart' through their magic."
Magic is the materialization of mental imagery projected onto this world using mana particles as a medium. Simply put, it could be called the power to turn imagination into reality.
Therefore, what people call 'such-and-such magic' does not, strictly speaking, have an actual existence.
Names like Ice Bolt or Fire Wall are merely ritualistic promises to share a 'firm mental image'.
That is why mages endlessly polish their spirits to control that very mental image as they wish.
To get closer to the spirit that their magic pursues.
For instance, the Blue Magic Tower values 'order through harmony,' and the Red Magic Tower values 'order through power.' Such ideologies are projected into forms or phenomena like water or fire, becoming the foundation of the magic system each tower builds.
"This might be a difficult story for you, as you are still young."
After saying that much, Sepia gave a bitter smile. But Dale could not smile, for he understood the true meaning of her words.
Right now, through that very mirror of the heart, Sepia was catching a glimpse of Dale's 'true self.'
The spirit that Dale's magic pursues.
"──Your magic has a talent for taking lives."
Sepia continued.
"When I first saw your magic, to be honest, I was afraid."
As expected, Sepia had already seen through the form of the talent Dale possessed. It was nothing to be surprised about. However, the words that followed from Sepia were beyond Dale's expectations.
"That is why I think it is truly fortunate that I have come to be able to teach you."
"Teacher......?"
Sepia's crystal-blue eyes held a benevolent smile.
"I think it is fate that I have come to be with you."
After speaking, Sepia took out the 『Basic Necromancy』 grimoire she had tucked inside her cape.
"......!"
Unlike a 'Grimoire' that requires a soul-binding, a 'magic book' itself can be read by anyone to acquire and study the magic contents. Even so, the act of giving Dale a magic book containing the secrets of necromancy held a meaning that was by no means light.
"Then, let's begin our lesson together."
"Yes, Teacher!"
At Sepia's words, Dale nodded vigorously.
* * *
A few weeks later.
A cold, dead rabbit rose from its spot, shivering—like a puppet dancing on strings.
A rabbit moving as a zombie.
'Fast.'
What Sepia felt while watching Dale's growth was pure wonder.
Reaching the stage of reanimating a corpse in just a few weeks.
Raising a corpse is the most basic of basics for a necromancer. Therefore, for Sepia, a 6th Circle Master, casting magic of this level was trivial. However, to master this very foundation, fledgling students of the Black Magic Tower need training that takes anywhere from a few months to several years.
It is a level that cannot be compared to an Ice Bolt that condenses the cold in the air.
Furthermore, that was not the extent of Dale's achievements.
"Then, next."
"I understand, Teacher."
Dale reached out his hand as if to say he understood. Once again, blue magical power began to swirl at his fingertips.
While tying threads of magical power to the dead rabbit to control it like a puppet, a wind of cold raged around it.
The swirling frost wrapped around the rabbit and built an ice wall. At first glance, one might think he was just trapping the rabbit in ice, but the reality was different.
Dale moved the threads of magical power again, controlling the zombie rabbit like a skilled puppeteer.
There were no restrictions on the rabbit's movements. Rather, when Sepia fired an Ice Bolt as a test, the ice wall acted as armor, blocking Sepia's attack.
An armor of ice wrapping around and protecting the dead rabbit. It was the 1st Circle water-attribute magic, Frozen Armor.
"I finally blocked Teacher's bolt!"
"Yes, you are excellent."
Dale shouted in excitement. Sepia nodded with a smile.
Although it was an Ice Bolt fired with reduced power, it had only been a few days since Dale learned 'Frozen Armor.'
Even so, the Frozen Armor protecting the freshly dead rabbit possessed defensive capabilities comparable to steel armor.
'An unbelievable growth rate.'
Black magic and water-attribute magic. Since that day, Dale had been learning two types of magic from Sepia simultaneously.
'Please teach me water-attribute magic.'
It was entirely Dale's will to learn water-attribute magic, rather than stopping at dark-attribute.
Sepia, too, had hesitated at first.
A dual mage who wields two major attributes of magic at once.
For instance, it is not a big deal for someone like Sepia, an elder of a magic tower, to wield necromancy or fire-attribute magic. But a beginner who has just started learning magic wants to learn water and dark-attribute magic at the same time?
At first, she thought it was greed.
But at Sepia's words that there was no rush to learn it over time, Dale finally began to be stubborn like a child his age.
'You said we should find a path to walk together, Teacher.'
Or perhaps it would be better to say she fell for his un-childlike persuasion.
Anyway, there would be no harm in learning basic-level magic across the board. Initially, starting with that thought, he began to parallel basic water-attribute magic with black magic.
The result was this.
A rabbit that had died, stiffened, and was wrapped in cumbersome ice armor. For a beginner, even moving a few steps would be a struggle.
However, the zombie armed with ice armor was playing around as lightly as if it weren't wearing a single thread.
Combining the dual attributes of water and dark with an unbelievably smooth touch.
A sponge that absorbs everything it learns. Even if he learned one type of magic at this speed, the term 'genius of the century' would not be a waste.
Sepia inadvertently thought of the army of the dead that the Black Duke used to command.
Imagining that very army advancing while wrapped in frozen armor, she shuddered, a chill running down her spine.
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* * *
Dusk and the encroaching night interlocked like gears. Beyond the snow-covered, pure white horizon, darkness descended upon the land with increasing speed.
"Dale."
At the call of his tutor, Sepia-nim, Dale stretched out his arm. A zombie rabbit, resurrected through necromancy, was encased in armor of ice. As soon as he focused his consciousness on the target...
Clang!
The Frozen Armor wrapping the rabbit shattered, exploding like a grenade. Countless shards of ice scattered in all directions.
Ice Explosion.
The baptism of the explosion did not end there. Immediately after the Frozen Armor surrounding the rabbit was destroyed, the frozen flesh and bones beneath the armor burst open.
Corpse Explosion.
Following the ice shards, bone fragments from within the body became sharp blades and scattered, bringing the double explosion to an end.
An absurd technique that harmonized the dual attributes of Water and Dark like flowing water.
"Well done."
It was a destructive power capable of killing at least five or six soldiers clad in heavy armor in a single blow. At first glance, it looked like an ordinary explosion spell. However, Sepia-nim did not miss the techniques hidden within it.
'He maximized the lethality through fragmentation.'
Dale had consciously applied fragmentation to his explosive, tearing the outer shell into small pieces to emphasize the shrapnel effect. Sepia-nim had no way of knowing it was the same principle as a 21st-century grenade.
'The precision is something I cannot believe is the result of an 8-year-old child.'
Magic is ultimately the materialization of the user's inner world. That is why mages induce the 'personality and form of magic' that fits their purpose through ritualistic self-suggestion called incantations.
And 8-year-old Dale was wielding a 'formula of slaughter' comparable to battle mages who had devoted their entire lives to the battlefield.
It was a level beyond the combat magic doctrine of the Imperial Army, which had been accumulated through hundreds of years of war and refined over and over again. What on earth did the world inside this child's heart look like?
"It's all thanks to you, Teacher!"
Yet, the child smiled brightly, like any other kid his age, upon receiving his teacher's praise. Sepia-nim wore a complex smile as she looked at him.
"Let's stop here for today."
"Yes!"
Hiiing!
Beyond the twilight-covered horizon, a group of people on horseback appeared. They were knights in surcoats engraved with the crest of the Duke of Saxony over their black armor.
They were the Raven Knights who had departed a while ago, led by Sir Helmut, to clear a dungeon that had appeared in the Demon Territory.
"Uncle Helmut!"
Seeing them, Dale waved his hand. Only then did the knights, who were about to pass the two, hurriedly turn their horses.
"Young Master, and Sepia-nim, what brings you here!"
"I am learning magic from my teacher."
At Dale's words, Sir Helmut blinked in surprise.
"Have you already begun to master magic?"
Sir Helmut muttered as if he couldn't believe it.
"Oh, I've just started learning."
Dale maintained a humility not befitting an 8-year-old and laughed sheepishly.
"More importantly, Uncle Helmut, how did the dungeon raid go?"
When Dale asked back after laughing, Helmut tapped his breastplate and laughed heartily.
"This dungeon was also cleared safely!"
"As expected of you, Uncle."
He was a possessor of swordsmanship counted among the top seven on the entire continent. And the 'Black Cavalry' was led by that very knight.
The military power of the Saxon Duchy was by no means dependent solely on the Black Duke's necromancy.
"I, Helmut, swear to serve the House of the Duke of Saxony with my life, if only to ensure that this land is safely passed down to you, Young Master, in the future!"
"Thank you, Uncle."
Dale nodded with a smile at Sir Helmut's loyal demeanor. After saying that, Sir Helmut adjusted his horse's reins.
"I will report the rest of the matters to His Grace the Duke."
"Take care on your way back, Uncle Helmut."
"Yes, Young Master!"
Sir Helmut pulled the reins with a good-natured smile. Then, his black warhorse kicked the ground, its mane fluttering.
"A land to be inherited in the future, huh."
Seeing that, Sepia-nim muttered calmly, watching the ridges of the white mountain range that stretched endlessly along the horizon.
"Truly, it is a very vast land."
* * *
That night.
In the Duke of Saxony's office, Sir Helmut, the butler of the Saxon House, and the elders of the Black Magic Tower, including other retainers, were lined up. This was no exception for Sepia-nim, the elder of the Blue Magic Tower who was serving as Dale's tutor.
"How did Dale's training go?"
The first topic the Duke brought up was, as expected, a question about his son.
"He has achieved 1st Circle Master in both necromancy and water-attribute magic."
"Necromancy and water-attribute magic, to think he has dual attributes...!"
Hearing her story, the elder of the Black Tower gasped in surprise.
"However, it seems it will be difficult for me to teach the Young Master dark-attribute magic beyond this with my current capabilities."
After saying that, Sepia-nim's gaze turned toward the Duke of Saxony.
The continent's greatest necromancer and dark mage. The jet-black Tower Master who reigns at the pinnacle of the Black Magic Tower.
At the same time, Dale's father.
For a mere elder of the Blue Tower to teach him dark-attribute magic was truly something that would make a passing dog laugh.
"For now, as Dale wishes, I ask that you continue to guide him in water-attribute magic."
The Black Duke, understanding the implication, nodded.
Elena still did not know that her son was learning necromancy. However, if Dale continued to desire dark magic, it was not Sepia-nim's role to teach it.
"I will try talking to my wife again."
Having said that, the Black Duke concluded the topic of Dale.
* * *
At dawn that day, in the Duke and Duchess's bedroom.
"Oh my, you've come late."
Elena smiled quietly at her husband who had returned after finishing the meeting.
"You've worked hard today as well."
"Thank you."
After smiling, she held out a glass containing wine. The Black Duke accepted the glass with a soft smile, uncharacteristic of him.
"I have some very good news."
It was a gentle smile that he rarely showed to anyone in the world except his wife, Elena. She, too, had feared the Black Duke's notoriety, just as the people of the Empire whispered, before she knew his smile.
"It's about our son."
"Dale?"
The moment she heard her son's name, Elena's expression brightened.
"Sepia-nim said that he has already completed 1st Circle magic."
"Already that much!"
"That child has a brilliant talent that cannot be compared to anyone I have ever seen."
The Black Duke continued as if he were pleased, revealing the joy of a father that could not be hidden.
"As expected, our child is extraordinary."
"He certainly has aspects that are not like a child of his age."
It was not enough to describe him as a genius. Even if he didn't show it, sometimes his behavior was so unlike a child that it was even chilling.
"Still, he is our lovely child."
Nevertheless, a mother's unwavering smile rested on Elena's face.
"He is our son, without a doubt."
That was no different for the Black Duke.
"To that child..."
Therefore, the Black Duke took a low breath and remained silent for a moment.
"As a father, I want to teach him the power to protect our land."
At the end of the silence, the Black Duke opened his mouth.
* * *
A few days later.
Dale was immersed in magic training on the plains outside the city, as usual.
Raising corpses and manipulating cold. Training to refine the two attributes of Water and Dark and move toward the 2nd Circle.
He was listening to Sepia-nim's guidance as usual.
In the distance, at the city entrance, a procession engraved with the crest of the Duke of Saxony began to approach.
'Father headed to the Necropolis where the Black Magic Tower is this morning, so what is this procession?'
Dale tilted his head for a moment as he saw them. Immediately after, in front of the shadow that stepped out of the carriage, the escort knights protecting Dale and Sepia-nim hurriedly knelt.
"M, Mother!"
It was Dale's mother, Elena.
Elena approached, attended by her maids. Dale swallowed his bewilderment for a moment, and it was the same for Sepia-nim.
"Were you learning magic here?"
"Yes."
Elena walked toward Dale without caring. Beneath her feet, the rabbit that had been hopping around after being brought back from death just a moment ago was visible. Even though he had hurriedly dispelled the resurrection, the rabbit carcass sprawled on the ground was truly suspicious.
"E, Elena-nim. This is..."
It seemed even the great Sepia-nim could not hide her embarrassment. Just as Dale was about to say something while looking at her,
"I made a promise with your father."
Elena cut off Dale's words.
However, that voice was by no means meant to reprimand Dale. Rather, it contained a mother's deep affection more than ever before.
"How terrifying the army of the dead he raises was to me when I was young."
Elena continued in a gentle voice, never getting angry.
"So when he confessed to me, I was so scared that I burst into tears on the spot."
"Mother..."
"I was such a young and immature girl back then. The sight of him flustered in front of me is still vivid even now."
After saying that much, Elena remained silent for a moment.
"However, our territory is exposed to the threats of too many enemies."
At the end of the silence, Elena spoke quietly, with a resolve firmer than the affection she had shown until just now.
Although Elena was a young lady of a Count's family who had been raised like a precious flower, she was also a proper Imperial noble. Furthermore, as the mistress of the Saxon Duchy, Dale could painfully realize the hidden truth of what she meant by 'too many enemies.'
The ugly reality of the country called the Empire, stained with the squabbling of greed.
"It seems I had forgotten that your father's power is what protects this land against those enemies."
"......"
"It is my immaturity for not having grasped what you must shoulder as the eldest son of the Duke's family."
Things he must shoulder as the eldest son of the Duke's family. Dale could not continue his words.
"This vast land and family, me and your father, and your new sibling as well."
"A, a sibling?"
"You said you wanted a younger sister, didn't you?"
Elena smiled gently and stroked her belly, feeling the small life faintly stirring within it.
"It's a slightly late birthday present."
In that moment, 8-year-old Dale's wish came true.
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* * *
By then, eight-year-old Dale had three mentors.
Sepia, an Elder of the Blue Magic Tower, who taught water-attribute magic. The Black Duke, Dale's father and master of the Black Magic Tower, who taught dark-attribute magic. And finally....
Hot breath escaped into the chilly, frost-covered air of the dawn.
Whoosh!
Dale swung a wooden sword across the spacious training ground prepared for the Duke's knights. Parrying the blow was Sir Helmut Blackbear, commander of the Night Raven Knights, the Saxon Duchy's personal guard.
As Dale's sword swung down, Sir Helmut moved to parry with a casual application of strength.
Dale's blade coiled around Helmut's like a snake, deflecting it off-center—the art of 'Soft' overcoming 'Hard'.
'Ho-ho!'
As one of the Seven Swords of the Continent, he would not fall for such a simple trap. Not that he needed his full strength to counter it.
Sir Helmut feigned falling for the trap, deliberately releasing his grip.
"Haha, Young Master! That was quite impressive!"
He watched his wooden sword spin through the air, then raised both hands and laughed heartily.
"Aw, you let me win on purpose, didn't you?"
Sir Helmut paused, taken aback by Dale's words.
"......It is truly a pity you have chosen to walk the path of the dark arts, Young Master."
With his wife Elena's permission, the Black Duke had officially accepted Dale as his disciple only a short while ago. Regardless, as the son of the Black Magic Tower Master, it was a foregone conclusion that Dale would walk the path of dark magic.
Yet to Helmut, one of the Seven Swords of the Continent, Dale's swordsmanship talent was extraordinary.
He recalled the overwhelming talent he felt when dueling the greatest knight of the past, the God Sword Sir Bardel. A fragment of that same genius radiated from the tip of this eight-year-old's sword.
A raw gem that might even rival the God Sword Sir Bardel, who was once felled by the 'Hero'....
Regret was useless. The child was already under the tutelage of the continent's greatest mage, blossoming with magical talent worthy of the title.
'How could the heavens grant such conflicting talents to a single body?'
Even if he wished for Dale not to neglect physical training, one cannot utilize the Aura of the Dantian once they become a mage.
Just as mages rotate mana around the heart's Circle to process it into 'magic power', skilled knights accumulate mana in their Dantian to utilize it as 'Aura'.
Though the source of power for sword and magic is the same, the internal organs used to channel them are distinct.
Every time he taught Dale, Helmut's regret was beyond words.
Yet, admiration drove Sir Helmut's passion even more than regret. Ordinary mages were far removed from physical conditioning, relying on escort knights on the battlefield to supplement their lacking physical abilities.
Why go through the trouble of wielding a sword and enduring such asceticism?
For an eight-year-old, this was an excessively harsh education. But Dale's mindset was different.
'I don't want to neglect physical training by relying on escorts or defensive magic.'
The logic was simple enough for even a child to understand.
Yet, even veteran mages who had spent decades on the battlefield struggled to truly internalize it. In fact, the majority of mages Sir Helmut had slaughtered were those who had fallen into such complacency.
One strike (Il-hap).
Whether or not one could block that first strike determined the life or death of a mage who allowed a knight to close the distance. Dale understood that fact more clearly than anyone.
An eight-year-old who hadn't even seen a battlefield!
Swordsmanship was, in the end, a technique to kill. To Sir Helmut, who had spent his life honing that very technique, Dale's combat sense was heaven-sent.
That was why Helmut's passion as a teacher burned all the brighter.
Even if he did not walk the path of the sword, young Dale was the 'brilliant raw gem' Sir Helmut had been searching for.
* * *
That afternoon, deep beneath the Saxon Duke's castle, a vast underground cavern served as a massive workshop for a single mage.
The Black Duke's magic workshop.
There, Dale was immersed in a new training session with his father.
They were not immediately resurrecting the dead or animating corpses. When Dale claimed he had mastered such beginner-level necromancy, the continent's greatest necromancer inwardly clicked his tongue.
'You mean to say you resurrected the target without even knowing what you were moving?'
Dale, who had expected praise, was taken aback. The Black Duke handed him books of immense thickness.
Medical texts detailing the anatomy of humans and various creatures—the mechanics of bones, internal organs, and muscles. It was professional-level knowledge rarely encountered outside of a 21st-century surgeon's library.
Only after Dale had devoured those books to the point of memorization did the Black Duke finally begin to teach practical magic.
In his workshop, the Black Duke placed the corpse of a goblin, taxidermied like a mummy, upon the altar.
"Let's start by raising an Undead Soldier."
An Undead Soldier. He called it a soldier rather than a corpse because the magic did not stop at mere reanimation.
Just as one grants individuality to elemental magic through formulas, necromancy could be refined according to the caster's will.
This included raising a corpse specialized for combat. An unskilled black mage could only raise a common zombie, even from the corpse of a Sword Master, but a high-level black mage could raise a Death Knight from the corpse of a mere grunt.
Dale focused his consciousness, concentrating on carving the necessary formulas into the corpse.
Recalling the knowledge from the anatomy books, he wove threads of magic power throughout the goblin's body.
Necromancy was not truly bringing the dead back to life. It was closer to a puppeteer controlling a marionette.
The formula Dale carved into the goblin's corpse, woven through those threads of magic power, was—.
Hardening. The hardening of the outer skin through the acceleration of rigor mortis.
The goblin's corpse staggered and stood up, its movements stiff to the point of appearing unnatural.
'It's different from when I moved the rabbit.'
The body of a goblin, which walked on two legs, was difficult to handle without understanding the principles dwelling within it. Moreover, necromancy was an entirely unknown science, one he had no knowledge of in his past life.
That fact made Dale's heart race.
"It was a good idea to accelerate rigor mortis to reinforce the goblin's outer skin."
The Black Duke watched, smiling with satisfaction—a father's smile he could not hide. But it was only for a fleeting moment.
The coldness befitting the continent's greatest black mage soon returned.
"However, corpse-stiffness—muscle contraction—had the side effect of restricting the corpse's movement more than necessary."
"Does that mean there is a better way?"
At Dale's question, the Black Duke flicked his finger without a word.
'......!'
An ominous power of darkness surged through the room. The hardening formula Dale had added was dispelled, and the muscles relaxed rapidly.
Crack! Something twisted.
"Ribs are meant to protect the internal organs."
It was the sound of bones twisting inside the body.
"However, for the dead, there is no need to protect internal organs."
The Black Duke continued.
"—Then how will you use the bones that have become unnecessary?"
That was the answer the continent's greatest black mage offered to Dale's question.
Crack! As soon as he spoke, the goblin's belly twisted, and a 'blade of bone' sprouted from its hand—a white blade imbued with a cold, blue edge. It was a section of the ribs that had been protecting the goblin's internal organs only seconds ago.
"Understand the target's structure and reconstruct it into a form that meets your purpose."
He had instantly turned the ribs into a weapon. As he said, there was no reason to protect the internal organs of the dead.
The Black Duke flicked his finger again.
Crack!
Once again, the goblin's bones and muscles twisted at bizarre angles, like a joint-ghost from a horror movie. Dale intuitively grasped the form of that distortion.
'He is excluding all elements necessary for survival and reconstructing it solely as a body for combat.'
The Undead Soldier goblin, born by the Black Duke's hand, had blades of bone protruding sharply from its body. It was armor, and at the same time, a sharp blade to tear the enemy apart.
It was beyond mere resurrection. Not a trace of its living appearance remained.
A perfect magical remodeling.
It was truly worthy of the word rebirth.
A monster with combat power dozens of times that of its lifetime.
"Do you know the spirit pursued by the Black Magic Tower?"
The Black Duke spoke.
Dale shook his head. It wasn't that he didn't know—he needed to pretend he didn't—but the true reason for his silence was different.
He simply wanted to hear it from his father's lips.
"—It is Truth (眞理)."
The continent's greatest black mage answered.
"And the truth always exists within death."
Dale swallowed, listening to the Black Duke's words. What followed, however, was entirely unexpected.
"That is why you must understand."
"Understand what?"
"The weight of life required to reach the truth."
The weight of life.
"......."
Only then did he realize. Black magic, which people feared and whispered about as the magic of death, was an act only possible if one understood life beforehand.
For Dale, who had devoted everything solely to slaughter, it was a deeply paradoxical irony.
He had lived his entire life without knowing the 'weight of life,' staining his hands with countless blood.
Killing, killing, and killing again.
* * *
A few months later.
A woman's painful scream echoed from the Duke and Duchess's bedroom. Dale paced by the window, looking anxious.
"Young Master!"
Before long, at the old woman's call, Dale ran into the bedroom.
"Dale."
His father and mother looked at him, calm and smiling. Beside them lay a young life.
A bundle of flesh, crying and fussing, was wrapped in swaddling cloth and held preciously in Elena's arms.
"It's a younger sister who looks just like you."
Elena wore the smile of a mother who had found peace after the pains of childbirth.
"Would you like to hold her?"
With Elena's help, Dale carefully held his younger sister. He felt the weight of life for the first time—as heavy as a thousand pounds, yet as light as a feather.
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* * *
A few months later.
Dale's training in necromancy improved by leaps and bounds alongside his water-attribute magic.
News that the Master of the Black Magic Tower had officially taken his own son as a disciple spread like wildfire.
Some things cannot be hidden, no matter the effort. This was especially true for a talent as radiant as Dale's.
Magic, swordsmanship, aristocratic etiquette, horsemanship—he mastered the knowledge required of an heir. By the time Dale turned nine, people did not hesitate to call him the prodigy of the Duke's household.
He was, after all, the son of none other than the Duke of Saxony.
The successor who would carry on the legacy of the Black Duke, the continent's greatest necromancer and dark mage.
The father's vow to never teach his child dark magic had been broken, sending ripples of shock throughout the Empire.
The entire Empire began to watch Dale's every move.
* * *
Sunlight shattered into golden fragments across the pure white plains. Two sets of footprints marred the pristine snow, leading to where two shadows stood in confrontation.
Sepia, a Snow Elf with sapphire-blue eyes, faced the Duke's prodigy, Dale of Sachsen.
'Do not hesitate. Come at me with everything you have.'
The 6th Circle elf mage spoke, her expression more serious than ever.
A magical duel was the fastest way for a master to gauge a disciple's progress.
It was a process of experiencing the disciple's full power firsthand.
Yet, Sepia regarded the nine-year-old 1st Circle novice with the caution of a mage on a battlefield.
Silence descended, heavy as a falling feather upon the snow.
"Rise, wall of 'combined' ice."
Dale finally spoke the words of the incantation.
A mage's incantation constructs their inner world through the "verbalization of imagery." Dale induced a conscious bias by adding the formula of "combination" to the standard Ice Wall incantation.
The power of suggestion inherent in a "verbalized formula" is far more potent than any formula inscribed subconsciously.
Koo-oong!
A massive wall of ice erupted, blocking the space between them.
Ice Wall.
Elemental magic is heavily influenced by the climate. Even a novice's cold magic would be amplified in this frozen wasteland, a principle Sepia knew well.
Five meters high and wide, with a thickness of one meter, it was a standard-sized Ice Wall—nothing exceptional for an average mage.
'Even so...'
As a 6th Circle water mage, it was not difficult for her to see through the principle hidden within Dale's Ice Wall.
'The density of the ice has been increased to the extreme.'
Molecular bonding. By adding a formula that strengthened the attraction between ice molecules, he had achieved a density several times that of a normal wall. Without that formula, the magic would have likely formed a gargantuan structure beyond imagination.
'But why go to the trouble of building a wall of ice?'
As she kept her guard up,
Jjeo-jeok, jjeok.
'...!'
"Grenade."
Cracks like a turtle's shell spiderwebbed across the ice. Dale chanted the incantation once more.
An incantation is ultimately the verbalization of imagery, a process of self-suggestion to solidify one's inner world.
An archetype—an image universally shared by a people, a nation, a culture, or an era, beyond the dimension of individual consciousness.
To function as a magical incantation, it requires powerful symbols. In Dale's original world, that word possessed a very clear form of imagery.
Ka-ang!
The front of the ice wall shattered, exploding like a grenade. Countless shards of ice scattered in all directions.
Shards imbued with a cold, blue edge. A frozen grenade.
'...!'
Only then did Sepia realize why Dale had increased the density of the ice wall. She gasped.
'Combination and fragmentation.'
When a frozen explosion occurs on an extremely compressed block of ice, tearing its outer skin to maximize fragmentation, each shard rivals the blade of a master assassin.
A technique only possible for Dale, who possessed the imagery of modern weaponry—specifically, a grenade.
Perhaps no one else in this world could have drawn such an image from the incantation Dale had conceived, as no reality in this world could evoke such verbalization.
But for Dale, it existed: otherworldly weapons that the people of this world could not even imagine.
The role played by highly developed modern weaponry in battles between hunters and monsters was significant. Furthermore, the military knowledge he possessed as the Commander-in-Chief of the Human Resistance was not comparable to that of a civilian.
Magic is ultimately the embodiment of one's inner world—the power to turn imagination into reality.
The inner world Dale embodied was a landscape the people of this world could not even conceive.
A hellish battlefield where guns, missiles, explosives, and thermal weapons endlessly spewed fire—a landscape of slaughter unknown to anyone in this world. The image Dale's incantation drew forth was a fragment of that hell.
Blades sharpened like those of high-ranking assassins rushed toward Sepia.
The blades were so small and fine they could not be parried individually. They were, quite literally, grenades.
'This is absolutely not the thinking of a young child.'
The destructive power was on a different level than when he had previously cast a frozen explosion without an incantation. Sepia's expression twisted in shock at the scattered fragments.
The ice blades shredded Sepia's body. She was torn apart so thoroughly that her form was unrecognizable.
"Teacher!"
Dale gasped, his heart sinking. However, Sepia's body, which had taken a direct hit from the frozen grenade, did not scatter blood or entrails.
There were only traces of destruction, as if an elaborate ice statue had been smashed. Only then did Dale realize.
'An illusion!'
Realizing this, he quietly turned his head.
"Dale."
Sepia stood behind Dale, watching him with a cautious expression. Dale gasped.
A single line of blood traced Sepia's snow-white cheek. A drop of crimson flowed from the wound.
"That wound is..."
"Were you afraid that I might have died?"
Sepia asked, the weight of the question heavy.
"...I never intended to kill you, Teacher."
Dale hesitated and nodded. It was neither a lie nor a pretense.
Yet, his magic had been imbued with a technique of slaughter meant to butcher her with all his might. Dale was aware of that fact.
"You handled water-attribute magic skillfully. Why are you so dejected after performing so adeptly?"
Sepia smiled bitterly, self-deprecating about her own immaturity.
"On the contrary, as your teacher, I am very happy that you unleashed your magic in earnest."
Sepia continued. Dale blinked at the unexpected words.
"You didn't hide your true self; you revealed it honestly."
With full power, without a single shred of restraint.
"Teacher..."
"What greater proof could there be that you trust me more than anything else?"
Trusting her. Saying that, Sepia embraced young Dale.
"You are my very proud disciple."
Sepia said, as if to remind herself.
"...Really?"
"I am a truly lucky teacher to have such a wonderful disciple."
"It's all thanks to your teaching, Sepia-nim."
Sepia nodded again. Only then did Dale finally smile—a smile befitting his age.
A bright one.
Sepia responded with the same smile.
A mage who wields the two great attributes of Water and Darkness, on the verge of completing the 2nd Circle. Handling dual attributes required not just twice the effort, but squared.
However, Sepia realized one thing: the true terror of Dale was not the speed of his achievements.
Magic is ultimately the embodiment of one's inner world—the power to overlay imagination onto reality.
What form would the complete version of this child's inner world take? Furthermore, what would "Dale's World," overlaid upon this reality, look like? She could not know. Sepia simply blessed her disciple's growth.
While trying her best to ignore the ominous chill crawling up her spine.
* * *
That night, the Duke of Saxony's office.
While reporting Dale's progress, the Black Duke gasped at an unexpected sight.
"Hyeon-yo-nim, what happened to the wound on your cheek?"
A single wound ran down the elf mage's cheek. The Blue Magic Tower's water-attribute magic specialized in protecting the body and disrupting opponents; the fact that this Blue Mage bore a wound held significant weight.
Even if it were the most trivial of cuts.
"Could it be that the 'Assassins of the Mountain (Hashishin)'..."
Assassins of the Mountain. At the Black Duke's cautious words, Sepia shook her head.
"It happened due to my own lack of skill during a magical duel with Dale-gongja-nim."
"...!"
Sepia said with a bitter smile. At the name of Dale, an unmistakable agitation rippled across the Black Duke's expression.
"I have sent a letter to the Blue Tower stating that my stay in the Duchy will be longer than planned."
"I am indebted to you beyond words, Sepia-nim."
"Indebted, you say? Teaching a talented disciple is a joyful task for me as well."
Sepia smiled, thinking of Dale, who was improving by leaps and bounds every day.
"I am grateful that you say so."
The Black Duke continued calmly.
"That is why, though I am shameless, there is one thing I would like to ask of you regarding Dale."
"And what is this favor you wish to ask?"
"──I have received intelligence that a group of Orcs from the Demon Territory has begun to cross the White Mountains."
Sepia gasped.
"The threat of the Orcs themselves is at a negligible level. It could likely be handled by summoning a small cavalry unit."
"What do you mean by that?"
"That is why I wish to have Dale participate in this battle."
"But Dale-gongja-nim is still a child!"
"I am not asking for a 'great achievement' from Dale on the battlefield."
However, the Duke of Saxony quietly cut her off.
"Subjugating monsters that overflow into the territory and taking responsibility for its safety is the duty of the Saxon House. As the eldest son who will carry the weight of the Duchy, Dale also needs to understand that duty."
'It is so cruel.'
But Sepia could not bring herself to say those words. The heart of a father who cherished his son would be no different for this man.
Yet, this is the fate given to those who carry the blood of the Duke's house.
"So, what specifically is it that you want me to do?"
"While I prepare for the expedition, I would like to pass on one of the artifacts I possess to Dale, just in case."
The Black Duke's artifact. Realizing the implication, Sepia gasped.
"A dark artifact..."
"Please, Sepia-nim, guide him so that Dale can control that power."
At the Black Duke's request, Sepia nodded without hesitation.
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* * *
At the break of dawn, a wooden sword sliced through the eerie morning air, stopping just before his nose.
The training grounds of the Duke of Saxony's castle.
Dale parried the squire's incoming blade. Instantly, he deflected the weapon outward, closed the distance, and slammed his shoulder into the squire.
Thwack!
Upon impact, the tip of Dale's wooden sword was already leveled at the squire's throat.
The outcome had been decided before they had even exchanged a few blows.
'Huh!'
Sir Helmut gasped. The knights of the Duke's household watching the duel were no exception.
Though his opponent was a squire yet to be knighted, the significance of Dale's victory remained undiminished.
His opponent, turning nineteen, had walked the path of the sword his entire life, born into a knightly family. He stood on the verge of knighthood under the Duke of Saxony—only to be defeated by a nine-year-old child.
A child who wasn't even pursuing the path of the sword, but was a mage to boot!
"Mail, good work."
Yet no one, Helmut included, blamed the squire for his defeat.
"It is not because of your lack of skill. Do not blame yourself."
"......Understood."
The defeated squire swallowed his bitterness, accepting the unavoidable reality.
What else could he do, regardless of the unfairness?
The world is unfair. The prodigy of the Duke's household, Dale of Sachsen, was living proof of that.
Dale's growth was phenomenal; he had shown extraordinary talent for the sword since age eight. By nine, he was already wielding his own unique style.
A swift sword style befitting his small frame.
It was a style that understood his limitations with cold-blooded precision, as if a master swordsman of the highest caliber resided within the child's body.
"Uncle Helmut, who is my next opponent?"
Dale asked, readjusting his grip on the wooden sword. Helmut burst into a hearty laugh at his boldness.
"How about one of the Seven Swords of the Continent next!"
"Sounds good!"
Sir Helmut was about to rise to his feet.
"Dale."
A voice called out from beyond the white marble corridor.
"I pay my respects to Your Grace the Duke!"
The surrounding knights knelt in unison. Dale turned to see his father, the Duke of Saxony, standing there.
"Father?"
"Were you practicing the sword here?"
The Black Duke asked, crossing between the corridor pillars.
"Yes."
It was well known that despite pursuing magic, Dale did not neglect his sword training.
"It is truly a sight to behold, seeing you devoted to your training."
The Black Duke did not hide his fatherly pride.
"However, let us end the sword training for today."
He continued, his expression turning serious.
"There is something I wish to show you."
"I understand, Father."
Dale nodded silently.
"Unfortunately, the duel with Uncle Helmut will have to be postponed."
"Haha, I shall look forward to that day!"
Dale set down his wooden sword, feigning disappointment. Helmut laughed heartily, then bowed as the father and son walked away.
* * *
After mentioning that he had something to show him, the Duke led Dale to the magic workshop in the castle basement.
An unexpected figure stood guard.
"You have come, Dale."
"Teacher Sepia?"
It was Dale's tutor, the 6th Circle elf mage and Elder of the Blue Magic Tower, Sepia.
"Follow me."
Watching the two masters cross the workshop, Dale sensed an unusual atmosphere and remained silent.
'What is this about all of a sudden?'
The Black Duke headed to the far end of the workshop, toward a passage leading to an even deeper, darker basement.
Dale followed silently behind him.
As he stepped through the passage, a sinister chill swept through him. It was a secret room, warded by layers of heavy barriers that no ordinary mage would dare attempt.
The room was lined with equipment, overflowing like an armory.
The moment he saw them, Dale instinctively knew these were no ordinary items.
Each piece was imbued with powerful, dark, and ominous magic.
'Artifacts of the Demon Territory......!'
Dale stepped forward, unable to hide his interest.
"Do not touch them carelessly."
A sharp voice restrained him.
"These are pieces of equipment imbued with powerful dark energy."
Crossing the room, the Black Duke continued.
"Our House of Sachsen has handled and controlled this cursed power for generations."
A forbidden power that commands the fear and awe of the people.
"To protect our lands and our people from our enemies."
Necromancy and dark magic are no exceptions.
"Therefore, as the eldest son of the Duke's household, it is also a power you must bear."
"What do you mean by that?"
"In a while, I will be gathering troops to subjugate a group of orcs that have been active in the Demon Territory."
The Black Duke continued.
"And before that, you will be joining me."
"......!"
Dale finally realized the situation.
"I am to go into battle with Father as well......!"
The Duke of Saxony nodded quietly.
"That is why, before the expedition, you will first learn how to control the dark power here."
In other words, the things here were armaments prepared for Dale.
"Accepting and adapting to the power of an artifact is absolutely not something that can be done overnight."
"You do not need to worry too much, Dale."
Sepia, who had been silent, spoke up.
"I, too, will help you with all my might."
In a very gentle voice.
"......."
Dale's gaze turned to the display rack, where swords, suspicious books, helmets, and armor were lined up.
'This is!'
Something caught his eye. At first glance, it was a nondescript black cloak. But how could he forget it?
The shadows that should have been cast under the cloak were wriggling as if they were living creatures.
'Shadow Cloak.'
It was the equipment of a high-ranking demon that Dale had faced in the past as the Hero of the Otherworld.
The Demon General of the Demon Territory and Duke of Illusions, Belka. It was a top-tier artifact he favored, which granted substance to shadows to perform the arts of both offense and defense.
For Dale, who handled both magic and the sword, it was truly the optimal piece of equipment.
'A big fish I never expected has been caught.'
Therefore, Dale did not hesitate. Ignoring his father's warning, he reached out and snatched the Shadow Cloak.
Driven by a longing for power, like a child who gives no thought to the consequences.
"Dale!"
The Black Duke gasped in astonishment.
Artifacts possess immense power, but they place a massive burden on the user. Those fueled by dark energy are so dangerous that merely touching them can be fatal.
Even the Duke of Saxony wouldn't demand such cruel suffering from a nine-year-old child.
The Black Duke had likely intended to give him something befitting a nine-year-old, even considering Dale's genius—at most, something capable of summoning a low-level dark spirit for emergency protection.
Instead, Dale had snatched a high-ranking artifact, incomparable to a 'low-level dark spirit,' and wrapped it around himself without hesitation.
Darkness enveloped him.
The moment it did, the shadows beneath the cloak began to wriggle like living creatures—like a school of piranhas sensing blood.
It was by no means an 'ordinary shadow.'
「Hungry! Hungry! Hungry!」
Living shadows, filled with malice. A fate where one becomes prey to starving shadows, leaving not even flesh or bone behind.
That was the horrific future that flashed through the minds of the Black Duke and Sepia for an instant.
As the two prepared to cast protective magic, Dale calmly reached out and restrained the shadows, ignoring the auditory hallucinations ringing in his ears.
"There is nothing to worry about."
Dale said, his voice devoid of hesitation or agitation, subjugating the shadows that had been running wild at his feet.
The shadows that had been thrashing wildly were now still, not twitching in the slightest, as if bowing before an existence they dared not defy.
"I am perfectly fine."
At Dale's words, the two froze.
"How on earth──."
It was an unbelievable sight. The Black Duke watched, his astonishment greater than it had ever been.
"A-are you not in pain?"
Dale gave a wry smile at Sepia's cautious question.
"Just a little."
The intense malice had rushed toward him the moment he donned the cloak.
This was the dark power the House of Sachsen must bear. To bear this malice, to correctly control and lead that power—that was the destiny of the House of Sachsen.
It was not a power to be handled by an ordinary mind. The moment one succumbed to this malice, they would become prey to the shadows.
An artifact was like a greedy creature; it never granted power without a price. Those fueled by dark energy were even worse. But in the end, that was all it was.
"It stings just a little, that's all."
Even so, the shadows rippling under his feet were rejoicing as if paying homage to a new master.
"Still, I am perfectly fine."
Dale replied in his usual unwavering voice.
It's only this much.
For the sake of humanity, he had spent his life fighting monsters on battlefields where gunfire raged. Afterward, he was raised as the Empire's Hunting Dog, slaughtering countless otherworldly beings and 'enemies of the Empire.'
Compared to the malice that encompassed his entire life, the malice of these shadows didn't even amount to a needle prick.
"Can I try on the other things here, too?"
Dale said, his eyes shining with childlike innocence, eyeing the endless number of pieces of equipment left to try.






Chapter - 9 

Episode 9
* * *
I draped the black cloak over my shoulders and, as a test, moved the shadows that rippled along the hem of the fabric. I infused it with my black mana, which pulsed in sync with the Circle in my heart.
The shadows at my feet rose, gaining physical substance. They sharpened into icy, pitch-black steel, erupting from the ground like spikes.
'So this is what it feels like.'
I moved the shadow blades experimentally, recalling the spectacle from that day.
The entity that once wielded this artifact had summoned a tidal wave of shadows, even commanding them to move like living creatures.
That is the nature of a Shadow Creature.
Compared to that, the shadow blades I controlled were mere child's play.
It is a fundamental rule that an artifact's performance is proportional to one's understanding of the equipment and the amount of mana infused into it.
'It will take time to get used to this.'
Dale swallowed his inner disappointment at that thought.
"Are you truly unaffected?"
The Black Duke and Sepia could only gasp in astonishment. The Black Duke's shock was profound. He was the continent's greatest black mage and necromancer, the one standing at the pinnacle of the Black Magic Tower.
His mastery over the powers of darkness was peerless.
To his eyes, there was no sign of Dale succumbing to the artifact's malice.
On the contrary, he had overwhelmed the malice, forcing it to submit. It was undeniable.
The Shadow Cloak.
A prized possession once favored by a high-ranking Demon of the Demon Territory who had been defeated by the 'Hero of the Otherworld'.
The shadows, filled with the malice dwelling within the cloak, were obeying the feet of a mere nine-year-old child.
'He is controlling the power perfectly.'
How? Artifacts are imbued with powerful, sentient wills. Maintaining composure against such malice requires more than ordinary mental strength.
It was certainly beyond what a nine-year-old should handle.
The Black Duke had intended to start with simple shadow spirits, gradually raising the bar as Dale matured, not over a day or two.
'Just what is this child......'
Sepia was also filled with shock.
However, leaving their complex thoughts behind, Dale only let his eyes shine like a child's—just like any child happy to receive a gift.
'One is not enough.'
Driven by greed, I considered taking two or three more. Only then did I notice their gazes fixed upon me.
'......!'
I messed up. For a fleeting moment, I had been greedy, not caring how I appeared. The artifact from the Demon Territory possessed a mana that stimulated my desires to that extent.
It wasn't some simple metaphor.
「I'll give you power! Power, you need power, don't you?! Wear me!」
Artifacts possess powerful, sentient wills. It sensed the dark emotions hidden deep within my heart, resonating and tempting me.
With hatred and malice coldly sharpened toward the Empire──.
「Choose me! Hurry and grab this hilt! Let's go slaughter those bastards together!」
「There are people you want to take revenge on, right? I can feel your hatred, I can feel it!」
「Let's wipe them out together! Hurry and choose me!」
「You coward! Hurry up and wear me! Let's kill those bastards together!」
A magic sword that absorbs life. The Armor of the Undead. The Predator's Grimoire. A necklace with a consciousness.
Spoils of war from those I had defeated as a Hero, or others collected independently by the Duke's family.
And I realized this wasn't all.
Beyond the room, there was another passage hidden by magic.
A secret room where an infinite abyss writhed, making these artifacts seem insignificant.
"......I'm sorry."
Ignoring the cries, I spoke cautiously.
"I suddenly felt an inexplicable pull...... It felt as if this cloak was asking me to wear it."
I told them fifty percent of the truth, knowing they understood how artifacts chose their owners.
"......To think you would receive the 'Call of the Artifact'."
Only then, as if realizing the situation, the Black Duke muttered.
No matter how outstanding Dale's talent was, he surely never imagined that a nine-year-old child would be called by the 'Shadow Cloak'.
I shook off the cries of the other artifacts trying to tempt me and nodded quietly.
'For now, controlling the power of the Shadow Cloak will be enough.'
In any case, the wealth of the Duchy would soon be mine. The Black Duke's treasures here were no exception. Therefore, I did not feel impatient.
"That cloak is yours from now on."
The Black Duke said. Sepia was still looking at me with a worried expression.
"However, controlling the power that cloak possesses will never be an easy task."
"Yes."
At those words, I steeled my resolve and nodded calmly, forcing the swarm of shadows rippling beneath my feet to obey.
* * *
The Duke of Saxony officially began summoning his knights to subjugate a pack of orcs that had invaded the Duchy.
Meanwhile, it fell to the elf mage, Sepia, to teach me how to control the artifact.
A few days later, at dawn.
Sepia's teachings focused on control. I needed someone else to teach me how to utilize the Shadow Cloak in combat.
"Uncle Helmut!"
At the training grounds for the Saxony vassal knights, Sir Helmut turned deathly pale the moment I appeared in the Shadow Cloak.
"Young Master Dale! That cloak, surely!"
"That's right."
Seeing Helmut's shocked face, I smiled mischievously.
"I heard about it from His Grace the Duke, but I couldn't believe it even after hearing it."
Sir Helmut continued.
"I'm not a little kid anymore."
It was a truly childish thing to say.
"Father has decided to have me accompany him on the subjugation of the orc pack."
"I am aware of that."
Helmut bowed his head silently.
"That is why I, Helmut, will protect your safety even if it costs me my life!"
"Thank you, Uncle."
I continued with a smile.
"But surely you haven't forgotten, have you?"
"Forgotten what?"
"We were supposed to have a duel."
The duel that hadn't happened that day due to my father's appearance.
"If I'm to go to the battlefield, I can't neglect my physical training."
Sreung.
I raised the shadows rippling beneath my feet as if to show them off.
"A real sword fight, how about it?"
Without a sword in hand, I boldly challenged Helmut, spinning shadow blades around my feet.
Helmut looked as if he'd been struck by a hammer.
'With this, the Young Master can make use of his talent for swordsmanship!'
He had believed my sword training was merely for exercise, never expecting me to wield one on the battlefield. He was wrong.
The sword of shadows spread out before him. Even without Aura, I had obtained my own 'beloved sword' that would be with me for life. As he realized that fact, his 'greed as a mentor' for my talent reared its head.
"Haha! You had better be prepared, Young Master!"
Helmut grinned and placed his hand on the sword hilt at his waist.
Sreung.
A real sword with a sharp, icy blade caught the dawn sunlight, scattering a pale, lethal edge.
* * *
The air was frozen, devoid of even a hint of a breeze.
Yet, the Shadow Cloak I wore flapped as if caught in a gale.
It moved as if it were a living creature.
Following the shadows of the fluttering hem, countless shadows began to writhe.
'Wielding shadow blades is the same principle as wielding a sword.'
The shadows rippling around my feet began to take on substance and rise like blades.
The only difference was that the hand holding the hilt was an 'invisible hand' made of my own mana. In that respect, it was several times more difficult than wielding a real sword.
However, it wasn't all disadvantages.
There was no limit to the number of blades that could be formed. It could be operated freely, transcending the limitations of the body, much like Sword Control (Eogeomsul).
The Circle in my heart began to rotate rapidly, like an engine's RPM climbing.
RPM (revolutions per minute).
That was no metaphor.
Typically, a mage's Circle rotates at 300 rpm, generating mana through 300 rotations per minute.
But in my case? 1,500 rpm.
Through the Circle's rotation rate, I could exert five times the efficiency of a normal mage.
High-speed rotation of the Circle.
A mage's ability is not just about the number of Circles; the rotation rate is also an important metric.
In my case, the amount of mana generated from a single Circle would rival that of a 3rd Circle mage.
A massive amount of mana generated through the rotation of the Circle began to seep into my Shadow Cloak.
"Here I come."
With those words, I kicked off the ground and surged forward. Simultaneously, the shadow blades that had risen from my feet shot toward Sir Helmut all at once, like an assassin scattering countless hidden weapons in a fan shape.
A strike without a single ounce of restraint, one that an ordinary knight would find difficult to even oppose.
However, my opponent was the North's greatest knight.
A powerhouse who wouldn't collapse unilaterally even if he clashed swords with his past self at full power.
Whoosh!
Sir Helmut's strike swung toward the shadow blades rushing at him.
It was fast.
His sword split into countless fragments, like a fishing net, as if catching every one of my strikes.
Clang!
The cheerful sound of iron clashing against iron rang out. At the end of the strike, Sir Helmut, having readjusted his grip on the hilt, began to launch a counterattack.
Ta-at!
Just as the distance between us closed, the hem of my cloak fluttered once again.
Pitch-black spikes rose sharply from beneath my feet. Helmut's movement, as he tried to close the distance, came to a dead halt.
'Ho-ho!'
Although it was a duel between master and student, it was strictly a fight using real swords. The knights of the Duke's family watching the scene could only be dumbfounded.
Sir Helmut Blackbear, leader of the Night Raven Knights, was a powerhouse, yet he was facing a mere nine-year-old.
The fact that the Duke's eldest son was a prodigy with monstrous talent was a story the entire Empire was well aware of.
In fact, I had shown myself to be no less capable than the official knights of the Duke's family when holding a sword. Although, since it was a mock battle that did not use Aura, the knights weren't exerting 100% of their capabilities either.
That was no exception for Sir Helmut right now.
Even so, they couldn't help but be speechless at the sight of us clashing.
Even if I was borrowing the power of an artifact forged by a high-ranking Demon, wasn't it even more bizarre that a nine-year-old child was freely wielding such power of darkness?
The scene transcended mere talent, evoking a creeping sense of foreboding.
Yet, there was a wonder in me that eclipsed that foreboding. It was not unrelated to my family history.
'As expected of the Black Duke's son.'
Clang!
Countless shadow blades rose and swirled from beneath my feet, and each time, Sir Helmut spurred his sword as if satisfied.
The most terrifying aspect of my talent was that I didn't need verbal instruction. I understood and analyzed myself coldly through the clash of steel—identifying my flaws and how to fill the void.
As if a 'perfect theory' already existed for me, and all that remained was to apply it to reality.
Helmut's role as a mentor was singular.
To build up my experience by clashing blades.
Looking forward to the day I would spread my wings and soar, Sir Helmut did not hesitate to become a part of them.
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* * *
"Dale!"
That night, it came as no surprise when his mother, Elena, visited Dale's room.
"Mother."
Dale did not panic; he bowed his head with a calm expression.
"Is it true you are departing with your father to subjugate the Orc horde?"
"Yes."
No matter how brilliant Dale's talent, in Elena's eyes, he remained a nine-year-old child.
"Let us speak to your father again."
In any world, a mother's heart, worrying for her child, remains the same.
"You have nothing to worry about."
Dale shook his head at Elena, who could not hide her concern.
"I will carry the burden of this Ducal House in the future."
He steeled his resolve and continued.
"I must become stronger, if only for Mother, Father, and my younger sister, 'Lise'."
The current Dale was not a pathetic, vengeful spirit with nothing to lose. He had things to protect, and that fact would never dull his blade.
Rather, the moment he reminded himself of his burdens, his blade sharpened more keenly than ever.
"Besides, Father and Uncle Helmut are with me."
"Even so...."
"Please, do not worry too much, Mother."
Dale quietly embraced Elena.
"Please, grant me your permission so that I may protect you."
At those words, Elena held her breath, then offered a quiet smile.
* * *
Two hundred knights responded to the summons from the knight-fiefs granted by the Duke of Saxony.
Fifty household knights resided in the Ducal Castle.
Along with a total of two hundred and fifty cavalry troops, there were also the 'Winter Sentinels,' an elite ranger unit stationed in the White Mountains.
Swift and decisive. The force the Duke had assembled to subjugate the Orc horde was thoroughly specialized in mobile warfare.
That night, in the conference room of the Saxon Ducal Castle:
"It is said that the Orc tribes have established a camp upstream of the 'Saxon River'."
"What is the exact number of their forces?"
"It is roughly just under one thousand."
As the messenger from the 'Winter Sentinels' reported, the Duke of Saxony nodded quietly.
There, as always, the vassals who pledged their loyalty to the Ducal House, led by Sir Helmut, were lined up.
The harsh environment of the Demon Territory beyond the White Mountains spared no one, not even monsters. Therefore, the large-scale migration of monsters driven by hunger—and the subsequent looting of the Duchy's residential areas—was not an uncommon event.
"Considering their lack of supplies, the crossing of the river will likely be a matter of time."
Synthesizing the given information, Sir Helmut Blackbear spoke up.
"Indeed."
The Duke of Saxony nodded calmly in agreement.
"Shall we prepare an ambush, targeting the time they cross?"
"No."
The Duke of Saxony shook his head.
"Before they reorganize their forces and cross the river, we will strike first."
"What do you mean by that?"
"We will have our cavalry cross the lower reaches of the river first, then join up with the ranger unit to launch a surprise attack."
The Duke of Saxony said. A look of bewilderment crossed Helmut's face.
"But Your Grace, there is no ford in the lower reaches of the Saxon River capable of crossing cavalry forces...."
"You need not worry about that point."
Sepia, the 6th Circle Elf mage, dismissed Sir Helmut's concern.
"For this battle, Sepia-nim, an Elder of the Blue Magic Tower, has specially agreed to assist us."
The Duke of Saxony continued.
"With my magic, I will form a 'Bridge of Ice' that will allow the entire cavalry unit to cross the lower river."
At those words, the room fell silent as men held their breath.
An ice bridge strong enough for hundreds of cavalrymen, each mounted on heavy armor-clad horses, to cross at once. For ordinary mages, it was a feat beyond daring. But the 6th Circle water-attribute Elf mage was by no means 'ordinary'.
"Of course, this is the extent of the help I can provide to Your Grace."
The Blue Magic Tower's doctrine preached non-killing and harmony. Yet, she was willing to risk controversy for one reason.
Sepia's gaze turned quietly toward the seat next to the Duke of Saxony. There sat a nine-year-old child, silently listening to the vassals' meeting.
"Thank you, Sepia-seonsaeng-nim."
Dale, who had been listening intently, finally smiled.
* * *
Before the dawn sunlight could even peek out, the departure began in the darkness.
However, apart from Elena's worries, it was, strictly speaking, hardly a 'battle'.
The Saxon Duchy was constantly exposed to monster threats, and each time, they had subjugated them. With the Black Duke himself leading his men alongside Sir Helmut, what Orc would dare harm Dale?
'Still, worrying about one's child is, in the end, a mother's heart.'
Thinking that, Dale smiled bitterly and turned away.
Two hundred and fifty knights were wearing gray surcoats over their black armor. Embroidered on the surcoats was the Night Raven crest, which symbolized the Saxon Ducal House.
On their sword belts, an arming sword and a stiletto were crossed diagonally; on their backs, they carried large shields. In their hands, they held lances several meters long.
Finally, even the northern warhorses, wrapped in black horse armor, finished their preparations.
The 'Black Cavalry,' the pride of the Saxon Ducal House, stood ready for orders.
"Your Grace, please, give the order to depart!"
The knight wrapped in heavy armor from head to toe, Sir Helmut Blackbear, spoke up.
"Dale."
At those words, the Duke of Saxony turned his head quietly.
"Yes, Father."
"This cavalry unit, which our Ducal House is proud of, is also the force that you will lead in the future."
The Black Cavalry. The destroyers of the battlefield, counted among the top three in the entire Empire.
"In other words, they are your knights."
Dale's knights.
'...My knights.'
A military force that could never have been permitted to him in his previous life.
"In my stead, give the order to depart."
At his father's words, Dale held his breath, then nodded with resolve.
"Proud swords of the Saxon House."
His voice carried a heavy resonance, unnatural for a nine-year-old child.
"The time for departure has come."
At Dale's command, the knights simultaneously raised their lances.
"We shall follow the young master's command!"
"For the young master!"
"For the Saxon House!"
The swallow-tail-shaped pennants attached to the tips of the lances began to flutter in the dawn wind.
* * *
The cold air raced over the river water.
The river, stretching toward the horizon, began to freeze rapidly in the wake of the biting cold.
'As expected of Seonsaeng-nim.'
It was not merely a matter of freezing the water. She had to ensure the ice could support hundreds of heavy cavalrymen, while increasing friction to prevent the horses from slipping.
Water-attribute magic that was flawless in scale and precision. It was a divine technique that the current Dale could not dare to imitate.
"I am always indebted to Sepia-nim in ways I cannot express."
Looking down at the coldly frozen river water, the Duke of Saxony bowed his head in silence.
"Thank you, Seonsaeng-nim."
Dale, who had been guarding the Duke's side, smiled as brightly as a child.
'A bright smile, indeed.'
Was that the look a child about to face an Orc horde should have? Sepia's feelings as she watched Dale were complex.
"As a mage of the Blue Tower, this is the extent of the help I can provide."
Leaving the endlessly unfolding ice bridge behind, Sepia bowed her head. In the darkness of the dawn, the frozen river emitted a light like glass, and the cavalry began to cross it all at once.
Before long, Sepia, left alone, muttered the words she could not bear to say in front of Dale.
"Dale, please, return safely."
The continent's greatest necromancer and one of the Seven Swords were protecting the child. Rationally, it was hard to imagine Dale getting hurt.
However, just like a mother's heart worrying for her child, a teacher's heart worrying for her student was no different.
* * *
Light cut through the thick dawn darkness: a fire arrow signaling the start of the raid.
A baptism of blazing flames.
The 'Winter Sentinels' fired a volley of arrows, a rain of flame descending upon the Orc camp.
Whoosh!
"Graaaaah!"
The Orcs roared in response to the surprise attack, a sound like tearing metal.
"1st, 2nd, 3rd Cavalry Squadrons, charge in wedge formation!"
Sir Helmut's thunderous roar echoed as he commanded his knights.
One hundred and fifty knights from three squadrons, divided into 50-man units, began to sprint, simultaneously tucking their cavalry lances between their armpits.
Couched Lance. The heavy cavalry charge rained down upon the panicking Orcs.
The combined weight of knight, horse, and armor totaled 800 kilograms. Add to that the momentum of a full-speed charge, and the lance became a devastating force.
Lance charging.
It wasn't a fight; it was a slaughter. No matter their strength, the Orcs were like paper before the impact of armored knights.
A march of destruction, crushing everything in its path.
As the offensive reached its peak, Sir Helmut, surveying the battle from the ridge, raised his voice.
"Signal them to order the 4th and 5th Cavalry Squadrons waiting in the rear to charge."
"Yes!"
At those words, the messenger guarding his side shot something toward the sky.
Bang!
A magic signal flare scattered blue light into the dawn sky.
"Charge!"
Simultaneously with the signal, the cavalry detachment that had bypassed and hidden on the right flank of the Orc camp began their charge.
A storm of steel raging from all sides.
"Watch closely."
Watching the battle from the ridge, the Duke of Saxony spoke calmly.
"This is the power of the cavalry that our Ducal House is proud of."
Even while cavalry charges were endlessly crossing and being committed in succession, they never broke their formation.
The true strength of the knights lies not in the martial power emitted from a single Aura Blade, but in the tactical destructive power derived from thorough organizational skills.
'Truly overwhelming.'
Dale held his breath, making no effort to hide his surprise.
"It's one-sided."
"It is still too early to let your guard down, Young Master."
Unlike Dale, Sir Helmut remained cautious.
'That would be so.'
Just as the Orc camp seemed devastated by the successive charges, the roar of beasts erupted again.
The Orcs still outnumbered them four to one, and they were a warrior race by nature.
Furthermore, no matter how powerful the cavalry charge, it could not be repeated endlessly.
As the cavalry's charge began to falter, the counterattack of the surviving Orcs began.
The Orcs formed a dense line of anti-cavalry spears. Once set, the subsequent cavalry charges lost their destructive edge.
"The surprise attack was quite effective, but it is not enough to cause annihilation."
Sir Helmut, surveying the battle situation from above the ridge, calmly assessed the situation.
"First, I will withdraw the troops to reorganize the battle line, and then break the defensive line with successive charges."
As soon as he spoke, the messenger at his side fired a signal flare for retreat. At the same time, the cavalry surrounding the Orcs' defensive line simultaneously turned their horses' heads.
After withdrawing swiftly, they realigned their ranks for another charge. No matter how strong the Orcs' defensive line, the outcome was clear.
It was just then.
"Graaaaah!"
Whoosh!
Javelins, thrown with the full power of the Orcs, surged toward the retreating cavalry.
While the heavy armor protected the knights, a few lucky spears found the gaps in the horse armor.
Neigh!
One horse, pierced in a vital spot, screamed and collapsed, throwing its rider.
One straggler out of two hundred and fifty. It was sheer bad luck.
Several Orc swordsmen closed in on the fallen knight.
The prey could not even move, stunned by the fall.
"One casualty."
The Duke of Saxony and Sir Helmut remained calm, as if this were within the expected margin of error.
'Casualty....'
This was a battlefield. To win without damage was absurd. Dale understood this.
"──Why are you just watching?"
Nevertheless, Dale asked.
"The proud sword of the Saxon House is exposed defenselessly in front of the enemies, so why are we just watching?"
He did not wait for an answer, pulling his horse's reins without hesitation.
There was no time to wait for their explanations.
At the same time.
"──Ice Bolt, 「Barrett M98B」, 「8.58x70mm」."
For bolt-type magic, speed is life; vocal chanting is rarely used. The first lesson for novice mages at the Magic Tower is non-chanting bolt casting.
Moreover, the formula Dale added after that was words that no one in this world could understand.
Barrett M98B.
8.58x70mm ─ .338 Lapua Magnum.
A bolt-action sniper rifle and ammunition specialized for long-range personnel sniping.
To others, it would look just like a sequence of codes of unknown origin.
Therefore, seeing the formula Dale added, the Black Duke dismissed it as just the immaturity of a child who didn't know any better.
It was the mistake of novice mages who believe magic comes true just by saying it, inserting arbitrary words only they understand.
No matter how much magic is the embodiment of the mind, a spell requires specific symbols shared across eras and cultures.
Without such a powerful image, it cannot function as a spell.
It should have been that way.
──Bang!
The Ice Bolt released from his fingertips raced across an absurd distance, driving into the skull of the Orc swordsman.
'Ice Bolt? No, it is not.'
Seeing that, the Black Duke could only hold his breath.
The essence of the slaughter shot from Dale's fingertips was something that could not even be called a bolt (crossbow arrow) anymore.
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* * *
After slamming down the Ice Bolt, Dale spurred his horse toward the bottom of the ridge.
"Yo, Young Master Dale-nim!"
The Duke of Saxony shook his head, stopping Sir Helmut, who was already reaching for his reins.
"I shall watch a little longer."
"Your Grace!"
Dismissing Sir Helmut's flustered words, he turned his gaze toward Dale's retreating back.
At first, he had thought it was just the recklessness of a child.
However, that Ice Bolt released from Dale's fingertips—it was a kind of proof, a message to his father, a plea for trust.
Could that thing, which possessed a range and lethality incomparable to any other bolt, even be called a bolt in the first place?
Furthermore, the formulas that Dale had added to his incantation.
「Barrett M98B」, 「8.58x70mm」.
For the Duke of Saxony, a man of this world, these were sounds from a realm he could not even imagine. Only one rational conclusion remained.
'Could it be that he has already mastered an Original Modification at that age...'
For novice mages, the effects of adding formulas that only they could understand to their incantations were extremely minimal.
However, it differed for high-ranking mages who had repeatedly trained to firmly establish their inner world. It was a high level of mastery, drawing images from a meticulously constructed inner world.
That is precisely 「Original Modification」.
'Does a mage at merely the 1st Circle level possess such a complete inner world?'
Before even discussing Circle levels, Dale was only a nine-year-old child. It was a level that made words like prodigy or genius seem insufficient.
──However, strictly speaking, what Dale had used was not an Original Modification in the true sense—at least, not when a clear reality existed to correspond with the incantations he murmured.
Bombardments from iron-clad bombers soaring through the sky. The endless ringing of gunfire and the hail of artillery.
Weapons of another world that no one in this realm could imagine, yet they possessed clear substance.
'Just what is that child...'
The Duke of Saxony, having no way of knowing the truth, simply decided to trust Dale and watch. In fact, he was so curious about the performance Dale would put on that he grew impatient.
He had become a doting father looking forward to his child's achievements.
Besides, regardless of the distance, the Duke of Saxony was the continent's greatest Black Mage. Protecting Dale in an emergency would be trivial.
Passing the retreating cavalry, Dale galloped beneath the ridge.
In the distance, he could see the straggling knight and the Orc swordsmen, and behind them, the group of Orcs still forming a phalanx.
The distance closed rapidly, and Dale's mind as he looked at them was colder than ever.
'The additional formulas for the spell are too cumbersome.'
They were flawless for sniping, but they were far too inefficient to chant in a situation with enemies right in front of him.
However, the suggestion was too weak to subconsciously project the images of the weapons existing on Earth.
Therefore, he needed a more efficient 'substitute word' that could achieve 70% efficiency on the spot.
Lightweighting the formula.
'......!'
After thinking that far, Dale burst into laughter. He felt like a fool for agonizing over such a triviality until a moment ago.
Ice Bolt (Ice Crossbow Bolt). That was the magic name that mages of this world loved to use as an incantation to conjure an ice projectile.
And Dale had added the image of the sniper rifle he was thinking of as a 'formula' based on that magic name.
It was a truly foolish thing to do. There was no need for that from the very beginning.
"Gueeeeh!"
One Orc swordsman died instantly from the first sniper Ice Bolt Dale had fired, and the remaining Orcs began to take a defensive stance.
Dale pointed his finger at them again from atop his horse. After aiming, he opened his mouth.
"Ice Bullet."
──Ta-ang!
Setting aside whether the pen is mightier than the sword, a gun is undeniably stronger than a bow or crossbow. The same held true for bullets and arrows.
An ice bullet slammed into an Orc swordsman.
A strike that pierced right below the eye, penetrating the skull beyond the eye socket.
"Yo, Young Master-nim!"
The knight, who had been sprawled on the ground and had resigned himself to death, turned his head, unable to hide his astonishment.
"What on earth are you doing here! Quickly──."
"You have nothing to worry about."
Dale, having dismounted, smiled quietly as the knight rambled, unable to grasp the situation.
"Our Saxon House never abandons a sword that is loyal to us."
He spoke with a heavy resonance that one could never believe came from a nine-year-old child.
"Young Master-nim......."
He, too, was one of the vassal knights who had watched Dale's training at the Duke's castle several times.
The world is unfair, and this child was proof of that absurdity.
Every time he saw Dale improve, he had to force a bitter smile at the reality of an unfair world, setting aside the dark emotions surging deep within his heart.
But that very child was standing alone against a group of Orcs for his sake.
Dale turned his gaze toward the few surviving Orc swordsmen.
The dawn air was very chilly, yet the wind did not blow. Even so, the hem of the black cloak Dale was wearing began to flutter as if it were in a gale.
"Guaaaa!"
As the Orc swordsmen rushed him, Dale's shadows rose from beneath his feet like skewers.
Artifact 'Shadow Cloak' 1st Form.
Shadow Blade.
Ka-ang!
Just as the Shadow Blade deflected the Orcs' swords.
'Devour them.'
The shadows began to coil around the Orcs' swords like living tentacles and slide toward their hands.
Chwa-a-ak!
Several black snakes of shadow blades wrapped around the Orcs' wrists, severing them, before surging toward their torsos.
Starting from the wrists, the shoulders and torsos were sliced clean, and finally, their necks. Green blood gushed from the severed stumps.
The slaughter Dale displayed defied common sense. One would doubt if he were truly the same child who swung his sword at the Duke's castle.
It was not the sword of a knight pursuing the Way of the Sword.
It was an assassin's killing sword, filled with the obsession to take the opponent's life no matter what.
"Ice Bullet."
After slaughtering the rushing Orcs by controlling his Shadow Cloak, Dale extended his finger.
Ta-ang!
He pointed his finger at the last Orc swordsman.
The corpses of the Orcs deployed to hunt down a single straggling knight lay scattered in a mess.
Dale turned his head toward the Orc unit in the distance, which was maintaining a long-spear phalanx to counter the cavalry charge.
Several Orcs in the front line gripped their long spears again and adjusted their posture for throwing. However, a hail of long spears did not rain down upon Dale.
They were merely startled by something and were hurriedly adjusting their spear shafts.
Dale understood the meaning without difficulty and smiled faintly. His performance ended here.
"──All cavalry battalions, charge at once!"
Simultaneously with his smile, Sir Helmut's roar, loud enough to tear the ears, echoed across the field.
The heavy sound of warhorses' hooves followed from behind.
As the two forces crossed, the charge of the 'Black Cavalry,' the pride of the Saxon Ducal House, began anew.
Furthermore, the morale of the knights, who were galloping while adjusting their lances, was higher than ever before.
The eldest son of the Ducal House had risked his life to run onto the battlefield for the sake of a single knight. It was a marvel that could not be fully described even by the term 'Noblesse Oblige,' a legendary heroic tale in the making.
Dale's actions poured oil onto the embers of loyalty toward the Saxon House burning in their hearts.
"For the Saxon House!"
"For Young Master Dale-nim!"
"Let's wipe out those Orc bastards!"
"Charging!"
A storm of steel raged. It was a strike like driving a wedge into a shield on the verge of breaking.
* * *
The dawn sunlight rose along the eastern ridge.
"Why did you head into the enemy lines alone so recklessly?"
After the skirmish with the Orc group ended, that was the Duke's first question to Dale.
However, it was by no means a tone of reprimand. It was just a question to test him.
"As Father said."
Therefore, Dale answered without being flustered.
"The knights of the Saxon House here are the people I will lead in the future."
"......."
"The noble have noble duties befitting their status."
Dale continued calmly.
"As one who will lead them in the future, I merely performed such a duty."
"But it was too reckless."
"If it were truly a reckless act, it would not have been difficult for Father to stop me."
Dale replied. It was a truly bold answer.
"Because for Father, subjugating those Orc groups would be nothing."
"Ho-oh."
At that boldness, his father, the Duke of Saxony, smiled as if amused. It was as Dale said. For the Black Duke, wiping out a thousand Orcs would be enough with a single gesture.
Yet, he did not do so.
"As you say, if I truly had the mind to, it would not be a difficult task to wipe out the Orcs before my eyes."
"Then why are you watching your own people die?"
Next, it was Dale's turn to ask.
"Did you wish for me to wipe out the Orc group with a single gesture?"
"At the very least, I wished for you to save the knight loyal to you."
"They do not grip their swords on the battlefield hoping to be saved."
At those words, the Duke of Saxony continued in a cold voice.
"Is the 'Noblesse Oblige' you envision simply stepping forward to save your subordinates every time they are in danger, turning the tide of battle?"
"That is correct."
A cold sneer greeted Dale's answer, the Duke momentarily forgetting he was conversing with a nine-year-old child.
"Our territory is exposed to countless threats every year."
It was the face of a cold-blooded high noble, unfamiliar even to Dale.
"Every time that threat approaches, I use my power, and through that power, I maintain the peace of the Duchy—what do you intend to do next?"
Next.
"Will you protect this territory solely with your own power once you become Duke?"
And then after that.
"Then what is the need to train knights who are loyal to the Saxon House?"
"That is......."
"How will you take responsibility for them forgetting the sense of the battlefield and their blades becoming dull?"
Faced with such cold realism, Dale was momentarily silenced.
"Facing the threats to the territory, our Saxon House knights endlessly hone their swords."
The Duke of Saxony said.
"I will only block the threats they cannot handle."
As the head of the Saxon House, counted among the Empire's greatest lords.
"That is the 'Noblesse Oblige' that those of the Saxon House must bear."
"......."
It was a perspective Dale had not considered. Because it was such a sound argument, it struck him like a bullseye.
Hadn't even he, in his past life, acted like that while holding the title of Commander-in-Chief of the special forces?
'Then why did I try to save that knight?'
Once he reached that point, Dale himself was gripped by a doubt he could not understand. Was it just to gain the loyalty of the knights who would be his subordinates in the future?
Just then,
"──Nevertheless."
As if the cold expression from a moment ago had been a lie, the Duke of Saxony continued in a softened voice.
"You carried out the 'Noblesse Oblige' you believe in to the end with your own will."
At those words, Dale caught his breath.
"When you, in the future, inherit this Ducal House and look back on 'Noblesse Oblige' in the name of the Duke of Saxony."
A future that the current Dale could not even dare to imagine.
"Which of our beliefs was correct will be something you will realize in the future."
"Father......."
"Let us return to the castle."
Everyone has their own path. As if to convey this, the Duke of Saxony turned his back in silence.
Where the Black Duke turned, two hundred and fifty knights awaited the father and son of the Saxon House.
Unable to contain their surging loyalty toward the Saxon Ducal House—no, toward 'Dale of Sachsen'—they repeatedly swore they would gladly offer their lives.
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* * *
Dale's anecdotes, passed from mouth to mouth among gossips, swelled and swelled like a balloon about to burst, racing across the entire Empire.
The eldest son of the Saxon House, who stood before the enemy lines to save a single knight, facing thousands of Orcs.
The heroic tale, embarrassingly exaggerated for the person involved, however, brought a new wind to the entire Northern Duchy.
* * *
From early dawn, sword training with the knights of the ducal castle.
"You have arrived, Young Master Dale-nim!"
"Welcome!"
"I humbly greet your esteemed presence, Young Master-nim!"
Leaving the eerie dawn air behind, as soon as they saw Dale, the knights all knelt and paid their respects.
Sreung!
All at once, plunging their swords vertically into the ground.
Normally, with Sir Helmut-gyeong at the forefront, Dale freely associated with the vassal knights and dedicated himself to the sword. That in itself was already an act of trust that transcended the barrier between the Duke's esteemed successor and the knights.
However, with the incident of that day as a turning point, the knights' deference toward Dale was incomparable to any time before.
It was not merely respect stemming from Dale's talent or the fact that he was the Duke's successor.
The eldest son of the Duke's family who, to save a single knight, willingly rode toward the enemies.
Of course, this is not to deny the ruthlessness (非情) of the Duke of Saxony who had to silently watch the knight's death. On the contrary, the Black Duke was renowned for cherishing his subordinates, and the knights were not unaware of such realities.
In this world, the nobility of status holds a meaning beyond what Dale, from the Otherworld, could imagine.
Therefore, even more so, Dale's actions were bound to be special.
'Our Saxon House never abandons a loyal sword.'
Even if it was somewhat humbler than the story inflated by gossips, it was incomparable to the emotion felt by those who directly witnessed the situation.
"Oh, why is everyone like this? It's embarrassing."
Nevertheless, Dale merely scratched his head awkwardly.
"Stand tall with pride, Young Master-nim!"
Then, toward Dale, who couldn't hide his embarrassment, Sir Helmut-gyeong burst into hearty laughter.
"Now, what is everyone doing!"
After laughing, with the appearance of an utterly stern beast, he readjusted his grip on the sword in his hand.
"Even for the sake of the future Young Master-nim, shouldn't we sharpen our swords even more!"
"We obey your command!"
At Sir Helmut-gyeong's shout, the knights all pounded their breastplates and raised their swords. As the Duke of Saxony had worried, it was as if Dale's compassion could never dull their swords.
With the single-minded resolve to sharpen their swords even more than that, a fervent heat began to warm the dawn morning.
'They're just so passionate, it's something else.'
For Dale, watching that sight, it was truly subtle how he should react.
* * *
Facing the sword of Sir Helmut-gyeong, one of the Seven Swords of the Continent, honing his practical combat sense, training to master the Artifact 'Shadow Cloak', education in water-attribute magic by Sepia, and finally, even learning dark-attribute magic from the Black Duke.
Dale, who was now on the verge of completing his 2nd Circle, was making rapid progress in his training.
Needless to say, his sword and magic training. Beyond that, there was no end to what he had to learn as the Duke's successor.
Dale's day was truly a rigorous schedule, to the extent that the name 'imperial education' was not lacking.
At least, except for that one day.
"Young Master-nim, it is time for the guests to arrive."
After finishing his training with the knights from early dawn, the one who came to greet Dale was the young maid 'Eve'.
"With Sir Helmut-gyeong, His Grace the Duke-gakha's instruction is to come to the Great Hall."
"Ah, yes. Thank you."
"It seems the time has already come."
And following those words, stopping his training and sheathing his sword was Sir Helmut-gyeong as well.
Today, a very special guest was visiting the Saxon Ducal Castle.
A fallen noble from the Teutonia Knight Kingdom. The young widow of God Sword Sir Badel-gyeong and her nine-year-old daughter.
* * *
In the past, 'Basel Orhardt', who was defeated by the Hero, was called by countless names.
God Sword (神劍).
One of the Seven Swords, and the one with the title of the Greatest Sword among them. The last loyal subject of the Teutonia Knight Kingdom, who was defeated by the 'Hero of the Otherworld' and lost his life.
After that, once the Teutonia Knight Kingdom was subjugated as Imperial territory──.
The Orhardt family, renowned as a martial family (武家), was literally living the life of a fallen noble.
In contrast, the Saxon Ducal House was still the continent's foremost great noble and a mage family that practiced dark magic.
What connected the two families, who seemed to have no point of contact at first glance, was Sir Helmut-gyeong, who, along with Sir Badel-gyeong, held the title of one of the Seven Swords.
"Thank you again for granting such an utterly unreasonable request."
"You said he was the benefactor who allowed you to walk the path of a knight."
Toward Sir Helmut-gyeong, who bowed respectfully, the Duke of Saxony quietly nodded.
"The widow of the Orhardt family sent a letter requesting your help, Sir Helmut-gyeong, did she not?"
Likewise, sitting on the left side of the throne prepared for the ducal couple, his wife Elena asked back, holding the infant, Dale's younger sister 'Lise', who was innocently asleep, oblivious to the world.
"That is correct."
Sir Helmut-gyeong bowed his head as if apologetic.
"Even if it was a long time ago, one cannot pretend not to know the difficulties of those who once helped."
Elena smiled as if it were nothing particularly important. However, for Dale, who was listening intently to the conversation between the ducal couple and Sir Helmut-gyeong, his feelings were very complex.
'To think I'd be entangled again in this way.'
God Sword Sir Badel-gyeong is no longer of this world. Because no one else, but I, the Empire's Hunting Dog, personally took that man's life.
After that, having lost their homeland and the pillar of their house, the fate of the 'Orhardt family', subjugated to the Empire, goes without saying.
On the contrary, it is surprising that only after nine years they finally requested help.
"The guests from the Orhardt family have arrived."
Just then, beyond the Great Hall, the Duke's butler appeared.
"Escort them respectfully."
"Understood, Your Grace the Duke-gakha."
The butler bowed and withdrew, and soon reappeared with the two mother and daughter of the Orhardt family.
A woman clad in all black, veiled in jet-black. And a young daughter, Dale's age-mate, silently following her mother's side.
Both mother and daughter had rapiers slanted at their waists, which instantly caught Dale's gaze.
They were noblewomen's rapiers.
'Even if they were fallen nobles, to the Saxon Ducal Castle without a single attendant...'
That must be why they were armed with swords, even as noblewomen. Excluding the Saxon House's attendants, the absence of anyone else serving and accompanying the two was proof of that.
"Vanessa Orhart, I humbly greet Your Grace the Duke-gakha of Saxony."
"Welcome."
The woman in black bowed her head and paid her respects courteously.
However, the blonde girl guarding her mother's side raised her voice, openly revealing her hostility.
"Mother, why are you bowing your head to such pathetic people!"
"Cha, Charlotte!"
At that attitude, the widow in black, Vanessa, flustered and reprimanded her daughter. At the girl's shrill voice, 'Lise', who had been sleeping in Elena's arms, startled and burst into tears.
"The journey here must have been rough, you must have suffered greatly."
However, the Duke of Saxony, without flustering, continued calmly.
"Elena, Lise seems startled, so take her to the bedroom."
"Understood, dear."
"And Dale."
"Yes, Father."
"To Charlotte-yang, show her around the castle, at least."
Perhaps not having expected the atmosphere to freeze like this, he hastily dismissed his wife Elena and Dale from their seats.
That was no exception for Charlotte, the daughter of the Orhardt family, either.
"Escorting a lady is a noble's duty."
"Understood."
'It seems the situation is going to get quite complicated.'
However, even at the Duke of Saxony's words, the blonde girl merely shook her head defiantly.
"Who would listen to such words from Imperial nobles!"
"Charlotte!"
Vanessa's face hardened coldly once again. Only then did the girl called Charlotte begin to well up with tears.
Tears welled up in her jade-colored eyes. Even if she tried to hold them back again and again, uncontrollable sobs burst forth.
'No matter how much she pretended to be strong, she was ultimately just a frightened girl.'
A girl who lost her father before she was even born and was forced to bear the burden of a fallen noble family.
He recalled the memory of that day, when sleet fluttered along the veil of night. On that day, God Sword Sir Badel-gyeong's wife must have already been carrying that girl in her womb. Just as Dale's mother had been.
For an instant, an unknown guilt gripped Dale's heart.
"...Lady Charlotte."
Dale, thinking he couldn't let the atmosphere be ruined any further, hastily stood up.
"Please, this way."
After standing up, he led the girl called Charlotte.
* * *
As they exited the ducal castle's hall, an utterly eerie chill seeped into his lungs.
"...It hurts."
Just then, Charlotte, who had been silently sniffling, opened her mouth.
Only then did Dale realize he was gripping her wrist tightly. A white and dark winter night. Recalling this girl's father, whose life he had taken with his own hands.
A slender wrist that didn't even harbor the thought of resistance.
"...Dale of Sachsen."
Dale hastily put some distance between them, and the blonde girl 'Charlotte' called Dale's name.
"People say you're a genius unrivaled in sword or magic in the Empire."
And then she spoke of Dale's 'heroic tale', inflated through gossips.
"Against hundreds of Orcs, you tried to protect your knight alone, didn't you?"
"...That story is greatly exaggerated."
"Still, you're much stronger than ordinary knights, aren't you?"
Charlotte asked back, as if secretly hoping Dale would affirm his strength.
"Otherwise, you couldn't possibly protect your knight against hundreds of Orcs."
"So, it wasn't hundreds of them..."
Just as Dale was about to correct the reality of the heroic tale at those words.
Sreung.
The blonde girl Charlotte placed her hand on the hilt of her rapier.
"Duel with me."
After placing it, Charlotte said.
"May I know the reason?"
Dale asked. At his words, Charlotte quietly bit her lip and fell silent.
"...My sword will prove that it is superior to the Duke's genius."
At the end of her silence, Charlotte continued.
"Because I am the proud daughter of the God Sword."
In a faintly trembling voice.
"That I can protect the Orhardt family from that man... I will prove it to Mother."
"That man?"
Charlotte quietly nodded.
"Count Brandenburg, the Holy Swordsman."
After nodding, she uttered a man's name.
Toward his past self, who had plunged the blade of the holy sword into his back, the executor of Tosa-gupaeng. A hateful name he could never forget.
* * *
Breaking the silence that had settled in the Great Hall, the widow in black opened her mouth.
"That man... tried to violate my daughter."
"Only after hearing my plea that the child had not yet had her first menstruation, did he finally stop the assault."
At those words, Sir Helmut-gyeong's expression twisted. However, the Duke of Saxony maintained his composure and merely listened silently to the story.
"Surely, as she is a child inheriting the blood of the one called God Sword, he intended to impregnate my daughter with his own seed──."
"...You do not need to say anything more."
However, at the words that followed, even the Duke of Saxony could not help but frown.
The desire for eugenics (優生) is a desire that anyone as a human can possess. Even more so in the case of nobles, who prioritize continuing their lineage above all else.
Even so, the idea of violating a nine-year-old girl and planting his own seed in the 'blood of the God Sword' that the child possessed is that of a beast who has abandoned even the conscience that a human should possess.
And the meaning of the God Sword's blood was not light, to the extent that he didn't even care about degenerating into such a beast.
"However, in a homeland that has already become a ruined nation, there is nowhere else to rely on, and nowhere else to ask for help but..."
"You must have suffered greatly."
The Duke of Saxony offered his sincere condolences and bowed his head.
"Please forgive my daughter's rudeness."
"Having gone through such a terrible ordeal, it is not unreasonable for her to act that way."
The Duke of Saxony replied as if he didn't mind.
"From Your Grace the Duke-gakha, I will not ask for much."
The young widow of the God Sword, Vanessa Orhart, continued with trembling words.
"Please, so that that man, 'Count Brandenburg', cannot extend his vile hand..."
Unable to hide a mother's heart worrying for her daughter.
"Please accept my daughter as a maid of the Saxon House."
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Episode 13
* * *
In the courtyard where he trained with the Duke's household knights every dawn, Dale drew a blade. It was a stiletto, a common sidearm for the knights.
He spun the hilt, adjusted his grip, and tested the weight.
'Just right.'
It was a real blade, honed to a razor's edge.
Opposite him, young Charlotte Orhardt held a menacing rapier.
A duel with live steel. To Dale, however, it was no different than humoring a child's tantrum. He wasn't using magic, and there was no need to even mention his true weapon: the 'Shadow Cloak'.
'Duel me.'
The moment that man's name left her lips, a dark intuition stirred in Dale. He was well aware of the Holy Swordsman's twisted tastes.
He knew the fate of the Orhardt women, why they had sought refuge in the Saxon Duchy, and why the girl before him was so absurdly stubborn.
She wanted to defeat the Duke's household genius to prove she could protect the Orhardt family with her own strength.
It wasn't his place to say it, but it was the naive delusion of a child ignorant of the world's reality.
"Come at me with everything you've got."
"I would have done that even if you hadn't said it!"
That was precisely why he had a duty to teach her. He would show her the harsh, cold reality facing her—as the very person who had brought an endless winter into her life.
Ta-at!
Charlotte kicked off the ground and lunged, casting aside all emotion to pour a honed, sharp killing intent into the tip of her blade.
'......!'
She was fast—unbelievably so for a child.
'She's utilizing Aura, however faintly.'
Having honed his combat senses naturally, Dale identified it instantly.
Just as a mage generates mana through their heart's Circle to impose the laws of the world upon reality, knights who accumulate Aura within their bodies transcend the physical limits of their flesh.
──The name and pride of being the daughter of the God Sword were no empty titles.
Ka-ang!
The way she surged forward, gripping the hilt, was no ordinary movement.
No sooner had Dale parried the rapier's thrust than Charlotte twisted her blade with a flick of her wrist. She accurately captured the 'flow' of the swords clashing, bouncing, and colliding once more.
Like a fish in water navigating the currents of a stream.
It was a movement possible only because she perfectly grasped the rapier's characteristics—an innate combat sense.
'I'm overwhelming him!'
She parried the endless barrage, snapping her wrist each time to drive the rapier's thrust home with persistent focus.
A triumphant smile of certainty flickered across Charlotte's lips for a moment.
"......."
Even so, Dale was hardly one to talk regarding heaven-sent talent.
Moreover, Dale's greatest strength was by no means 'heaven-sent'.
It was the experience and wisdom honed from a lifetime on the battlefield—a realm a child who hadn't even reached double digits could not touch overnight.
The sword shadows scattering from Charlotte's rapier never once reached Dale.
At first, she thought he was merely busy blocking her relentless offensive. She was wrong.
There wasn't a hint of disturbance in Dale's expression as he parried her. Furthermore, she had been vaguely realizing it for a while.
'He's not launching a counterattack......?'
He was solely defending against Charlotte's attacks, making no moves beyond that.
She could feel his composure—the ease of a swordsman who had been overwhelming her from the start.
'Why can't I reach him!'
The sharp killing intent on the tip of her blade began to fade. Her composure, which should have been cold, began to waver and crumble.
'Your father was the greatest knight on this continent.'
When Charlotte was born, her father was already gone. But every time she went to bed, her mother told her stories about him.
Tales of the continent's finest: the God Sword, Sir Vadel.
Hearing gossipers prattle on about the eldest son of the Saxon Duke, Charlotte had scoffed.
A genius prodigy in sword and magic that no one could follow?
'I am the daughter of the God Sword.'
That was why she thought she could never lose in a sword fight. She should have been right.
Yet, she was being overwhelmed by a 'mage' who hadn't even used Aura, and who had only just carved a Circle into his heart.
After the Knight Kingdom fell, the 'Imperial-faction nobles' who had abandoned their motherland did not look kindly upon the Orhardt house.
The family's fortunes declined so rapidly that even young Charlotte understood. Day after day, the number of servants dwindled, and the family's wealth vanished.
Every time that happened, Charlotte recalled the stories her mother told her about her father—a man whose face she didn't even know.
The God Sword (神劍), Vadel Orhardt.
She believed she had to protect the 'Orhardt house' in place of the father who was no longer there, as the proud and honorable daughter of the God Sword.
Her composure collapsed rapidly.
Ka-ang!
Before she knew it, the rapier in Charlotte's hand went spinning into the air, plunging vertically into the ground at her feet.
"Ah......."
A thin line of blood traced the hand that had been gripping the hilt.
The first strike Dale's stiletto had landed.
"Why......."
That single strike had decided the outcome.
"Why can't I win......?"
Looking at her rapier stuck in the ground, she sank to her knees, powerless.
"In the past, Sir Vadel, the God Sword."
Dale spoke quietly, recalling memories of a white and dark winter night.
"It was said that after a duel with the Hero of the Otherworld that could not be decided, you both breathed your last together."
It was a lie. Dale of his past life, the Hero of the Otherworld, had defeated Sir Vadel with his own hands. The story afterward had simply been distorted at the Empire's whim.
"Since he couldn't even determine the victor against that monster of a Hero, he must have surely been the greatest knight on the continent."
"......."
At those words, Charlotte gasped.
In this world, the things said about Dale of his past life—the 'Hero of the Otherworld'—varied.
The Empire's hero, a hunting dog, a patriot, a butcher.
But at least they all agreed on one thing: he was as strong as a monster.
Sir Vadel was the strongest among those who had faced that very monster.
He was a knight strong and proud enough that a mere Holy Swordsman couldn't even dare to compare—a knight with true nobility. That was why Dale spoke a 'half-truth'.
"The pride you hold as the daughter of the God Sword is not wrong."
He affirmed her calmly.
"However, as you are now, you can never protect the Orhardt house from 'that man'."
After affirming her, he spoke of the cold winter he had brought with his own hands.
"You are not the God Sword, and the Holy Swordsman's blade is dozens of times stronger than I am right now."
"Dozens of times......?"
It wasn't a lie. At the very least, the fact that that man was stronger than 'Dale at this point in time' was indisputable.
"Ah, aah......."
That day, the face of that man, wearing a beastly, ugly smile, came to mind. Charlotte couldn't even think to grip her sword; she could only tremble in fear.
What had protected her was merely her mother's pitiful, heart-wrenching pleas.
She hadn't been able to protect a single thing. That was the end of a powerless, fallen noble.
"Then what am I supposed to do......."
Charlotte sobbed, her slender shoulders shaking.
"I know well enough that I can't protect the family like this......."
The image of a young girl unable to hold back her overflowing sorrow.
"Because I'm a girl, and I have no strength, and I'm not strong......."
A weakness where not a trace of the sharp, honed composure of a swordsman from moments ago could be found.
"What on earth am I supposed to do......."
Dale bit his lip quietly.
"In the future, 'Lady Charlotte's' sword."
After a pause, Dale said.
"Can become far stronger than you can even imagine right now."
It wasn't a lie. Even with the Shadow Cloak, for Dale, who could not use Aura, his maximum potential as a swordsman was clear.
But this girl was different.
"You want revenge, don't you?"
"......!"
"Then take my hand."
That was why Dale held out his hand.
It wasn't out of some petty sense of debt toward Sir Vadel.
He simply recalled the sneer of the Holy Swordsman who had stabbed a blade into his back that day.
He recalled the darkness of the country, the Empire, that the man served.
"Why......."
"Because it's a task worth doing."
At the unexpected answer, Charlotte blinked as if she couldn't understand.
"Let's make a promise."
"A promise......?"
"I, Dale of Sachsen, will stake the name of the Duke's household and become the protector of the 'Orhardt house'."
Charlotte had 'talent for the sword,' even if the current duel had ended in Dale's overwhelming victory.
"Until the day you become strong enough to defeat that man."
Dale said.
"I and the Saxon house will become a shield that protects you with all our might."
"......In exchange for what?"
However, at Dale's words, Charlotte asked back with a cold expression. There was no such thing as kindness without a price in this world. That was why Dale answered.
"The sword (劍) in your hand."
"......!"
When she, in the future, blossomed her talent for the sword and was reborn as the 'daughter of the God Sword' in the true sense.
"Swear here and now that you will become a sword wielded for me and the Saxon Duke's household in the future."
Through the 'oath of vassalage,' her sword would be wielded for Dale.
"This is the promise between us."
An investment for the future. At those words, Charlotte remained silent.
But the silence did not last long.
"......I swear it on my honor as a knight."
Dale reached out, and Charlotte extended her hand to respond, even if it were nothing more than a promise between children.
They quietly solidified their resolve and clasped each other's hands.
Sword Maiden Charlotte.
The hand of the girl who would succeed her father to become another of the continent's finest swordsmen and be reborn with the title of 'God Sword (神劍)'.
The hand of the female knight who would one day support the new 'Duke of Sachsen' and become a sword more loyal than any other.
* * *
After the duel, Dale brought Charlotte back to the hall of the Duke's castle to tell his father of his resolve and persuade him.
By now, the conversation between Charlotte's mother, Dale's father, and Sir Helmut had mostly concluded.
"Charlotte."
Vanessa Orhardt, the young widow of the God Sword, spoke, having made the best decision she could for her daughter.
'Lady Charlotte Orhardt will be protected in the name of our Saxon house.'
At her request, the Duke of Sachsen nodded in agreement. Now it was time to tell her daughter of the decision.
Perhaps his immature daughter would cry and throw a tantrum, insisting she couldn't stay.
But it couldn't be helped. Dressed in black from head to toe, wearing a veil, Vanessa began to speak to Charlotte.
Charlotte listened to her mother's story in silence.
"I understand, Mother."
After listening, she nodded quietly.
"Charlotte......?"
The daughter he had no doubt would cry and throw a fit, insisting she would never be separated from her mother.
The daughter he thought would be stubborn, saying there was no need to be protected by some high noble of the Empire.
"I will become strong."
As if she understood everything, she smiled and nodded.
What on earth had happened in that short interval? The Duke of Sachsen and Sir Helmut were stunned, and even Vanessa turned her head in surprise toward Dale, who was watching her resolve.
"Until the day my sword in the future can protect Mother and the Orhardt house in Father's stead."
However, Dale said nothing, merely watching Charlotte's resolve in silence.
"Because I am the proud daughter of the God Sword."
Vanessa could not hold back, and she began to sob as she embraced her daughter.
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Chapter 14
* * *
The Duke of Saxony's office.
The day Charlotte Orhardt officially entered service as a maid for the House of Saxony, the Duke asked—with a hint of genuine bewilderment—how such a naive girl had cultivated such iron resolve.
"What happened between you and that child that day?"
"The daughter of the God Sword, Charlotte Orhardt."
Dale nodded and continued.
"I thought the same thing as you, Father."
"Ho-ho."
The Duke of Saxony offered a pleased smile at the admission.
Benevolent as the Duke of Saxony might appear, he remained the Empire's preeminent noble. Such a position was not maintained by virtue alone.
The Duke was not so soft as to base his decisions solely on the entreaties of a loyal subject or the pitiable circumstances of the Orhardt family.
"You speak as if you know what I am thinking."
"I made a promise to Lady Charlotte."
"A promise?"
"A promise that I would protect her in the name of the House of the Duke of Saxony."
"Did you invoke the name of the House of the Duke of Saxony merely to pity that child's situation?"
The Duke of Saxony asked sharply.
"It is not pity."
Dale shook his head.
"She is the only daughter who carries the blood of the one called the God Sword."
Dale replied.
"Even if Lady Charlotte were to hate that fact terribly, her 'usefulness' would be beyond words."
The blood of the God Sword. And the value inherent in her gender. Recalling the Holy Swordsman's grotesque desires, the Black Duke frowned.
"That is why our Ducal House will protect Lady Charlotte from such malice."
However, this was by no means a favor without a price.
"And so, what is it that we wish to obtain?"
"A single God Sword."
While the Holy Swordsman sought the 'child of the God Sword' through Charlotte, Dale's desires were far simpler.
For the 'being closest to the God Sword' stood right before him.
The young daughter of the God Sword, asking him for a helping hand.
"To be wielded for our Ducal House in the future."
Hearing those words, the Duke of Saxony let out a low laugh.
* * *
There are several types of glory one can enjoy as a knight.
One, to make a name for oneself through one's sword alone.
Two, to serve a lord to whom one can truly be loyal.
Three, to teach a good disciple to carry on one's will and inherit one's sword.
In that regard, Sir Helmut Blackbear could truly be called a blessed knight.
One of the Seven Swords of the Continent, a knight with the title of Mad Sword. A knight who swore lifelong loyalty to the House of the Duke of Saxony.
And finally—.
Ka-ang!
The Ducal House's prodigy, Dale of Sachsen, spun his stiletto into a reverse grip. The strike that crashed down the moment he shifted was deflected at an angle by Charlotte Orhardt's rapier.
No sooner had the blow been deflected than the stiletto's blade coiled back like a striking snake.
Yet, as if refusing to yield further ground, Charlotte's rapier persistently blocked the path of his blade.
As a duel between children, it lacked the brute force of knights who relied on sheer strength. Yet, the technique and speed on display felt as if two master assassins were clashing.
It was fast, and every single strike was imbued with a sharply honed killing intent.
'Is this truly a duel between nine-year-olds?'
Watching the scene, the knights of the House of Saxony were equally speechless.
They were already accustomed to Dale's prodigious talent. But that young girl.
'As expected of the God Sword's daughter.'
Recalling the sword of his old mentor, Sir Badel, who was called the God Sword, Sir Helmut Blackbear held his breath.
'Is it that blood cannot be deceived?'
Charlotte Orhardt.
She possessed a self-taught style, mastered in isolation while wielding nothing but a single rapier, without ever having received formal instruction.
After a few more clashes of steel, the outcome was eventually decided by Dale's stiletto suppressing Charlotte's rapier.
"That was excellent, Lady Charlotte."
Watching the scene, Sir Helmut smiled with satisfaction.
"I don't need empty praise, Sir Helmut."
However, Charlotte could not hide the bitterness of her defeat and asked boldly.
"What is my deficiency?"
Charlotte's talent was outstanding, yet it could not compare to Dale's. In fact, Dale's ability was of a nature that defied the very definition of 'talent'.
Nevertheless, Sir Helmut could see it. Unlike Dale, who would walk the path of magic, Charlotte—devoted solely to the blade—would grow with terrifying speed.
It would not take long for the outcome to reverse when the two of them clashed purely with swords.
"Lady Charlotte, do you know where the core of the rapier lies?"
The thrust, she answered.
"That is incorrect."
Sir Helmut shook his head.
"The most important thing in handling a rapier is the two legs."
Two legs. The core of the rapier is the step, in other words, footwork.
"However, Young Master Dale closed the distance without missing a gap while simultaneously deflecting Lady Charlotte's thrust."
Charlotte's expression as she listened to Sir Helmut's teaching was very serious and cool-headed.
She had reached this level without ever receiving proper training. It was why he could envision her sword dance, which would bloom brilliantly the moment she began formal instruction under a master.
It was Sir Helmut's role to make the talent of Charlotte, the girl with the talent of the God Sword, bloom.
Dale and Charlotte.
Taking even one of these children as a disciple would be an honor difficult for an ordinary knight to imagine.
Yet, Sir Helmut is serving as the sword instructor for both of these children.
A loyal subject of the House of the Duke of Saxony, and the Mad Sword, Sir Helmut Blackbear. It was by no means an exaggeration to say he was the most blessed knight on the continent.
* * *
The capital city of the former Teutonia Knight Kingdom, Malbork.
It was now the seat of the Imperial Army's 1st Corps Commander, Grand Count Brandenburg, granted to him in recognition of his war merits.
"It is the report that the young lady of the Orhardt family has entrusted herself to the House of Saxony."
No sooner had he heard the secret envoy's report than the Holy Swordsman, Count Brandenburg, threw the glass he was holding.
"To think that damn wench would make the first move......!"
Clatter!
After spitting out profanities, he turned his head. Beside him, as always, the Holy Sword Durendal was emitting a pure white brilliance.
A smile of unbearable satisfaction bloomed on the Count's face.
'Ah, my lovely Durendal.'
The very sword that plunged its blade into the hero's back.
'Ah, my one and only lovely fiancée.'
Gazing at the brilliance of the holy sword as if in ecstasy, the Count blushed shyly.
'Please wait a little longer, my love.'
Just like a girl in love. After blushing, the Count turned his head again.
"As soon as you leave here, find the Sief Guild."
With a voice full of distorted obsession.
"I will pay even a thousand gold, so do not mind the cost and assemble skilled people to send to the Duchy of Saxony."
* * *
He became aware of the mana flowing along his heart, waiting calmly until the current established a constant, circular route.
He firmly imprinted the shape of the mana circle.
This is the process of constructing the 2nd Circle.
It was so easy.
"Done."
"......!"
When Dale replied nonchalantly about the existence of the new circle, Sepia pricked up her ears in surprise.
Adding a single circle to the heart—no matter how low the rank—typically required years of effort.
The age at which young mages, the so-called 'talented,' entered the Magic Tower's academy...
In other words, the age at which they inscribe their first mana circle is around ten.
From there, reaching the 3rd Circle required for graduation took roughly a decade. That meant they were twenty at the earliest.
Therefore, graduating from the academy in one's late teens was enough to earn the title of 'prodigy'.
—However, it took Dale, who began walking the path of magic at 8, only one year to become a 2nd Circle mage.
It was the realm of a true genius, one that mere prodigies dared not approach.
Dale reached out his hand. The two mana circles surrounding his heart began to rotate rapidly.
The rotation rate of a typical mage's circle is 300 rpm (revolutions per minute).
This meant they could generate magic power by rotating it 300 times per minute; only upon reaching this threshold were they qualified to expand to the 'next circle'.
In Dale's case, however, the rotation speed of the 1st Circle—which he had only just awakened—was 2,000 rpm.
The rotation speed of the 2nd Circle, which he had just created, was 400 rpm.
By expanding to a new circle, he had already satisfied the requirements to aim for the 'next realm'.
"Then, as a test......."
The magic power generated from the two circles flowed out through his fingertips.
Without needing to chant, he instinctively summoned his mental image, projecting a new formula onto the 'Ice Bullet'.
He strengthened the molecular bonds of the ice to increase the bullet's mass and durability, while manifesting an invisible, large-caliber barrel to amplify the projectile's rotational force, kinetic energy, and muzzle velocity.
Armor Piercing Bullet.
'Unless I add fire magic, high-explosive incendiary shells would be impossible.'
Ta-ang!
The test-fired Ice Bullet tore through the air—a reinforced version, projected with the new formula, and executed without a single incantation.
'What is this?'
After firing the Ice Bullet, Dale himself was taken aback.
'Was it this easy to project the mechanism of an armor-piercing bullet?'
It was too easy. It couldn't even be compared to his first attempt at Ice Bullet.
It felt as though the task of projecting 'the desired image' into reality had become exponentially easier simply by adding a single circle.
—For a mage, projecting a mental image into the world was akin to painting. The subject had to be clear, and the painter's skill was paramount.
The 'circle' acted as the tool necessary to render that image.
A filter and medium to overlay one's mental world onto this world.
No matter how excellent the artist, one cannot paint a watercolor without paint or a brush.
That is why the number of circles is the standard for a mage.
In other words, as the range of available tools widened, Dale's progress accelerated exponentially.
Just like a perfect painter adding the colors they can handle one by one.
"You learn fast."
Watching that scene, Sepia smiled quietly.
She had not lost her fear of the talent Dale possessed. But more than fear, Sepia chose to believe in him.
—From the saga he had unfolded before the orc horde, to the young lady of the Orhardt family who had recently entered the ducal castle.
At the very least, this child was attempting to use his power correctly.
That was the resolution of Sepia, the elf mage who watched Dale closer than anyone else.
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* * *
At dawn.
Dale went out to the courtyard of the ducal castle alone, circulating his mana through his heart.
"Rise, Wall of Ice."
As a test, he erected an Ice Wall, then stepped back to a reasonable distance and aimed his finger.
"Ice Bullet, '12-Gauge 00 Buckshot'."
Simultaneously with the incantation, an ice bullet formed at the tip of Dale's finger—
Bang!
The large chunk of ice, acting as a shotgun shell, shattered into fragments, scattering eight ice pellets in the form of buckshot.
"Ice Bullet, 'Barrett M82', '.416 Barrett (10.6×83mm)'."
Bang!
Next was a large-caliber round for anti-materiel sniping.
There isn't just one type of bullet. There are countless forms depending on the purpose—suppression, lethal, non-lethal, and various situations.
From .22 Long Rifle to 12.7×99mm NATO (.50 BMG).
Against birds, against people or beasts, from light-armored anti-materiel targets to anti-tank, and even specialized rounds for monsters.
That is why both the gun fired and the bullet used must change according to the purpose.
There is no need to become an engineer or a scientist. It is enough to simply recall the scenery of that world.
Dale continued to test various formulas, using the Ice Wall as a target.
He was a 2nd Circle mage, but with that single additional circle, the 'Dale's World' he could project into reality had expanded exponentially.
As an artist, Dale had already reached a near-perfect state. Therefore, all that remained was to widen the range of the art supplies he could wield.
In the heart of this country, the Empire, he would overlay the canvas of the hellish battlefield he had experienced, without a single bit of restraint.
Then—
"Dale?"
From a distance, he heard a voice calling him. When he turned his head, Charlotte was there, holding a rapier.
Her breathing was ragged, and her cheeks were flushed. Sweat poured off her body like rain. It seemed she had been immersed in sword training alone until this hour, when everyone else was asleep.
"You were practicing magic here."
"Yeah."
Dale nodded and waved his hand, causing the towering Ice Wall to vanish.
"Are you practicing the sword as well, Charlotte-yang?"
"That's right."
Charlotte nodded and sheathed her rapier.
"I was mastering the footwork that Helmut-nim taught me."
Since that day, Charlotte's swordsmanship, learning from Helmut-nim, had been growing day by day. It wouldn't be long before Dale was defeated in a pure duel of blades.
"Is learning the sword fun?"
"Ah, yes."
At Dale's question, Charlotte nodded.
"Um, hey, you know..."
After nodding, Charlotte hesitated as if she had realized something. She continued, stammering.
"......I'm sorry for acting on my own."
She spoke just like a child confessing a wrongdoing.
"I, in front of Dale-gongja-nim...... I didn't show proper manners and acted rudely......."
"It was more than just 'usually' rude."
Charlotte bowed her head, unsure of what to do. Dale held back a laugh that was about to burst out and continued.
"Fine, I'll forgive you, just this once."
"R-really...?"
"And it's super awkward, so you don't have to be so stiff."
Saying that, Dale burst into laughter. It was a very unreserved laugh, and at that sound, Charlotte's face finally turned beet red.
The dawn moonlight was faint.
"......I really like the weather here."
Looking at the moon, Charlotte opened her mouth. Dale tilted his head in surprise at the unexpected remark.
"This cold?"
The cold boasted by the frozen lands of the Saxon Duchy is so notorious that the people of the Empire shudder at it.
"Even if I swing my sword until late, it cools down my heated body right away."
At least the cold served one purpose: it cooled the sweat pouring off her like rain. That was the one and only advantage provided by the climate here.
"To think there was someone else who thought that besides me."
Dale, too, had secretly thought that point wasn't so bad, so he was a little happy.
He felt as if the wall between the two had lowered just a little bit.
* * *
Around that time.
Unlike Dale, who thought everyone was asleep, the Black Duke was looking out the window from his bedroom in the ducal castle.
He watched his son, who was alone in the courtyard, building up an Ice Wall and projecting his magic toward it.
Ice bolts spewed from the tips of Dale's fingers without restraint.
When he first heard from Sepia that he had a 'talent for taking lives,' he had dismissed it as the typical fussiness of an elf.
He was wrong.
He recalled the deep darkness piled up by the ancestors of the Black Magic Tower in the past.
Unforgivable karma committed under the ideology of pursuing truth. The fear that most people have toward black mages was never a fear without reason.
The deep-rooted darkness of the old era.
The reality is that even the current Black Duke owes a great debt to that kind of darkness. And when that darkness combines with Dale's 'talent,' he imagines the abyss that will be overlaid by the tips of Dale's fingers.
A landscape that even the master of the Black Magic Tower could not easily imagine.
"Dear, what are you looking at so intently?"
Elena, having finished her shower, approached her husband's side, dressed in a nightgown damp with moisture.
It was around that time that Charlotte, having finished her sword training, appeared before Dale.
"Oh my!"
Seeing that, Elena burst into a surprised laugh.
Deep in the dawn, a boy and a girl stood out in the courtyard of the ducal castle.
"My son... my goodness, he's already at that age."
To Elena, who didn't know the full story, the meaning of that could only be one thing.
The Duke of Saxony remained silent, not bothering to correct her misunderstanding.
"I heard Dale came to you earlier, asking you to take in the young lady of the Orhardt family?"
Elena giggled as if she were amused.
"Could it be that he fell in love at first sight?"
"Do they look like a good match?"
The Duke of Saxony asked back, truly without much thought.
"Well. It's just......."
Elena shrugged her shoulders and left her sentence hanging.
"Because it is a mother's duty to guide her son so that he can be honest with his feelings."
After saying that, she reached out her fingers toward the Duke of Saxony's neck.
"At the same time, it is also a wife's duty to wish for her husband's happiness."
Understanding the meaning, the Duke of Saxony turned his body and kissed her. After the kiss, the Duke of Saxony opened his mouth, braving the embarrassment.
"I love you, always, Elena."
"Fufu, you really are something."
Just as Elena wished for the happiness of her beloved family, it was time for the Duke of Saxony to perform his 'husband's duty' as well.
* * *
Elena's decision, having witnessed the secret meeting (?) between her son and Charlotte, brought about a butterfly effect that no one had expected.
* * *
Some time later, on the outskirts of the city of Saxony, in a slum where vagrants, beggars, filth, and animal entrails were scattered about in a mess.
However, thanks to the urban relief project that had started a while ago, the place was regaining quite a bit of vitality.
In the name of the Duke of Saxony's wife, Elena, the Duchy's supply corps led the way into the streets, providing daily necessities for the hungry and destitute.
Every week, she personally visited the slums to distribute food to children and provide blankets to those who were shivering. In addition, she arranged negotiations with guild members to help the vagrants on the streets find work.
And that day, the person from the Ducal house who visited the slums was not just Elena alone.
The maids and the escort knights of the Ducal house who served Elena were there too.
"Dale, make sure to escort Charlotte-yang well."
Saying that it is a noble's duty to be considerate of a lady, she had ordered Dale to personally look after her maid, Charlotte.
"Yes, Mother."
She had woven her daily routine into an excuse, hoping the two would act together.
"Thank you always! Madam!"
"Madam, I'm glad to see you looking as healthy as ever!"
"We hope the journey here wasn't uncomfortable!"
"Thanks to Elena-nim, we were able to spend the winter warmly!"
Furthermore, the people of the slums treated Elena as if they were seeing the benevolence of a holy mother.
'So this is Mother's work.'
Dale also stepped forward to take the lead in following his mother's example.
"Oh my, G-Gongja-nim!"
Taking the hands of the starving vagrants with his own, he pondered ways for them to stand up again.
Charlotte also smiled kindly and reached out a hand of warmth.
"Oh my, how could a noble young lady touch a wretch like this......."
"Please don't say that."
Before long, as the two drifted away from Elena's line of sight, a child came running toward them, crying loudly.
A child who looked to be only four or five years old.
"What's the matter?"
Don't cry, tell me, Charlotte said, stroking the child's hair.
"Help me, big sister! My mom, my mom is......."
Saying that, he urgently pulled on Charlotte's hem toward the back of the slum, toward the edge of the street that was hidden in shadow.
"W-what should we do?"
Charlotte gasped in panic.
"First, let's call the people over there and together......."
"This isn't the time for that! Come quickly and look at my mom!"
The child's crying, urging Charlotte, rang out loudly.
"......."
However, unlike Charlotte, who could not hide her bewilderment, Dale's mind was cold.
'Suspicious.'
Imagining the edge of that dark street, where the eyes of the escort knights performing the Ducal house's protocol could not reach, Dale narrowed his eyes.
As he pondered the source of his unease—
"......!"
One ominous possibility flashed through Dale's mind.
And after realizing the gaze watching him while holding its breath from far away, the possibility turned into certainty.
'A high-ranking member of the Thief Guild.'
Though it had dulled compared to his past life, the battlefield instincts he had honed throughout his life did not disappear easily.
'Surely, they must be a member hired by the Holy Swordsman, targeting the daughter of the God Sword.'
That was why Dale smiled quietly.
'It's a good opportunity to test my abilities after a long time.'
This wasn't mock training where knights clashed swords fairly, nor was it facing a green-blooded monster like an orc.
Under the pretext of self-defense...... an opportunity to exert 100% of his power without worrying about the eyes of others.
A place of opportunity to hone his true talent, to kill a living person.
It wasn't about victory or defeat.
'How far can I overwhelm them?'
He was just curious about that. His several magic spells, which had been improved for practical specialization after achieving the 2nd Circle. And also, the new technique expanded into the 'Second Form' of the Shadow Cloak, which he hadn't told anyone about.
Taking the Ducal house's knights along could be one way.
However, if the two of them, a boy and a girl, were to go defenselessly, led by a child's innocence, the opponent would surely bite the bait.
Not doubting for a second that they were the spider spinning the web.
"Let's go, Charlotte."
Dale pulled the hand of Charlotte, who was hesitating.
* * *
'They've taken the bait!'
It could be called sheer luck that people from the Ducal house began to appear in the slums from time to time thanks to Elena's relief project.
Jade, a high-ranking member of the Thief Guild 'Kaleidoscope', spun his hidden weapon and gripped it in a reverse hold.
"Never, ever leave even a single scratch on the eldest son of the Saxon house."
Since their target was not Dale, but merely a maid of the Saxon house.
He also knew well how dangerous it would be to lay a hand on someone from the Ducal house, especially the Saxon Ducal house. Nevertheless, in front of the massive sum of money that would be given as a reward, human reason does not always make rational decisions.
"Subdue the little girl and get out of the Duchy quickly."
He waited for the prey that had fallen for the lure and was approaching the swamp of the slums.
He didn't doubt for a second that he was the spider spinning the web.
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* * *
Far away, at the end of a dark, winding alleyway.
"It's here, right here!"
The child frantically tugging at Charlotte's sleeve stopped. The wailing that had filled the air seconds ago cut off abruptly.
"Why, why are you doing this? Where is your mother?"
Once the crying stopped, the child fled from the two of them as if running for their life.
"Watch out."
Dale restrained the bewildered Charlotte and reached out his hand quietly.
"Well now, look at this!"
From behind the stone wall at the end of the shadowed alley, a silhouette emerged, waving a few throwing weapons in his hand as if to show them off.
"To what do we owe the pleasure of a noble Young Master in such a filthy place?"
One after another, shadows that had been hiding revealed themselves, surrounding the two.
'Five in total.'
One high-level thief, and the rest a few notches below. While they hadn't learned formal Aura Heart Methods like knights, they were utilizing the power of Aura in their own way through their own styles.
They were likely a force capable of suppressing two or three of the Duke's own training knights.
Experience honed through life-and-death struggles in the gutter was never something to be taken lightly.
Dale coolly assessed their numbers and skill levels, while Charlotte, finally grasping the situation, placed her hand on the hilt of her sword.
"Young Master, you should just step back quietly."
Seeing this, the high-level thief 'Jade' spoke up.
"Our target is, and has always been, that little girl."
"......!"
At those words, Charlotte's expression hardened coldly.
"I cannot hand over the young lady of the Orhardt house to lowlifes like you."
"Ha! Your chivalry to protect a lady is truly touching."
Thief Jade continued, mocking them.
"But Young Master, in this world, there is a time and place for everything."
We will never lay a hand on the Young Master of the Saxon house. So, just step back quietly.
Abandon Charlotte.
That was the gist of their demand.
"......."
Dale remained silent, offering no reply. Charlotte glanced at him. For just a fleeting moment, one could sense a faint tremor of anxiety—the fear that Dale might abandon her.
"I, Dale of Sachsen, have sworn on the name of the Ducal House to protect the young lady of the Orhardt house."
That is why.
"Don't worry."
"Da, Dale......."
Dale replied with a smile.
"We made a promise."
A promise that until the day her sword could reach the heart of a Holy Swordsman, Dale would protect her in the name of the Saxon house.
"It seems you'll have to get a taste of the bitter side of the world."
Seeing this, Jade clicked his tongue quietly. The conversation was over.
All that remained was to use force.
Suppress the eldest son of the Duke without causing any major wounds, then take the girl alive. He prepared to signal his subordinates.
Dale extended his finger.
Mana began to swirl along his fingertips.
'Magic!'
The prodigy of the Ducal House possessed unparalleled talent in both sword and magic. Sensing this, Jade kicked off the ground before the magic could reach him.
The five thieves rushed forward in unison, with the young boy and girl trapped in the center.
In a fight against a mage, distance is life. Besides, no matter how gifted Dale was, he was ultimately just a nine-year-old child. He couldn't possibly compare to the blade of a veteran like Jade who had seen it all.
That was how it should have been.
Fwoooosh!
Suddenly, a wind blew.
'Wind?'
No, it wasn't the wind. In this place where not even a breeze stirred, the cloak Dale was wearing began to flap madly.
One of the subordinates, failing to grasp the meaning of it, lunged to suppress Dale.
"Get out of there, you idiots!"
Jade retreated, feeling a terror that made the blood in his entire body turn cold.
Swish!
A blade of shadow rose from beneath Dale's feet. It became a pitch-black skewer, aiming for the throat of the subordinate rushing in from behind.
Right into the gap of the Adam's apple.
"Gack, gack-!"
Thwuck!
Blood sprayed out in a gush.
"That makes four."
Dale muttered without even sparing a glance. His voice was devoid of even a shred of emotion.
Shadow Blade, the first form of the artifact 'Shadow Cloak' that Dale possessed.
But that wasn't all.
Dale flicked his finger toward the subordinate who had been killed by the skewer through his throat.
Dark mana surged, using the Shadow Cloak's blade as a conductor.
Crunch.
The target's body twisted at an impossibly grotesque angle. At the same time, the corpse began to vomit.
"Ugh, uuuugh!"
All sorts of internal organs spilled out through the throat.
The heart, intestines, lungs, stomach, and rectum... the spare parts of life that were of no use to the dead.
And toward the now-hollow interior of the corpse—the 'shadow' that had risen from Dale's cloak slithered down the throat.
Like a living snake. Escaping the shadow at his feet to take on another independent form.
The second form of the Shadow Cloak.
"Keeeeeeek!"
Shadow Parasite.
"Hungry, hungry, hungryyy!"
The voice that had echoed like a hallucination in his own ears was now being vomited out through the corpse's vocal cords.
Crunch!
A portion of the ribs, no longer needing to protect the organs, erupted from the corpse's hand like a blade.
A sharp, chilling Bone Sword.
Recalling the basics of the Undead Soldier technique his father had taught him, a new undead creature, combined with the malice of the Shadow Cloak—a 'Shadow Soldier'—kicked off the ground.
There was no need to give specific instructions. It moved, driven by the hunger and dark will that had taken root in the host's body.
The Shadow Cloak Dale wore was still flapping in a place where not even a breeze existed.
One could not easily approach.
"Stop that corpse!"
Jade ordered his subordinates before tightening his grip on his blade once more.
This was no longer a situation where he could afford to go easy on the Duke's bloodline.
The consequences his organization might demand for his actions later were secondary. If he let his guard down, his head would be flying off right here and now.
──Is that really the 'realm of talent' a mere nine-year-old child can display? No way. As someone who had staked his life in the underworld his entire life, he could feel it.
The techniques currently unfolding from that child's hands.
This was not a realm that could be understood by the fact that he was a genius prodigy of the Ducal House or the son of the Magic Tower Master.
This was something more gloomy, more vicious, and pure malice itself, without a hint of nobility.
"You little monster......."
Jade tightened his grip on his blade and kicked off the ground again. Using the power of Aura to circulate through his body, he achieved a godlike speed that surpassed the limits of the human body.
As he kicked off, the throwing weapons in his hand scattered in a fan shape.
However, countless pitch-black shadows rose from beneath his feet like shields, parrying his blades.
'This is the gap!'
The number of shadow blades that cloak could generate must be proportional to the amount of mana. No matter how genius the talent of the Duke's eldest son was, the mana he just spent on defense must be significant.
Dash!
Jade sprinted, dodging the shadow skewers rising from the ground.
He scattered the throwing weapons in his hand again in a fan shape, inducing the Shadow Cloak to consume mana for defense before his charge.
The distance closed in an off-beat rhythm.
"──."
The cold elements were fully condensed at the tip of Dale's finger.
However, even if it were a bolt spell fired from point-blank range, Jade was confident he could dodge it.
For skilled assassins, dodging a non-chant bolt fired from point-blank range was not that difficult.
No matter how much a bolt spell was reinforced with formulas, it could not reach the destructive power and speed of an actual arrow.
At least, that was the 'bolt magic' he knew.
"「Double Barrel」 · 「12-Gauge 00 Buckshot」."
That was true, until the 'words of another world' that Jade could never understand were chanted.
Ice crystallized along Dale's fingertips, and Jade focused his senses to read the trajectory of the crystallized ice.
But when that large chunk of ice shattered and was fired, it scattered into nine ice beads.
"......?!"
It was nearly impossible to escape the impact zone of the ice scattered in the form of shotgun pellets.
Even though countless shards of ice were embedded in his body, Jade did not retreat easily.
He gritted his teeth amidst the pain of his flesh being shredded and his organs being crushed.
'Not yet, not yet......!'
'Not yet.'
The opponent had reinforced his body with Aura, and Dale's Ice Bullet was not comparable to the stopping power of an actual firearm.
Barely avoiding a fatal wound, enduring the pain of spitting blood and his insides burning, Jade moved his two legs.
Once again, the distance closed.
Zero distance.
'I won!'
Convinced of his victory, Jade tightened his grip on the hilt. Never imagining the meaning of the word 'Double Barrel' that Dale had muttered just before.
Double Barrel.
To understand the 'words of another world' that Dale muttered in this world, he probably should have said it like this.
──Memorize (Spell Load).
Bang!
At the final moment, the 12-gauge buckshot—literally 'fired from point-blank range'—scattered again in the form of ice beads.
'You monster.......'
There was no human shape left there anymore.
But the fight was not over yet. No, from the beginning, it wasn't even a fight; it was a massacre.
"Hungry, hungry, hungryyyy!"
The Shadow Soldier swung the bone blades that had torn through its hands like clawed talons.
When the sharp, white blade, imbued with a chilling edge, tore through the abdomen of a gang member, the intestines spilled out through the gap.
Leaving the screams echoing behind, Dale turned his head.
Without even sparing a glance at the carnage unfolding behind him, he looked toward Charlotte, who was trembling on both legs beside him.
"It's your first time seeing someone die, isn't it?"
At the very least, it's your first time seeing someone die so horribly.
"......Yes."
Charlotte nodded hesitantly, her face pale like a frightened child.
She watched Dale, who hadn't held back any of his power—a skill that couldn't even be compared to when he had held a single stiletto to accept a duel.
She herself hadn't even been able to draw her rapier, despite having her hand on the hilt.
She felt so ridiculous and ashamed of her own situation that she couldn't bear it.
"Ice Bullet."
Dale aimed his finger again.
One person was trying to run away, desperate to survive. The cold element condensed at Dale's fingertips and fired toward the man's ankle.
Bang!
With a scream, the man whose ankle had completely vanished collapsed toward the sewer floor.
"Hi, hiiik, don't come, don't come......!"
Just as the Shadow Soldier approached to hunt the last survivor.
"Come back."
Dale flicked his finger.
"Keeeeek!"
The corpse let out a scream, and its body exploded. After it burst, the 'shadow' that had been moving using the corpse as a host was drawn back to beneath Dale's feet.
Dale walked forward. Toward the man who couldn't move because his ankle had been blown off.
"Sa, save me! I'll tell you everything I know!"
"Everything you know?"
"Ye, yes! I'll tell you everything! I'll tell you, so please save......."
Dale tilted his head.
"There is nothing you can tell me."
With eyes as black as the void.
"And I don't particularly want to know."
His voice was devoid of even a shred of emotion.
"So why should I spare you?"
Dale tilted his head and aimed his finger again.
"Monster, you monster......!"
That word again.
Bang!
And with that word, there was no more screaming. Because the mouth that should have been screaming had disappeared.
"This is......."
After the silence, Dale turned his head toward Charlotte.
"The true face of the Saxon Ducal House that people fear."
And he overlaid his actions with the notoriety of the Ducal House.
"And as we promised, it is also the power of the Ducal House that will protect you."
"......."
At those words, Charlotte quietly bit her lip.
"Are you afraid?"
"......Yes, a little."
Charlotte nodded at Dale's words. Her legs were still trembling.
"......But you fought to protect me."
However, Charlotte put her fear behind her and smiled faintly. With quiet resolve.
"Thank you."
Charlotte said. No matter how afraid or scared she was, she would never point a finger at Dale and call him a monster.
"You said you would buy my future."
Dale nodded silently.
"That wasn't it."
Wasn't it? For a moment, Dale tilted his head, not understanding the meaning.
"You, you taught me the future."
Charlotte said with a bitter smile.
"......To me, who didn't know the slightest bit about reality."
Leaving behind the sea of blood and mountains of corpses scattered everywhere.
"A future where I can protect our Orhardt house with my own sword."
She had thought there was only despair. She believed that even if she were protected in the name of the Duke of Saxony, nothing would change.
She was wrong.
Only after realizing the 'true reality' she was in could Charlotte understand the weight of the words Dale had spoken to her.
That day, what Dale gave Charlotte was a hope that could not be compared to anything else. The hope that she could protect the things she loved with her own sword.
"......."
"So, I will become your sword."
Shing.
Drawing her rapier, Charlotte continued.
"I will train even harder."
Even if she was currently in a position where she had no choice but to be protected one-sidedly.
"Until the day I can become the sword that is wielded for you."
"......That's reliable."
Seeing this, Dale smiled quietly.
He had thought he felt no sense of debt toward Sir Badel. Taking her in was simply an act thoroughly for himself and the Ducal House.
He was wrong.
That was why her volunteering to become 'Dale's sword' of her own will held a greater meaning than Dale had imagined.
* * *
After the situation was settled, a messenger from the Ducal House delivered a letter to Count Brandenburg.
It was a letter with the name and signature of the Duke of Saxony inscribed directly upon it.
'I anticipate it will be a very difficult journey, but I would like to invite you, Count, to the Saxon Ducal Castle.'
Very politely, but containing a silent pressure that could never be refused.
'Please, for the sake of our sincerity, do not refuse.'
Assessing the situation was not very difficult.
The fact that the plan to kidnap the daughter of the God Sword had gone up in smoke was not even the problem anymore. Not long ago, his secret envoy who had been ordered to contact the Thieves' Guild had gone missing.
"Those damn bastards, ruining the job......!"
The Black Duke's summons to hold someone accountable for the situation. It was no different from walking into a death trap on his own feet.
However, against the pressure exerted by the greatest noble of the Empire, even the world-renowned Holy Swordsman had no other choice.
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* * *
Kkii-ik.
A war hero of the Empire who once stood shoulder-to-shoulder with the Hero, chosen by the Holy Sword Durendal.
When Count Brandenburg, the Holy Swordsman, stepped into the Grand Hall of the Saxon Duke's Castle, there was no trace of a welcoming reception.
Silence descended, heavy and absolute. It was the stillness of a graveyard—an ominous quiet that transcended mere rudeness.
The knights following the Count were overwhelmed by the frozen atmosphere, holding their breath.
He was there.
Perched upon the throne at the edge of the hall, draped in a pitch-black cloak that radiated menace.
"You have made a truly difficult journey, Count."
The Black Duke.
One of the Empire's three great dukes, the continent's greatest dark mage, reigning from the pinnacle of the Black Magic Tower.
Excluding the late Hero, he was the greatest danger the Empire harbored.
He turned his head slightly.
Beside the Duke stood the eldest son of the Saxon House, Dale, renowned as the Empire's greatest genius, and the daughter of the God Sword, who had taken refuge as a maid of the Duke's family.
Ignoring her gaze, which made no effort to hide her hatred, the Holy Swordsman bowed his head.
Even the world-renowned Holy Swordsman had no choice when faced with the pressure exerted by the Empire's most powerful high noble.
"......I humbly pay my respects to Your Grace, the Duke of Saxony."
After bowing, he drove the Holy Sword Durendal vertically into the floor.
"To think a prestigious Holy Swordsman would travel to such a remote place despite his busy schedule."
The Black Duke spoke from the throne.
"I did not expect you to arrive so quickly, so please forgive this somewhat lackluster welcome."
Even at the mocking tone, the Count remained silent.
He could only bow his head, offering the utmost respect he could muster.
"What business could be more urgent than the summons of Your Grace?"
After a long silence, the Count spoke cautiously.
"......."
The Duke of Saxony did not answer. He simply reached out a hand.
Drawing upon the eight mana circles engraved in his heart, he rotated his ominous magical power.
The darkness magic of the continent's greatest dark mage unleashed. Highly refined black mana swept through the hall.
"......!"
Realizing the intent, Count Brandenburg gripped the hilt of Durendal tighter.
Huu-ung!
A pitch-black whirlwind erupted around the Black Duke's feet. A wind of death—black, dark, and flickering—raced through the room.
The wind of death surged toward the Holy Swordsman and his pure-white knights. They writhed in agony.
They had no time to mount a defense; they could not even scream.
The mithril armor, forged with priestly sanctity, corroded as if reacting with acid, melting away in streams. The bodies beneath the armor began to decay rapidly, as if doused in concentrated acid.
Flesh melted away, exposing stark white bones that crumbled into powerless dust.
The wind of death swept through, and not even bone dust remained in its wake.
Only a few handfuls of ash scattered in vain.
The knights of the Saint Magdalena Order, whom the Holy Swordsman boasted of, were wiped out without a shred of resistance.
Except for one person: Count Brandenburg, protected by the blessing of the Holy Sword Durendal.
However, the golden protective barrier flickering around the Holy Swordsman looked precarious, as if it might shatter at any moment.
High-level dark magic: Tempest of Nihil.
Cast instantly, without a single syllable of incantation.
"Y-Your Grace...!"
The Holy Swordsman's face turned pale, his grip tightening on his sword hilt. The Black Duke on the throne did not move an inch, merely looking down at him calmly.
"Kneel."
After a silence, the Black Duke finally spoke. His voice was devoid of even a hint of emotion.
Kneel.
At those words, the Holy Swordsman's face twisted in humiliation.
"Do you have any idea what you are doing, Duke──!"
"Did you not hear me?"
"......!"
The Black Duke repeated.
"I told you to kneel, Count."
"......."
In the silence, the continent's greatest dark mage looked down at him.
It was an overwhelming pressure that even the Holy Swordsman, hailed as a war hero and the Emperor's most loyal sword, dared not defy.
He was an opponent against whom there was no chance of victory, even if he fought with all his might.
Moreover, this was his territory. To a mage, a territory meant more than just the land they ruled.
And above all, the Black Duke held the moral high ground.
The Holy Swordsman, having coldly assessed the situation, quietly knelt. It was undeniable proof of his submission.
"As you know, I called for you, Count, for the sake of peace."
The Duke of Saxony continued, addressing the kneeling Holy Swordsman.
"Therefore, I ask of you with an earnest heart......."
Very calmly.
"If you ever try to lay a hand on the children of Saxony again."
The children of Saxony. The target of that phrase was by no means limited to the bloodline of the Duke's family.
"I swear on my name, I will slaughter every single member of the Brandenburg clan."
Few words in this world carry as much weight as 'slaughter'.
But the words the Black Duke uttered, staking his own name, were no mere threat. That was precisely why even the Holy Swordsman could not help but tremble at their weight.
"Then......."
After saying that much, the Black Duke turned his head quietly.
"Since you must be exhausted from your arduous journey, my servants will attend to you, however lacking they may be."
"......I am truly humbled by Your Grace the Duke's great magnanimity."
At those words, the Holy Swordsman bowed his head in silence.
"However, due to unforeseen circumstances, I am afraid it will be difficult for me to remain in the Duke's territory any longer."
"Is that so?"
The Duke simply nodded calmly, as if he had expected as much.
"That is truly a pity."
The Duke of Saxony replied. As if it were someone else's business entirely.
"I hope you have no trouble on your way back."
In the face of the Duke's mockery, the hand gripping the hilt of the Holy Sword trembled violently. Hatred welled up—a desire to kick off the ground and swing his blade right then and there.
But what suppressed the Holy Swordsman's heart even more than that hatred was fear.
He remembered the reality of the darkness this man had unleashed during the Empire's unification war. It was a fear only those who knew the true face of the Black Duke could feel.
"......I thank Your Grace the Duke again for your hospitality."
Count Brandenburg bit his lip until it bled and bowed his head politely once more.
That was the end of the conversation.
* * *
The face of the hateful man he could never forget.
When Dale saw the Holy Swordsman for the first time, what constricted his chest was deep-rooted hatred.
Charlotte would be no different.
And in front of the two of them, the Duke of Saxony showed it.
As Dale's father, as the continent's greatest dark mage and a Duke of the Empire, he showed the dignity and warning befitting the name of the Saxon House.
The weight that the name of the Black Duke carries.
Count Brandenburg was one of the most loyal henchmen of the Imperial faction (Ghibellines). Even the Duke of Saxony should not be an opponent he could easily provoke.
Yet, the Duke of Saxony issued the greatest warning he could muster. In the name of the ruler of the North, the Duke of Saxony.
'The display my father showed against a henchman of the Imperial faction will become the fuse that shakes the entire Empire.'
It would start as a small spark, but it would not take long for that spark to consume the firewood and oil and grow.
'Taking the head of the Holy Swordsman will be our share.'
For Dale, who knew that fact, it was exactly what he wanted.
'And with my own hands, I will bring down the country called the Empire.'
* * *
The Empire had no other name.
Because it was the one and only nation on this terrestrial continent, and therefore not a common noun.
It was only for convenience, to distinguish it from the empires that had perished in the past, that they used the title 'Third Empire (Drittes Reich)'.
* * *
Some time after that, in the Duke of Saxony's office.
Sepia sat in quiet silence.
"I am already indebted to you, Sepia-nim, to an excessive degree."
The Duke of Saxony continued, addressing the silent Sepia.
"Therefore, you should never feel burdened by my proposal."
"......."
"Please, make your decision comfortably."
Hearing that, Sepia recalled the incident with the Holy Swordsman that had turned the Duke's territory upside down a while ago.
That day, when Dale had been ambushed by the Thief Guild and safely defeated them, the relief that her precious student was safe was only momentary.
Seeing the corpses of the Thief Guild strewn about, Sepia gasped.
Corpses that had vomited their internal organs and become puppets of darkness. Corpses whose bodies were crushed and riddled with holes, as if struck by dozens of small cannonballs.
When she realized this was a work of art performed by the hands of a mere nine-year-old child—and that the child was the student she boasted about so much.
For the first time, Sepia began to doubt whether her teachings were wrong.
It was immediately after that the Black Duke offered Sepia the position of Chief Adviser to the Saxon Duke's family.
Accepting the Duke of Saxony's offer would mean Sepia would go beyond the title of a mere tutor to Dale and become a member of the Saxon House.
Ending her life as a hermit and throwing herself into the waves of the secular world, which fluctuated like a raging storm.
"To guide Dale's talent correctly, your wisdom, Sepia-nim, is necessary."
The Duke of Saxony continued.
"It is not something that can be done by my power alone."
"......."
After a silence, Sepia nodded quietly.
She imagined the ripple effect Dale would bring to the Empire and the entire continent when he grew up. The true 'world of his own' that the child would overlay onto this world.
Therefore, there was no room for hesitation left.
For Sepia, who had lived for nearly several hundred years, it was a task that demanded a greater sense of mission than ever before.
* * *
A few months later.
Around the time the news spread throughout the Empire that the Holy Swordsman had knelt before the Black Duke and the sage Sepia had become an adviser to the Saxon House.
Dale had already raised his dual attribute of Water and Darkness to the 2-circle master level, and his win rate in pure sword duels with Charlotte gradually converged to 50 percent.
Around that time, young Dale's tenth birthday approached.
And to officially celebrate Dale's tenth birthday.......
It was then that a letter arrived stating that the Emperor's people would visit the Duke's family.
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2. Childhood
The lively music of the musicians, all sorts of luxuries adorning the entire castle, and the five-colored magic stones emitting light like fairy lanterns...
The festival at the Duke's castle celebrating Dale's tenth birthday was the absolute pinnacle of the empty formalities that the Duke of Saxony himself loathed so much.
It was never for their own sake, but precisely for the guests who would come here.
"Ho-ho, as expected of the Duke of Saxony!"
"My goodness, look at these dishes!"
The Emperor's people. It wasn't difficult to fathom what that meant.
The largest force constituting this Empire. In other words, the central nobles of the Imperial Capital who formed the core of the Emperor's faction.
"It cannot be compared to that of the Imperial Palace, but it is a sight I would not believe to be in the middle of the North!"
"That is indeed so!"
Those who wrapped their bodies in expensive velvet or silk, unable to hide their excitement as if they were the hosts of this festival.
They knew better than anyone that the Emperor's faction nobles were visiting this place acting on behalf of the 'Emperor's name.' That was their very reason for existence, and it was no different even if the Duke of Saxony was the one they were facing.
"I feel like a fool for worrying inwardly that it was a remote place in the frozen lands!"
The central nobles of the Empire always liked to compare the Duke of Black's political standing with his territory.
A land that was excessively vast but possessed no substance.
One of the Empire's great nobles, and at the same time, a political outsider who chose isolation in the remote North.
The Empire's most powerful military force, and at the same time, the head of the Black Magic Tower that everyone avoided and feared.
Nevertheless, the fact that he was a great vassal of the Empire did not change. No matter how much they looked down on black magic and necromancy, they could not look down on the military value that such darkness possessed.
That tug-of-war between containment and awe was the reality of the position the Duke of Saxony held in the Empire.
The Duke of Black sat on his throne, looking down at them with emotionless eyes.
Nobles who were rummaging through his Duke's castle as if it were their own home, lost in amusement.
Of course, the majority of the nobles here were not even worth calling a threat to the Duke of Saxony. What the Duke of Saxony was wary of was not them, but the very meaning of their presence here.
A warning of apocalypse.
It was the Imperial family's message that they would not sit idly by regarding the insult toward the God Sword.
──And the 'messenger' who understood that message most clearly appeared before the Duke of Saxony.
"I humbly greet Your Excellency, the Duke of Saxony."
A red-haired man bowing politely before the throne. As he smiled, the attention of the noblewomen around him was drawn to him.
"Welcome, Marquis Yuris."
Dale also mechanically paid his respects beside his father, quietly clenching his teeth.
Unlike his gentle and soft appearance, Dale did not forget the true portrait of the monster he was. How could he forget that face?
The man who held the name of 'Lord Crimson'.
Fire and fury... the head of the Red Magic Tower who pursued order through power.
The Red Magic Tower Master.
The mages of the Red Tower were closest to the Emperor's will, and they did not hesitate to become the executors of the Empire's ambition. Because the 'justice of the strong' they pursued was the very spirit of the Empire's era.
──He recalled his past life, where he had to suffer all sorts of horrific modification procedures at their hands.
"So this is Young Master Dale."
And that hateful target was smiling quietly at him.
"The genius prodigy of the Duke's house... I heard you possess magical talent that dares to be incomparable throughout the Empire."
For a moment, Marquis Yuris's eyes flashed with a strange light like a snake eyeing its prey.
"Listening to the stories of the gossips, you wiped out a group of orcs to protect your family's knight, did you not?"
Spreading his arms exaggeratedly like an actor on stage.
"To achieve such a feat at the mere age of nine!"
"The stories people blabber about are always prone to exaggeration."
The Duke of Saxony calmly cut off his words, maintaining endless humility. Because he, too, understood the danger of Dale's talent better than anyone.
"You are indeed the Duke's son."
"He is a child who has received blessings that are even excessive for me."
Once again, Marquis Yuris's gaze turned to Dale. Just as the elf mage Sepia had done before, to coldly examine the talent Dale possessed and to notice the threat he contained.
Magic is ultimately the materialization of the mind. Moreover, the opponent was the Lord Crimson, who was said to have reached the pinnacle of fire magic.
Therefore, it would not be difficult at all to see through the 「flame」 of hatred smoldering in the heart of a ten-year-old child.
"..."
However, there was no such thing as a flame of hatred burning.
There was only a cold, freezing chill spreading from within his heart.
"Dale of Sachsen, greets Marquis Yuris."
Amidst the chill that seemed to make his mind go faint, Dale smiled innocently. Pretending to be an innocent ten-year-old child who knew nothing.
* * *
Even as the night deepened, the fireworks of the festival showed no signs of dying down. Leaving behind the birthday festival that was beginning to ripen, Dale quietly slipped out of the Duke's castle's grand hall.
Turning his back on his father, mother, and the maids who were serving his mother and dealing with the nobles, he went alone.
──The Red Magic Tower Master, Lord Crimson, had personally led the nobles of the Imperial Capital to visit the Duke's castle.
Dale, too, understood the meaning of that act more than his father.
After the Empire unified the continent, a world of peace and prosperity had by no means arrived.
The Emperor's faction, the noble faction, and the resistance of the fallen nations that continued to resist while declaring separatism from the Empire.
In that chaos, the father's warning toward the Emperor's henchman, the God Sword, must have caused no small ripple.
'Should I just swing a sword by myself?'
Dale thought as he crossed the marble corridor of the Duke's castle. He would have liked to call Charlotte to spar, but officially, Charlotte was a maid serving Elena. In such a situation, it would be even more dangerous if it were revealed that the 'daughter of the God Sword' was practicing swordsmanship.
He realized anew how blessed a place he was born into and how well he had been cared for.
"Eek!"
It was right then.
From not far away, a young woman's scream was heard.
"Stay still, you damn servant!"
Judging by the voice that followed, it was not difficult to grasp the situation. To guess what would happen in a secluded place outside the grand hall.
"P, please! I serve the house of Saxony..."
"Where does a lowly maid dare to bring up the name of the Duke's house?"
The 'maid' who was a noblewoman and the 'servant' of low birth clearly had different statuses.
"Ha! Young Master's birthday or whatever, everyone is just playing around!"
To the majority of nobles, the treatment of a maid was something that didn't even need to be mentioned.
"In the time you waste doing useless things there, it's more wholesome to just screw a girl!"
Someone who considered such treatment a daily routine would also commit such atrocities in someone else's house.
It was something that could not even be imagined in the Duke of Saxony's house, but it was not exactly a rare occurrence in the Empire.
Nobility and class are determined by birth, and those below can never defy the nobles. Because this is that kind of world.
"If you resist any more, I'll slit your throat!"
Shring.
The sound of a sharp blade was heard. It was the sound of a stiletto blade.
"Ah..."
Following the pale, terrified voice, Dale moved without hesitation.
Beyond the corner at the end of the corridor, to the place where the bushes outside the Duke's castle were.
"What are you doing?"
"Young Master Dale...!"
At Dale's voice, the maid who had been struggling against the wall raised her voice.
"...!"
It was Eve, the seventeen-year-old maid who took care of Dale's daily life as usual.
"Y, Young Master Dale!"
The noble who had been trying to forcibly take off her clothes turned around in surprise.
Looking at his waddling, massive frame, the velvet coat that looked like it would tear at any moment, and his pants that were awkwardly pulled down, a nausea that he couldn't suppress surged up.
It was so shabby that even the saying 'pearls before swine' was a waste.
"What were you doing here?"
Dale asked back. The noble stepped back, flustered.
"W, well, that is──."
After stepping back, he soon gave a fishy smile.
"Young Master! Have you ever had any experience with women?"
After smiling, he made an absurd offer in return.
"You haven't tasted the body of a mature virgin yet, have you?"
The stiletto in his hand was drawn down over Eve's clothes, between her budding breasts.
"This Petro can teach Young Master Dale unimaginable pleasure!"
He must be dismissing Dale as just a ten-year-old child. Someone he could easily cook to his own taste.
Either way, it was a truly foolish and ugly thing.
"..."
Dale was so dumbfounded that he closed his mouth. Nausea surged up.
"Y, Young Master..."
The maid Eve's face turned deathly pale.
"Don't worry."
Seeing that, Dale smiled quietly.
"Send her over here."
After smiling, Dale said.
"Can you not hear me? Lord Petro."
When Petro hesitated and sent Eve toward Dale, seeing that, Dale stretched out his finger without hesitation.
The magic of cold chill swirled along his fingertips. Petro's face, realizing the meaning, turned deathly pale.
'My actions...!'
Thang!
However, Dale's ice bullet grazed his cheek and struck the stone wall of the castle.
"H, hiik!"
The noble Petro collapsed his massive, heavy frame and fell on his buttocks. Trembling with fear, the stiletto in his hand fell to the floor helplessly.
'I must think about the consequences it will bring to the Duke of Saxony's house.'
He didn't intend to back down clumsily. But that didn't mean that sticking an ice bullet into one of the 'Emperor's people' without a second thought was a good choice.
"Kneel."
That was why Dale said it. The same words his father had once said to the God Sword.
"Kneel and apologize to Miss Eve for that act."
"W, what!"
"Can you not hear me?"
Dale asked back.
"Young Master! You don't need to worry about me any more than this...!"
Seeing that, the maid Eve was flustered and tried to stop Dale.
"As Miss Eve said, she is 'a person of our Saxon house'."
However, Dale did not back down even a little. Seeing that, Petro swallowed his breath. But after swallowing, he bit his lip in defiance, unable to submit obediently.
'This damn little brat...!'
The opponent was just a ten-year-old child.
No matter how precious the eldest son of the Duke's house might be, he could not be subjected to such one-sided shame and insult.
"Young Master, unfortunately, I cannot kneel."
"Why is that?"
Dale asked back. Calmly, with an emotionless voice.
"I am here on behalf of His Majesty the Emperor of the Empire!"
Petro raised his voice, waddling his massive body.
"Young Master, who is still inexperienced in the ways of the world! I don't know if you understand the heavy meaning of that!"
To cook the naive child to his own taste.
"To protect the honor of a lowly girl! Insulting me means...!"
"Does His Majesty the Emperor have a hobby of raping the maids of other people's houses?"
Seeing that, Dale sneered coldly.
"H, h, how dare you say such a thing!"
Petro's expression twisted in shock.
"Does the fact that Lord Petro says you are 'acting on behalf of His Majesty the Emperor' mean that?"
Dale asked back calmly, and Petro's lips twisted.
It was right then.
"Over here!"
"What is going on, Young Master!"
By then, the people of the Duke's house, sensing the commotion, were looking for this place. It wouldn't take long for his father and 'Lord Crimson' in the grand hall to realize the commotion and approach.
The noble Petro swallowed his breath again.
"This is the last time."
Dale opened his mouth.
"Kneel."
People were already approaching. And Dale's gaze looking at Petro was colder than ever.
* * *
His father, the Duke of Black, his mother Elena, the knights and maids of the Saxon house. The Emperor's nobles.
In that place where quite a number of people were gathered, the Emperor's faction noble Petro was kneeling.
Toward Dale, and toward the maid behind Dale's back.
"Hmm, this is quite a spectacle."
Seeing that, 'Lord Crimson', Marquis Yuris, stroked his chin as if it were interesting. As if he were watching a fun spectacle.
"Dale, what is this commotion?"
His father, the Duke of Black, approached with a coldly stiff expression. At the situation that had grown out of control, the maid Eve's expression turned deathly pale.
"This man tried to rape a maid of our Saxon house."
However, Dale, without being intimidated at all, explained the circumstances of the event.
"D, Dale!"
Just as Elena was about to open her mouth, unable to hide her shock. The Duke of Saxony quietly reached out his hand and stopped Elena.
"For such a trivial matter, have you given such rudeness to Lord Petro, who personally visited from the Imperial Capital?"
After stopping her, the Duke of Saxony asked back.
Such a trivial matter. That is the reality of the position that exists between nobles and those who are not in this world.
A flush of color returned to the face of Petro, who had been kneeling, crushed by Dale's momentum.
"T, that is correct! Your Excellency the Duke! The immature Young Master──."
"Who told you to stand up?"
Toward Petro, who was trying to get up, Dale reached out his hand again. Without a shred of hesitation.
"Dale...!"
Even the Duke of Black seemed surprised by that attitude and swallowed his breath.
"To you nobles who have come from the Imperial Capital."
That was why Dale did not hesitate.
"All of you are entrusted with the heavy responsibility of acting on behalf of His Majesty the Emperor's will."
Dale understood better than anyone the consequences his actions would bring to the Saxon house.
"Nevertheless, this man forgot his heavy duty as an agent of His Majesty and tried to rape a 'lowly maid'."
"..."
"Therefore, I could not tolerate the ugly behavior of Lord Petro, who dares to insult His Majesty."
At Dale's unexpected answer, the Duke of Saxony swallowed his breath.
"A person like this who insults His Majesty the Emperor and smears his name."
Silence followed Dale's words.
"──Ha!"
It was the laughter of 'Lord Crimson', Marquis Yuris, that broke the silence.
"This is really."
Marquis Yuris twisted his lips as if he couldn't help it.
"The young master's brilliance is truly a masterpiece."
Twisting his lips, Marquis Yuris continued.
"The young master's words are truly correct."
"L, Lord Yuris...?"
"To dare to be a person acting on behalf of His Majesty's name, and to try to rape a lowly maid."
At his appearance of affirming Dale's argument, as soon as Petro swallowed his breath in surprise.
"──Burn, you vermin-like bastard."
The crimson magic flickering from Lord Crimson's fingertips ran across the ground rapidly.
Whoosh!
"...!"
A blazing flame wrapped around Petro's waddling, massive frame.
"Aaaargh, aaaaaaaargh!"
At the encroaching burning sensation, Petro rolled on the floor and screamed.
"It hurts, it hurts, it huuuuuurts!"
Flame Tongue.
Its practical use in battle is extremely minimal, but the true value of this magic was elsewhere.
It peels off the skin, strokes every part of the body as if caressing it, and never ends the pain easily. A flame without blood or tears that gives the most terrible pain in the world, very slowly.
"──One cannot turn a blind eye to a foolish person who dares to insult His Majesty the Emperor."
Marquis Yuris's gaze turned to Dale and the Duke of Saxony.
"Because it is my job to incinerate vermin-like people who try to insult the Imperial family and the Empire."
Without even glancing at Petro, who was screaming while going crazy from the pain, he looked toward the two men of the Saxon house.
"The Marquis's words are correct."
At those words, the Duke of Black also nodded calmly.
"That is exactly the way of our Empire and His Majesty the Emperor."
Likewise, without caring about the flames and screams blazing right beside him.
"Is that not so, Dale?"
At his father's question, Dale also nodded.
"That is correct."
Before long, the screams of Petro, who had been writhing in pain, stopped. His dermis, bones, and internal organs melted away, and literally not even bone powder remained there.
A few handfuls of ash scattered vainly in the night wind.
In the silence, Lord Crimson's gaze turned to Dale.
"I am truly looking forward to the Young Master's future."
Facing the gaze directed at him, Dale answered. With the innocent smile of a ten-year-old child.
"You can look forward to it."
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* * *
A short while after the commotion had settled, the Emperor's men had returned, and peace had once again found its way to the Duke of Saxony's castle.
"Young Master."
As proof of that peace, the voice of Eve—the maid who woke Dale every dawn—drifted into the room.
"Young Master Dale, it is time to wake up."
At her voice, softer than usual, I sat up from the goose-down pillow. The dawn sunlight seeping through the window was faint, leaving the room shrouded in darkness.
However, the knights of the Duke's castle would already be finished with their wake-up routine and engrossed in training.
"Thanks for waking me."
"Yes."
Hearing Dale's words, Eve bowed silently. Her duties as a maid were complete, yet she hesitated, lingering as if she had something to say.
Understanding the meaning behind it, Dale smiled quietly.
"Is there something you want to say?"
"That is, um...."
The young maid Eve could not answer right away, trailing off.
A seventeen-year-old girl used honorifics toward a mere ten-year-old child, while Dale spoke to her without reservation. Their origins were different; this was that kind of world.
A person's nobility is determined by birth, and no one doubts that hierarchy.
That is why, to people like Petro, she would be nothing more than a 'lowly thing' that could be treated however he pleased.
"......Thank you."
After hesitating, Eve gathered her courage and opened her mouth.
"It is a true honor for someone like me to be able to serve you, Young Master."
Had she hesitated so much just to say those words? Although I had spent a considerable amount of time in this world, such a mindset was still unfamiliar.
Nevertheless, I had no choice but to adapt.
The eldest son of the Duke of Saxony.
I had to understand the weight of that name and utilize every resource at my disposal. If I didn't, I would never be able to bring down the Empire.
"Yeah."
That is why Dale just smiled quietly. The conversation ended there.
* * *
That day, instead of crossing swords with the knights, Dale was summoned by his father and headed to the Duke's office.
He headed to the top floor of the castle, to the office of his father, the Duke of Saxony.
"You took a very dangerous action, Dale."
As soon as Dale entered, his father, the Black Duke, opened his mouth, recalling the events of that day.
A clash with the nobles of the Imperial Capital. Was he going to reprimand me?
"......I have no doubt that you are a brilliant child."
However, the Black Duke's following words were different.
"Why did you choose such an action?"
It was a simple question, intended to test the vessel that Dale possessed.
'The time has finally come.'
After hearing that question, Dale did not hesitate.
Rather, how long he had waited for this day—the time to be treated not as a ten-year-old child, but as a proper member of the Duke's family.
That was why Dale answered, explaining the political implications his actions had held that day.
"That is not all."
Furthermore, Dale's story did not stop there.
"──If the 'Hero of the Otherworld' had not died in the fight against the Divine Sword Vadel."
Dale continued calmly, speaking of the reality of the 'Empire' he had realized while being raised as its hunting dog in his past life—a truth even the Black Duke had failed to grasp.
"The next target for the Hero's sword would have been this Saxony Duchy."
"......!"
In his past life, Dale had clearly heard the plots the Imperial family had secretly set up, wary of the Saxony House.
However, the Empire feared the Hero's power even more than the Duke of Saxony. They feared the moment the leash of prohibition would be cut, allowing their hunting dog to escape control.
That was why, immediately after defeating Vadel, the 'killing of the hunting dog' occurred. The Empire's strategy of using poison to fight poison—suppressing the Black Duke through the Hero—had ultimately failed.
"......You are saying very disrespectful things."
The Duke of Saxony asked, feigning severity.
"How can you be so sure?"
I couldn't just say I heard it in my past life.
"Even though the Hero of the Otherworld defeated the Demon King in the past, the Empire did not completely root out the darkness of the Demon Territory."
Dale continued.
"Rather, after withdrawing their main forces, they unilaterally forced bloodshed upon our Saxony House."
With suspicions and evidence within the realm of rational thought.
"Along with the near-absurd order to reclaim the Demon Territory as Imperial territory──."
"......."
Monsters that endlessly repeat looting across the mountain ranges. And the high-ranking Demons holding their breath in that darkness, waiting for the time of resurrection.
"As long as the darkness dwelling in that land does not disappear completely, our bloodshed will not stop."
Even if it is called the Demon Territory (魔王領), it is nothing more than a name used for the convenience of humans.
A slightly deeper darkness dwells in that land.
To the extent that even the Demon King I defeated was merely a part of that darkness.
"The Imperial family, who knows that fact better than anyone, is precisely why they bestowed the Demon Territory upon you, Father."
There could be no clearer evidence of the Imperial family's wariness toward the Saxony House.
"Furthermore, people outside the North point fingers at our Duke's family, calling us the 'Clan of Darkness'."
Clan of Darkness. At those words, the Duke of Saxony smiled bitterly.
"The Empire and people outside the North clearly fear our power."
After saying that much, Dale brought out his trump card.
"That is why, just as they abandoned the Hero early on, they will try to eliminate the 'internal risk' that threatens them."
"Abandoned the Hero...?"
At those words, the Black Duke gasped in surprise. Of course, the Duke of Saxony was one of the few who knew the 'truth of the Hero'—the fact that the Hero's end was merely the Empire's 'killing the hunting dog after the hunt.' But Dale was not supposed to know. How did this child know such a fact?
Officially, the Hero is said to have chosen to die together with the Divine Sword Vadel for the sake of the Empire. That is why the truth of that day was one of the most secret shames that the Empire could never reveal.
"It is merely my conjecture after reading the books in the library."
Dale answered, processing his experience into a reasonable suspicion that could be inferred from historical records.
"Because when you think about it rationally, it doesn't make sense."
Dragged to a world I didn't know, I had to lift my sword for a country I didn't know. While undergoing countless terrible physical modifications.
In such a situation, is there even a shred of room to feel patriotism toward the Empire?
"Fortunately, the Hero died, and the Empire still hasn't overcome the aftereffects of the unification war. The aftermath of those aftereffects is more serious than the Empire initially imagined."
There is no room for doubt regarding the talent for sword and magic bestowed upon Dale.
"Even so... the Empire will not stop until they achieve the ambition they desire."
However, the ability to insightfully grasp this country, where countless desires are intricately intertwined, is a separate matter.
'Does this child possess even the wisdom of ages that cannot be filled by talent alone?'
After a silence, the Black Duke asked back.
"Are you trying to deny the justice of the Empire?"
"Do you truly think the justice the Empire pursues is right, Father?"
Dale asked back, recalling the countless people who had to die by my hands in the past.
"......."
It was a matter that didn't even need an answer.
Just as Dale was the 'son of the Duke of Saxony', the Duke of Saxony was also 'Dale's father'. And the father I had watched for ten years was by no means a man who would affirm the Empire's justice.
"I read countless books recording the history of the Empire in Father's library."
Dale opened his mouth.
"The Empire's justice is ultimately the justice of an oppressor who uses violence to take and trample on weak countries."
Cleverly changing the experience I had in my past life into 'historical records' written in books.
The Black Duke is also someone who understands that fact more painfully than anyone. In the past, the Saxony House was able to justify its existence as the Empire's shield against the Demon Territory.
However, now that the Demon King has been defeated by the Hero and the value of the shield's existence has disappeared, the power held by the Black Duke and the Black Magic Tower is too dangerous for the Empire.
Dealing with military forces is, after all, the power of a ruler.
A powerful mage wipes out an entire army alone.
A necromancer of the same level can single-handedly raise an entire army.
Let alone the Black Duke, who is said to have reached the very peak of that necromancy....
"Then, in your opinion, what is the direction our Saxony House should take?"
That is why the Black Duke opened his mouth.
"Our Saxony House can never coexist with the Empire."
Dale answered.
"At this point, our Saxony House is the 'greatest danger' that the Empire contains."
The Black Duke knew this well. In fact, he understood that truth better than anyone else in the Empire.
"The Empire's ambition will not stop, and after the war, they will try to purge internal risk factors."
I endured and endured for ten long years for this moment.
"That is why."
To utter these very words with my own voice.
"──We must destroy the Empire."
Shivers.
"......."
For a moment, it felt like the air around us shifted.
An ominous dark magic surged through the room.
"Do you know what you are saying right now?"
The Duke of Saxony asked, his expression stiff, assuming that Dale's words were merely the recklessness of a child.
"I am not saying we should raise an army right now and plot a rebellion."
However, Dale shook his head quietly.
"It is ten years."
After shaking his head, Dale said.
"Ten years?"
"Until the Empire overcomes the aftereffects of the unification war and points its blade at our Saxony House."
Even now, resistance groups declaring separatism for the independence of their motherland in various parts of the continent.
Feudal lords like the Duke of Saxony who worry that the Empire might point its blade at them.
The economy is shrinking, the people are suffering from the ravages of war, and the number of bandits who have lost their homes and continue to loot is increasing day by day.
Even though quite a few years have passed since the unification of the continent, the aftereffects of the war are actually becoming even worse.
"Until then, we will cultivate the strength to protect our family against the Empire."
──Can this really be words coming from the mouth of a ten-year-old child?
"We must help the resistance forces working in the shadows in various regions, rally the nobles, and further win over the urban bourgeoisie to get the Empire's economy into our hands."
And Dale laid out his plan without omission. From dawn, through the midday sun, until it set into the western sky. Since the very day he had inhabited the body of a suckling infant, he had pondered how to bring down this country and protect the Saxony House from the Empire's clutches.
"......What do you think?"
At the end of the story, Dale asked. Outside the window, a purple night sky had already unfolded. It was a deep night.
The Duke of Saxony kept a quiet silence.
"Truly."
After a silence, the Duke of Saxony burst into laughter unexpectedly.
"The end of the talent you possess is unfathomable."
As if he were very amused.
"It seems that a landscape beyond, which even I cannot see, is reflected in you."
Even showing a hint of joy.
"I am so proud that you are my son."
Not hiding his fatherly satisfaction.
"Because I am Father's son."
Dale also smiled quietly.
"From now on, you are neither just the eldest son of the Duke's family nor a mere ten-year-old child."
The Duke of Saxony nodded.
"From now on, I will treat you with the courtesy due to a future head of the Saxony House."
The Duke of Saxony said.
"Your age, and even the fact that you are the eldest son of the Duke's family, do not matter."
"......Father."
"In leading our family, I will listen to and respect your words as an equal head of the family."
Realizing the weight of those words, Dale bowed his head.
The qualification to talk as an equal with his father, the Duke of Saxony, as person to person, as head of family to head of family.
"Therefore, your words will be the words of the Saxony House."
I had waited for this very day.
"Your actions will be the actions of the Saxony House."
The day to be treated not as a ten-year-old child, but as a proper successor to the Duke's family.
"Your will will be the will of the Duke of Saxony's family."
──The qualification to move the power of the Duke of Saxony's family with my own hands.
For that, I had hung up the sign of a 'prodigy' and endlessly displayed my talent. My activities, my actions, my words—all were stepping stones waiting for this very moment.
But to think that the time would come so quickly.
"Do not hesitate and speak, Dale."
The sensation of the stopped gears interlocking brushed down my spine.
"At this very moment, what decision will you make for our family?"
"You said that you would treat me as an equal head of the family, Father."
That is why there was no room for hesitation left.
"Then please allow me to take the 'Tower Examination' at the Necropolis."
The Tower Examination. At the meaning of those words, a slight agitation flickered on the Duke of Saxony's expression.
"Not as the son of the Duke of Saxony, but as the 'chief disciple who inherits the Black Duke's work'──."
The young genius whom the continent's greatest black mage broke his own covenant to take as a disciple.
"I will prove in front of everyone that I am the most legitimate successor to inherit the 'Black Duke's territory'."
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* * *
"Please grant me permission to take the 'Tower Examination' at the Necropolis."
The Tower of the Necropolis. There was no need to speak of what that tower signified.
It was the Black Magic Tower.
The 'Tower Examination' Dale spoke of was a trial where one faced the Floor Guardians of the magic tower to prove how far one could climb as a mage; furthermore...
It was a ranking system that determined the hierarchy among the mages of the magic tower.
Novices taking the exam for the first time were weeded out before they could even clear a few floors, while those who defeated the upper-level guardians or were reborn through the process finally earned the qualification to become an 'Elder of the Tower'.
──Finally, the title of 'Tower Master' was reserved for the one who stood at the pinnacle of the tower.
Just as it was for the man before Dale's eyes: the Black Duke.
Furthermore, among the five great magic towers, the examination of the Black Magic Tower—closely connected to 'Death'—was famous for being the most brutal, alongside the Red Magic Tower.
"You say you wish to take the Tower Examination."
At those words, Dale nodded silently.
"It is a place of extreme danger where you could easily lose your life."
Before being Dale's father, as the one who reigned at the pinnacle of the Black Magic Tower, the Black Duke continued.
"It is too early for you, as you have not yet completed the 3rd Circle."
Dale, ten years old, was a 2nd Circle Master in both water and dark attributes.
The minimum requirement for mages to challenge the Tower Examination was the 3rd Circle. In other words, to take the exam, one needed to have officially graduated from the academy or possess equivalent capability.
"I will reach it soon."
Dale answered confidently.
For a person of ordinary talent, the average age to enter the academy and reach the 3rd Circle—the graduation requirement—was their mid-twenties. However, Dale, who had reached the 2nd Circle at nine, was already confident of the 'next stage' despite only a year having passed.
The 3rd Circle. The stage where one could graduate from the academy and claim the title of a full-fledged mage.
"As I said, this is a decision for Father and the Saxon House."
"In what way do you think so?"
"Once I reach the 3rd Circle, if I prove myself through the 'Tower Examination' thereafter."
Dale continued calmly.
"Through me, the successor, your standing as the Tower Master will become even more solidified."
Standing as the Tower Master.
Becoming a Tower Master was by no means a hereditary succession, and therefore, the 'succession of an heir' was never a light matter.
That was why Dale's desire to be in the spotlight as the prodigy of the Duke family was by no means an act of petty self-aggrandizement.
"I, too, will obtain a reputation that is reliable, rather than the baseless chatter of gossips."
Officially debuting in the world of magic and proving the name 'Prodigy of the Duke Family'.
"My proof will soon become Father's proof."
He nodded and continued.
"And Father's proof will soon become the 'proof of our Saxon House'."
The proof of the Saxon House.
"Is that why you volunteered for the Tower Examination?"
At his father's question, Dale nodded silently.
"That is correct."
At those words, the Duke of Saxony burst into a low laugh.
Through the events of late, Dale had been able to realize it clearly.
The power held by the Saxon House, the greatest noble house of the Empire, far exceeded Dale's imagination.
Therefore, holding his breath quietly underwater could never be a good decision. Because regardless of Dale's silence, the Empire's ambition toward the Duke family would not stop.
Rather, before the Empire could make the first move, he needed to use the power of the Saxon House to its fullest to prove himself.
To obtain a great reputation that even the Imperial family could not easily threaten.
It was only the beginning.
* * *
That night.
Dale sat cross-legged in his bedroom and checked his condition.
Two circles. A 2nd Circle Master. To generate and accumulate one more mana ring.
Simply put, the expansion of a circle is ultimately an act of transcending one's own limits.
'However, from the 3rd Circle, it is a little different.'
Unlike what he had done until now, crossing the wall after the 3rd Circle was not a realm of talent or technique.
It was enlightenment.
A realm that could only be reached by deeply savoring and understanding the principles of magic.
This is precisely why the 3rd Circle is distinguished as the qualification for graduation from the academy and being a full-fledged mage.
'But I don't have the luxury to sit around and meditate leisurely.'
The path of the world is not limited to just one righteous path.
What Dale chose was the evil path—hundreds of times more dangerous, yet guaranteeing a more certain result.
The method his past self had taken.
Assuming that reaching the 3rd Circle through enlightenment was an act of leaping over a wall, the method Dale intended to take was an act equivalent to crashing into the wall with all his might to break it down.
An act of transcending his limits as a mage through mana overload, using his life as collateral.
Fwooooong!
A vortex of magical power swirled in the room, scattering as frost.
The raging waves of mana began to play a precarious tug-of-war between control and overload.
'Let's try again.'
Within his blurring consciousness, Dale steadied his mind once more.
He released the mana he had accumulated until his heart felt like it would burst, exploding it like dynamite.
However, the two circles, meshed like gears, exerted squared performance, suppressing the mana overload.
'...Just because it's the 2nd Circle doesn't mean all 2nd Circles are the same.'
The perfection of the circle he had built based on past experience and current learning was far exceeding the level of his past life.
Even at this very moment, the perfection of the circle was becoming endlessly precise. The precision and rotational force were dozens of times the capacity that an ordinary 2nd Circle could handle.
The 'limit of himself' that he had to overcome was unimaginably higher than expected.
But he could not stop.
'Again!'
At the end of a vicious cycle of forcibly pumping the mana in his heart to emit more mana than the 2nd Circle's capacity could hold.
The two circles repeated extreme acceleration and rotation to accommodate the endlessly supplied mana.
'Still not enough.'
He had to accelerate and rotate the circles faster, pushing them to the extreme. Much like pressing the full accelerator of a car engine beyond what it could handle.
"......!"
Just then.
Finally, the mana, completely out of the control of the circles, went wild and swallowed Dale's entire body.
Crack, crack!
His breath stopped.
The mana in the area screamed, beginning to absorb the surrounding thermal energy.
White frost formed along the window panes, the room froze over, and a bone-chilling cold raged.
And──.
Thrust!
"......?!"
Suddenly, a burning pain struck from behind his back.
The cold touch of metal. A blade tip that had torn through his chest and poked out was shining with a blue, sharp edge.
'The blade of the Holy Sword Durendal...?'
When he came to his senses, Dale was standing in the middle of a pure white land.
Not in a room of the cozy Duke's castle.
A white and dark winter night. The boundary between reality and fantasy blurred.
After realizing that fact, Dale sneered coldly.
As Sepia said... magic is a mirror of the heart.
And now, Dale was inside the mirror that projected his own heart.
Not waiting for enlightenment to come, but stepping into the 'world of enlightenment' with his own two feet.
The abyss of thought.
A white and dark winter night.
The bottom of the night is pure white, yet the sky is very black and dark.
Every mage has their own 《World》, and a mage's training is the process of completing that world.
And a mage's ideal is to overlay that world onto reality.
The fact that high-level mages' clashes are called 'collisions of worlds' is by no means an exaggeration.
And this was the true world that Dale possessed.
Grayish sleet scattered. Along the endlessly unfolding void horizon.
There was truly nothing here.
Not his father, not his mother, not his younger sister Lise, not Sepia or Charlotte.
'From the beginning, I had nothing.'
Once he realized that fact, his heart became incredibly calm. A biting cold seeped into his chest.
Clang!
The illusion shattered, and the cold disappeared. He lowered his head.
There was no grand enlightenment.
"......."
Nevertheless, 'three circles' were already meshed and operating like gears around his heart.
The price he paid was merely facing his true world.
When he went from the 1st Circle to the 2nd, he could realize he had become dozens of times stronger.
And at this very moment, having obtained the stage of the 3rd Circle.
It goes without saying that this was not an 'ordinary 3rd Circle'.
There were countless weapon projections, spell improvements, and additional formulas he wanted to test right away.
However, in the room of the castle where he was alone, Dale could not even dare to test his magic.
* * *
The next morning, the Duke of Saxony's office.
"I've reached the 3rd Circle."
Dale reported calmly, and his father, the Duke of Saxony, gasped in surprise.
"......Is that true?"
Dale nodded silently. As a test, he rotated the three circles fixed around his heart like gears.
The three circles organically meshed and processed the mana that erupted like an explosion into the form of magical power.
Along with the memory of the white and dark winter night.
Black and blue, the magic power of darkness and cold swirled at Dale's fingertips.
Refined darkness, the dual attribute of biting cold.
Only then did Dale finally realize that his choice of the water and dark magic systems was by no means a coincidence.
When Sepia first became his teacher, he could have refused her teachings. But he didn't. At first, he thought it was his own will.
──It wasn't.
'Dale's World' had chosen it.
"It's hard to believe even after seeing it."
His father, the Duke of Saxony, replied with a bitter smile.
"......Now, there is nothing left but to prove my abilities at the tower."
At those words, his father, the Duke of Saxony, smiled quietly. It was a smile that looked very complicated.
The Black Duke would surely know as well. The talent Dale possessed had already far exceeded the realm of a genius.
Even knowing that fact, Dale did not hesitate. Even if he were a monster, he would still be his own beloved child.
Moreover, above all, the time to wait for the right moment while remaining silent because he was a child had passed. Regardless of Dale's silence, the Empire, the Imperial family, and this world would move endlessly.
Taking the Tower Examination and proving himself with all his might.
"Please believe in me, Father."
Therefore, even if his appearance might be seen in any way, now was simply the time to move forward.
* * *
Some time later. The city of death, Necropolis.
And the pitch-black spire soaring in the center of the city. Toward that very Black Magic Tower, a procession of noble carriages and knights was continuing.
The 'Black Cavalry', armed in black armor and wearing gray surcoats with night raven embroidery.
That appearance meant only one thing. The Duke of Saxony's personal guard, the Night Raven Knights.
And the man riding in that carriage was the one who reigned at the pinnacle of this city of death, the tower, and furthermore, the northern region.
Together with his young son, who possessed the most brilliant talent in the entire Empire.
The 'Tower Examination' is a test and ritual given equally to all magic towers, and even a Tower Master cannot be an exception. It was not solely Dale's burden to endlessly prove his existence.
Therefore, the two fathers and sons, who made dark magic their profession, crossed the streets of the Necropolis.
Toward the examination that was waiting for each of them.
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* * *
'There are more people here than I thought.'
Just because it's called the City of Death doesn't mean it's actually filled with gloom and ominous vibes as the name suggests. Even so, the waves of people bustling past the carriage window were an extraordinary sight.
It wasn't hard to guess the reason.
In this world, magic is a spectacle rarely encountered.
And during the annual Tower Examination, the interior of the Tower is specially opened for public entertainment.
In a sense, it wouldn't be an exaggeration to call it the city's biggest festival.
After all, the 'Red Magic Tower Examination' in the Imperial Capital is one of the largest-scale events in the entire Empire.
Furthermore, the Black Magic Tower only began opening its doors during the reign of the Black Duke, so the attention it receives is exceptional. That meant only one thing.
"Quite a few people will be watching you."
My father, the Duke of Saxony, spoke.
This was the first time my existence would be revealed to the magical world and the public.
Up until now, rumors of Dale's movements were nothing more than hearsay. Proving myself before those watching this examination was different.
So was the significance of the act.
"Yes, I know."
I knew it well. That was why I had rushed to reach the 3rd Circle and volunteered for the Tower Examination.
Clatter.
With a light jolt, the carriage came to a complete stop.
"It seems we have arrived."
My father, the Black Duke, spoke calmly.
"We humbly greet Your Excellency, the Black Duke!"
"We greet Your Excellency, the Duke!"
The elders of the Black Magic Tower bowed in unison toward the father and son as they stepped out of the carriage.
"Look, it's Young Master Dale!"
People's gazes converged from afar to catch a glimpse of the Duke family's young prodigy.
"To have already reached the 3rd Circle at such a young age......!"
"They said he was a magic genius unprecedented in the Empire; the rumors were true!"
"No, I heard his swordsmanship is on par with the Duke family's knights!"
'How embarrassing.'
In a sense, I was the protagonist of this examination.
"Young Master Dale."
A mysterious woman approached Dale, cutting through the elders.
"Eris."
"I humbly greet the Tower Master."
The Agent of Black, Eris.
She was an elder of the Tower and the Chief Secretary who oversaw the Tower's affairs in the Black Duke's absence.
"It is an honor to serve you, Young Master Dale."
"I look forward to working with you, Eris."
She was a cold-looking woman with a monocle shining over her ash-gray suit.
"She will attend to you while the examination takes place."
"Yes, Father."
With those words, the Black Duke took the lead, followed by the elders under his command.
"Young Master, please, this way."
Her voice was cold and emotionless. I followed Eris.
"The Academy graduates who will be taking the examination with you are waiting."
Academy graduates, young 3rd Circle black mages. They were the competitors who would be taking the 'Tower Examination' from the very bottom alongside Dale.
Though, whether one could call these 3rd Circle greenhorns 'competitors' was a different matter.
* * *
'A monstrous bastard...'
That was the impression of Bellick, a 3rd Circle mage who faced the Duke family's prodigy, Dale of Sachsen.
──The Tower Examination, 1st Floor.
'Life Point Battle Royale.'
It wasn't a deathmatch where one truly risked their life. 
Examinees are given a 'Life Point necklace' enchanted with a shield spell; they can raise the corpses scattered everywhere to protect themselves or attack opponents.
If a 'valid hit' equivalent to a fatal wound is landed, the Life Point necklace is destroyed, activating the shield spell—resulting in elimination.
The 'attacker' who landed the hit gains +1 point on their Life Point necklace.
Only those who possess 3 or more points are qualified to move on to the next floor.
In other words, one must secure two or more Life Points in addition to their own.
It was an examination designed to filter out the dozens of applicants each year as quickly and efficiently as possible.
The rules of the 'Life Point Battle Royale' are used in various forms among the Five-Colored Magic Towers, and even among knights.
It was no exception for filtering out the greenhorns who poured into the 1st floor of the Black Magic Tower every year.
Or so it should have been.
However, when Dale entered the examination hall, a large number of black mages formed a team and moved their Undead Soldiers to test his skills.
'I knew this would happen.'
Amidst the attention and scrutiny pouring in from all sides, Dale raised a single Undead Soldier, covering the entire skeleton in biting cold.
In a disadvantageous one-versus-many situation, the Undead Soldier clashed, and soon a slaughter—no, a 'bone-slaughter'—began.
It was much like a Sword Master slaughtering foot soldiers in the middle of enemy lines.
Dale's Undead Soldier swung a blade made of bone, the cold air imbued within scattering a chilling, sharp aura.
Clang!
As the bone swords clashed, a cluster of cold air raced along the blade and wrapped around the opponent.
Crack, crack.
It wrapped around, freezing the target solid on the spot.
"Wa, Water-attribute magic!"
"Could he be using dual attributes...?"
As the cold air encroached upon and froze the opponent's Undead Soldier, a skeletal blade struck down onto the ice.
Crash!
That was the end of it.
With that single blow, the ice shards scattered in all directions, shattering helplessly as if a glass bottle had been dropped.
"One."
Dale muttered calmly. The scattered ice shards began to wrap around his Undead Soldier once again.
Not to seal the opponent's movements and freeze them like before, but...
Clang!
It formed armor and a shield to block the enemies' attacks from all sides.
A cluster of cold air that freely switched between Frozen Armor and Rapid Freezing magic.
It was truly a unity of offense and defense bordering on the divine.
"Two."
Crash!
As Dale's Undead Soldier swung its blade, another Undead Soldier was smashed to pieces.
"Three."
Without even being able to parry a single blow, it was all too one-sided.
"Isn't using water-attribute magic a violation of the rules!"
Seeing that, one of the examinees raised his voice in a hurry.
This was a battleground to purely test one's capabilities as a black mage.
The only things that can be used in this examination are the two branches of necromancy: undead resurrection and undead enhancement. The use of any other magic is prohibited.
"Isn't there a rule that says you must enhance the undead with only dark-attribute magic?"
However, Dale asked back calmly.
"Even if it is 'living ice armor'."
It was a clever argument, but certainly not a wrong one. As proof, the examination continued, as if agreeing with Dale's words.
A tacit approval.
"It seems so."
Watching that, Dale muttered calmly.
"Everyone here will have to join forces."
He smiled, though it was hard to tell if it was childlike or not.
"Don't you think?"
Life Point Battle Royale—the rules of a battle royale.
Yet here, there was only one public enemy and the collaborators trying to take him down.
A mere ten-year-old child stood alone in front of dozens of black mages and the Undead Soldiers they commanded.
There was no room to feel shame or humiliation at that fact.
"You guys, seal that Undead Soldier and aim for the caster!"
"It's just one opponent! Overwhelm him with numbers!"
The opponent was the very son of the Black Duke.
Forgetting that this was a 'battle royale', everyone began to coordinate to suppress Dale.
No matter how invincible Dale's Undead Soldier's martial prowess was, in the end, the one holding the 'Life Point necklace' was the caster, Dale.
Dozens of Undead Soldiers sealed one Undead Soldier, and seizing the opening, the rest rushed in.
The opponent was now an 'undead troop' moving in perfect formation.
'...My.'
Watching that, Dale finally clicked his tongue—not out of panic, but simply because he had forgotten one fact.
'Come to think of it, the use of artifacts was also prohibited.'
In the 'lower floor examination' consisting of beginners and greenhorns, the use of artifacts and grimoires is forbidden. I cannot borrow the power of the 'Shadow Cloak', which could be called my beloved sword.
Moreover, since using magic other than undead resurrection and enhancement is impossible, I cannot use separate water-attribute magic.
Realizing that, Dale's gaze turned back to the Undead Soldier troop.
'I'll have to go with a direct approach.'
Still, nothing would change. It just made things a little bit more troublesome.
Dale kicked off the ground toward the undead.
To a 'normal mage', it was a move equivalent to suicide.
However, as he voluntarily entered the midst of the enemies, he narrowly dodged the bone blades swung right in front of his nose.
Crunch.
As the bone blade sliced through the air, Dale seized the opening, twisted the undead's wrist, and broke it. He then snatched the 'bone blade' protruding from the undead's torn arm.
A Bone Sword that instantly manipulates the bones in the body to arm the undead.
Snatching that sword, he parried the blow swung from behind.
Skillfully handling the white sword, his body arts and swordsmanship unfolded as smoothly as flowing water.
He had begun to face over a dozen Undead Soldiers alone, a 'swordsman' through and through. They said not to use magic, but there was no rule saying he couldn't use body arts and swordsmanship.
"To think he even has swordsmanship...!"
"So that's the Black Duke's son..."
People packed the colosseum-style indoor arena to witness Dale's reputation in person.
"It wasn't an exaggeration to say he's the Empire's greatest genius!"
"As expected of Young Master Dale!"
The opponents in the examination hall and the audience watching from afar were not much different.
Awe.
Dale's Undead Soldier crushed the enemies with the force of a thousand, and Dale, too, began to neutralize the undead one after another without falling behind.
He accurately identified the points where the threads of magic power were woven between the Undead Soldiers and the casters, swinging the bone blade in his hand.
It was a divine technique that could not be established if either the opponent's lack of skill or Dale's capability were missing.
Furthermore, unless 'Shadow Parasites' are used, Dale's Undead Soldier is not automatic.
Sword and necromancy. At a time when giving one's all to one would be insufficient, the concentration Dale showed was truly shocking.
A shock that could only be understood by those who, like Dale, claimed a seat as a necromancer.
At that point, victory or defeat was no longer worth arguing about.
When the skeletons or corpses that could be used were completely exhausted and neutralized, and the enemy troop finally met its total annihilation...
Dale, along with the Undead Soldier he commanded, walked forward calmly.
"Hi, hiik!"
The blade swung, the shield spell activated, and the opponent's Life Point necklace broke. 1 Life Point was added to the 'attacker', Dale.
Life Point Battle Royale.
A one-sided harvest of Life Points unfolded against examinees who could no longer even resist.
"Yo, Young Master! Please, I beg you...!"
"Hey, it's not like you're actually going to die."
It wasn't a struggle. It was a monopoly. It would be more appropriate to call it a massacre.
Harvesting the examinees' Life Points one by one, Dale took his steps, swinging the bone blade without a hint of hesitation.
Eventually, the last examinee was left alone in front of Dale.
'A monstrous bastard...'
And at the very moment the bone blade swung toward him.
That was the impression of Bellick, a 3rd Circle mage who faced the Duke family's prodigy, Dale of Sachsen.
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* * *
Unprecedented. That was the only way to describe the situation.
The examination, intended to efficiently weed out candidates, had been left in shambles by a single person.
Dale's Life Points: 59. Everyone else: eliminated.
Though titled the 'Life Point Battle Royale,' who could have guessed that one person would end up monopolizing all the Life Points from the rest?
Gasps of astonishment erupted from all around.
Dale calmly lifted his head, looking toward the members of the Black Magic Tower who were watching him from afar.
From the very beginning, he hadn't felt a shred of interest in the greenhorn mages present.
The opponents against whom Dale truly needed to prove himself were different.
Just as the Saxon House's Night Raven Knights claimed to be the Duke's personal guard through martial prowess, the elders of the Black Magic Tower—the 'Black Guard,' whom he led as the Tower Master—were no different.
And the 'Tower Examination' had only just begun.
* * *
──The Tower Examination, Second Floor. The second trial.
Defeating the floor guardian, the 'Flesh Golem'.
A monster standing several meters tall, composed of a mass of bulging, bursting muscles.
It was not an opponent a mere 3rd Circle mage could handle alone. This was a cooperative trial, intended for multiple examinees to combine their strength and wisdom.
And there was one problem.
"Ah......."
Those taking the second-floor exam were supposed to be the survivors of the first floor's 'Life Point Battle Royale'.
However.
"I eliminated everyone, didn't I."
In other words, there were no collaborators to join forces with. Not that it mattered much, though.
Dale looked at the Flesh Golem with a wry smile.
It was an opponent that required the combined, all-out efforts of many novice mages to even have a chance at victory.
The Flesh Golem roared; the spectators held their breath, watching its imposing figure. No matter how astonishing Dale's talent had been moments ago, the opponent remained a formidable threat.
He still couldn't use the 'Shadow Cloak' artifact, but he could use magic beyond necromancy and enhancement.
It was an opponent against whom he was permitted to use his full power as a mage.
'That's enough.'
For Dale, that single fact was sufficient. More than enough, even.
Because this was his chance to finally test his true worth after reaching the 3rd Circle.
Before long, the Flesh Golem roared and kicked off the ground, charging forward. The pressure, like a tank barreling toward them, made everyone in the arena hold their breath—
Dale remained silent, not moving a muscle.
The Flesh Golem's fist lunged toward Dale's face. Just as the crowd anticipated a 'valid hit' that would shatter his Life Point necklace—
"Decay Acceleration."
Refined dark magic swirled from beneath his feet, wrapping around Dale like a veil.
The Flesh Golem's strike slammed directly into that veil of darkness.
Just centimeters away from Dale's nose, the golem's flesh began to rot rapidly, starting from the very tip of its swinging fist.
Fresh stage, bloating stage, decay stage, late decay stage.
Every process signaling the death of an organic being was condensed into a single tick of a clock's second hand.
──The decomposition of organic nitrogen compounds by decay bacteria.
In 'that world', biochemical warfare against monsters was one of the most important strategies alongside firearms.
The people of this world called this kind of biochemical warfare 'Black Magic'.
Furthermore, the knowledge of his past life, when he was the Commander-in-Chief of the Human Resistance, never stopped at a high school level.
──In some sense, one might even say it dared to surpass the Black Duke himself.
Added to that was the horror of that hellish battlefield where corpses rotted and maggots, beetles, and flies swarmed.
The boundary between life and death that had accompanied Dale his entire life.
Only when such intense experience and understanding—the kind that couldn't be forgotten—were added, could it trigger his magic.
It was the result of all these elements meshing together like a miracle; if even one were out of place, it would have failed.
Amidst the stench of death piercing his nose, Dale calmly lifted his head. It was a familiar scent.
* * *
"......It's absurd."
While those unable to enter the spectator seats watched the 'Tower Examination' through magic projectors, the Black Duke observed his son Dale's performance from a private room.
He was accompanied by his most trusted Chief Secretary, the Agent of the Black, Eris.
Absurd. That was her only impression after watching Dale's performance.
It was a profound shock for someone who rarely revealed any emotional agitation.
Decay magic was high-level even among Black Magic, and not something 'young mages' of merely the 3rd Circle could grasp.
It was a high-level art, possible only after deeply mastering the principles of life and death. To use it on the fly as 'combat magic' required double the capability.
"It reminds me of the Tower Master's childhood."
However, Dale's talent, coupled with the 'name of the Black Duke,' was undeniable.
His reputation alone, as the son of the Black Duke, was enough to convince anyone.
That was the power possessed by the Black Duke, the continent's greatest necromancer and Black Mage.
"......."
And the fact that even such a man was rendered silent was the most terrifying thing about Dale.
* * *
At the end of that day.
Dale safely broke through to the 10th floor; the astonishment of those watching his performance was beyond words.
It was a phenomenal record, and the performance Dale displayed during the exam was even more shocking.
After a few days of rest, the 11th-floor examination approached.
This floor distinguished greenhorns from real mages, marking the boundary where the exam's difficulty rose sharply.
As the examinees who had broken through the 10th floor joined in, they would no longer face greenhorn academy graduates, but those officially affiliated with the Black Magic Tower who practiced dark magic.
There would be no more hunting pathetic monsters like ghouls or Flesh Golems.
The 'Life Point necklaces' could no longer guarantee their lives, and examinees were permitted to use their full power.
They could utilize various artifacts, grimoires, and all sorts of items purchased with their own abilities or family background.
Furthermore, to address the unprecedented massacre that occurred during the first floor's 'Life Point Battle Royale,' a re-examination for the 59 eliminated academy graduates—excluding Dale—was exceptionally permitted.
* * *
"Dale."
That night, an unexpected visitor appeared before Dale as he was about to rest.
"Teacher Sepia!"
Sapphire-colored hair framed her face, with elf ears peeking through. She was a beauty who shone as cold as ice, yet a faint, gentle smile lingered on her lips.
"You performed excellently in the exam."
Teacher Sepia continued with a smile. It seemed she had been watching Dale's exam as well.
"On top of that, reaching the 3rd Circle overnight—your progress is truly astonishing."
"It's all thanks to your teaching, Teacher."
"......I'm grateful you say so."
Sepia smiled and let her words trail off.
There was a complexity in her voice that was hard to explain, and Dale didn't miss it.
As Dale decided to stop hiding his abilities, she watched her student grow day by day.
What, as a teacher, was the 6th Circle blue elf mage thinking?
She didn't want to be thought of as a monster, but Dale's achievements had already far surpassed the realm of genius.
A genius and a monster were, after all, only a sheet of paper apart, and Dale had stacked hundreds of those sheets.
"Teacher Sepia."
After thinking for a moment, Dale opened his mouth.
"Would you like to go on a date with me?"
"A, a date......?"
At the unexpected words, Sepia's expression flushed peach-colored, like a shy young girl.
"Yes, there's a festival in the city for once!"
Dale said, feigning the innocence of a ten-year-old child who didn't understand the deep meaning of the word 'date' at all.
"......Hmm, yes. Let's do that."
Only then did Sepia continue.
"A date...... it certainly wouldn't be the wrong word to use."
"Why do you say that, Teacher?"
"No, it's nothing."
Sepia smiled with a look that said, 'You're still too young to understand,' very, very gently.
And the one fact Sepia overlooked that day was that Dale understood the meaning of the word 'date' very clearly.
'I guess this is what they mean when they say someone is black-hearted.'
Watching her, Dale thought of it as if it were someone else's business. It was a fitting saying.
* * *
A pale, ash-colored winter sky. Even the bone-chilling wind couldn't melt the heat of the festival.
Mages and commoners gathered, breathing vitality and life into the city of death.
A tributary of the Saxon River that crossed the Necropolis.
The river water was frozen solid, and the moonlight scattered over the ice, shining like fish scales. Dale and Sepia walked on a stone bridge over the river.
"You took a very difficult exam; aren't you tired?"
Walking on the stone bridge, Sepia asked with concern.
"I'm perfectly fine."
Dale shook his head quietly.
"Besides, it will take a few more days until the next exam begins."
"Yes, I'm glad to hear that."
The conversation continued briefly, and silence settled in.
"......The moon is beautiful."
At the end of the silence, Dale opened his mouth.
"Hmm, it truly is as you say."
Sepia smiled gently at Dale's words. Silence followed once again.
'......The conversation isn't really flowing.'
The silence wasn't particularly uncomfortable. Conversations with Sepia were always like this.
However.
'I want to be a little closer to Teacher.'
Not just as a mere teacher and student.
Why? Even Dale couldn't know.
Just that day, when he reached the 3rd Circle, he remembered the world of nothingness, the void.
That was the inescapable truth, and Dale's true world.
Once he realized that truth, paradoxically, Sepia's kindness pierced his heart—her gentleness, which had embraced him until now without denying the monster he was.
He liked that Sepia believed in him as always. Or perhaps, he just wanted anyone to help him escape from 'that world'.
From the endlessly unfolding ash-colored horizon and emptiness, from the bone-chilling loneliness, from his true world.
"I like you, Teacher."
"......?!"
Dale said. At the unexpected words, Sepia was surprised, her elf ears twitching.
"W, what did you just say?"
"I, I like you, Teacher Sepia!"
Dale continued with an innocent smile, wearing the face of a child who didn't understand the weight of his words in the slightest.
"......Yes."
Sepia replied with a soft smile.
"I like Dale very much, too."
Her voice was gentle and benevolent. The same kind Sepia as always.
In the end, it was the relationship between a ten-year-old human child and an elf. Nothing would change.
"Thank you, Teacher."
That was why Dale smiled softly, turning his head away from the dark, unidentifiable emotions in his heart.
'......Living a second life is definitely a good thing.'
He thought of it as if it were someone else's business, pretending to be indifferent.
The ash-colored sky was still black and dark.
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* * *
A few days later.
Leaving the matter with Sepia behind, Dale faced the 'Tower Examination' on the 11th floor. Nothing had changed.
Sepia remained Dale's trusted mentor, and to her, Dale was surely a lovable student.
That day's events were trivial. To Sepia, she likely didn't even realize it was a 'happening' at all. She would simply brush it off as the immature emotions of a ten-year-old child.
At times like this, it was a complicated feeling, not knowing whether to be happy about being in a child's body or not.
"Nothing has changed."
He muttered, as if scolding himself. The Black Magic Tower's examination remained the same: a trial to prove his existence as the most legitimate successor to the Tower Master.
Every move in the lower-floor examinations was broadcast via magic projectors; there was no need to wonder where the audience's attention would be focused.
The prodigy of the Duke's family, the son of the Black Duke. That was him.
With cold frost and refined dark mana flickering over his palms, Dale stilled his mind.
The 11th floor.
A place where artifacts, grimoires, and one's full combat power as a mage were permitted.
A place where the Life Point necklace could not guarantee the examinee's safety.
Because of that, Dale's heart was light as he faced the examination.
There was no need to hide, nor any need to 'be considerate' of his opponent. It was a relief, as if heavy shackles had finally been undone.
In the still room, the cloak Dale wore began to flutter.
The Shadow Cloak—his favorite artifact.
'Now that I've reached the 3rd Circle, how far can I push the Shadow Cloak's potential?'
Following the hem of the cloak, the darkness at his feet began to run wild.
'The mages of the Magic Tower are different from the knights of our Duke's family.'
Dale recalled the advice the Duke of Saxony had given him before the examination.
'To them, the Magic Tower is not an object of loyalty, but merely a ladder for their own goals.'
As his father, and simultaneously the Tower Master reigning at the pinnacle of the Magic Tower, he had asked:
'Then, what do you think is necessary to gain the loyalty of the Magic Tower?'
'What is it?'
'Fear.'
Fear.
That was why he had put on such a performance during the 1st-floor 'Life Point Battle Royale.'
Fear born from an overwhelming gap in power that one dared not defy.
One cannot rule without reigning.
To Dale, the Duke of Saxony was sometimes strict, but an incredibly kind and thoughtful father. To those in the Black Magic Tower and outside the North, however, the 'fearsome name' of the 'Black Duke' spoke for itself.
Furthermore, those who dared to oppose the Saxon House met a grim end.
Dale lifted his head, ruminating on his father's advice.
—Tower Examination, 11th floor. The format was a tournament of magic duels.
Like the 1st-floor 'Life Point Battle Royale,' it was a method meant to weed out candidates.
However, the opponents were no longer greenhorns. This was a dueling ground where previous batches of examinees joined to face the official mages of the Black Magic Tower.
'But they aren't opponents worth making a fuss over, either.'
They were targets to be subdued through an overwhelming gap in power. The opponent in front of Dale was likely harboring the same thought.
Elbert Rosenheim, the top 3rd-circle master of the Black Magic Tower. He, too, burned with the zeal to prove himself by defeating the 'son of the Black Duke.'
The whistle signaling the start of the magic duel rang out—or rather, a fraction of a second before it did.
"Dark Arrow."
Whoosh!
Elbert, the opposing black mage, unleashed an arrow of darkness with a high-speed chant.
He had fired an attack spell before the duel had even begun. A clear act of cheating.
'Oh ho, look at this?'
Dale was startled by the strike and had to hurriedly accelerate the circle in his heart.
Even a fraction of a second was enough time for a skilled mage to pronounce several words.
A blade of pitch-black darkness erupted from the Shadow Cloak, deflecting the arrow.
No sooner had he blocked one arrow than dozens of Dark Arrows were already drawing their mana bowstrings behind Elbert.
'......Ho.'
The arrows of darkness swirled like a storm, multiplying endlessly. It far exceeded what a mere 3rd-circle mage could handle.
It wasn't difficult to guess the source.
'He's using an amplification-type artifact.'
Since he had made it past the 10th floor, it wouldn't be strange for him to possess a few artifacts.
Though it was nowhere near the level of the Duke of Saxony's house—how dare he compare.
"Haha, how is it! Young Master Dale!"
He had taken control of the battle's tempo with a dirty start and an endless offensive borrowed from an artifact.
Ta-at!
Dale kicked off the ground, dashing to avoid the hail of arrows raining down like a bombardment.
'So that's how you want to play.'
A blatant act of cheating. Yet, there was no signal or sign of anyone trying to stop the duel.
The audience didn't understand the gravity of this difference, and those at a level who could understand it kept silent to test Dale.
The opponent knew this and was trying to exploit it.
'This is why I hate mages.'
Knights, who value loyalty to their lord's house, and mages, who pursue their own world, had fundamentally different temperaments.
A thorough meritocracy. A fight of eat or be eaten.
To them, the fact that he was the son of the Black Duke was merely an opportunity to prove themselves.
"Now, this is it! Get up and swear eternal obedience before me!"
Taking advantage of Dale's focus on defense, Elbert began to raise the scattered corpses.
"Oh, servants of darkness deeper than blood-starved pitch-black!"
A spell filled with the exaggerated modifiers peculiar to narcissistic mages.
'I'm the one who's embarrassed.'
Except for the embarrassment it caused the listener and its terrible efficiency, the effect was certainly amplified in proportion to its length and adjectives.
Simultaneous with the resurrection of the dead, a hail of black magic arrows poured out endlessly, aided by the artifact.
In the end, drawing out an artifact's power was also a caster's capability. The title of top 3rd-circle master was no empty claim.
'Better than the greenhorns.'
Dale continued to focus on defense, remaining silent. It wasn't because he was cornered. Even though the opponent had unfairly taken the first strike, it was within expectations for Dale, who had been through all sorts of trials.
If he had the mind to, a single Ice Bullet would be enough to take the opponent down.
He just wanted to give him a chance. To wait until he had unleashed all the power he could show.
Destroying the opponent's proof would be the most certain proof of all.
Before long, the undead soldiers, strengthened by the grandiose spell, surrounded Dale.
"Attack, servants of darkness!"
Confident of victory, Elbert raised his voice again.
"......Is that all you have to show?"
Watching this, Dale asked. Just as the undead kicked off the ground and rushed at him all at once.
Blades of pitch-black darkness erupted from beneath Dale's feet toward the skulls of the undead rushing from all sides.
Crunch!
They tore and dug precisely into the gaps of the skulls, pinning the undead in place.
Heh.
Elbert Rosenheim wore a bitter smile, as if he had expected that.
"Corpse Explosion."
With the mutter, the bodies of the undead fixed in front of Dale exploded all at once.
"This is the end, Young Master!"
The flesh, blood, and bones of the undead burst and scattered like grenades. Sharp bone fragments, which the Shadow Cloak couldn't block, rushed in.
It was too late to set up a wall of ice. A desperate situation.
However, Dale wore a villainous smile, as if he had expected this.
"......!"
The faint black shadow at his feet blurred and wrapped around Dale's body. His flesh and bone lost their substance and collapsed on the spot.
As if melting into the darkness, into the swarm of shadows wriggling at his feet.
A new way to utilize the Shadow Cloak: 'Wraithification'.
The swarm of shadows on the ground began to rush at the top 3rd-circle master at a terrifying speed.
—As Sir Helmut said, in a fight with a mage, distance is life.
Setting aside the fact that Dale himself was a mage.
"H-hiek!"
Wrapping around Elbert's feet, the swarm of darkness began to take on substance, forming the 'shape of flesh and bone'.
"A high-speed chant before the duel even starts."
Right behind his back.
"—Isn't that too cowardly against a mere child?"
The distance between the two closed completely. The swarm of shadows created by the cloak began to go mad.
Like a school of piranhas that had caught the scent of blood in the water.
「Hungry, hungry, hungryyy!」
「Can we eat? Can we eat?」
「Let us eat quickly!」
At the cries of the hungry shadows, Dale smiled low, then muttered coldly.
"—Don't eat too much."
An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth. An artifact for an artifact.
With those words, the swarm of hungry shadows began to crawl up Elbert's ankles, as if wrapping him in hundreds of dark snakes.
"Aaah, aaargh, aaargh!"
Even though he struggled and thrashed like a madman, it was already too late.
The swarm of living shadows opened their maws.
Clang!
As the 'effective hit' was established, the 'Life Point necklace' around Elbert's neck shattered, activating a shield spell.
However, a mere shield spell could do little against the endlessly hungry swarm of shadows.
The Life Point necklace cannot guarantee the examinee's safety.
"Ah, I'm not used to controlling these guys yet, either."
Dale laughed, feigning ignorance as if it were someone else's business. Very coldly.
"Aaargh, aaargh!"
A scream that seemed to tear the ears rang out.
Crunch, crunch, gnash.
The hungry shadows bit his ankles, tore at his chest and shoulders, ripped flesh, and drank blood—carefully avoiding his vital points and major organs.
A feeding frenzy unfolded; it was not enough to kill him, but painful enough to make him wish for death.
He had to show it.
The gap in power that one dared not defy, and the fear born from that gap.
Only after Elbert's body was torn to shreds and he was barely clinging to life did Dale finally mutter.
"Back off."
The swarm of shadows that had been running wild gathered at Dale's feet all at once.
Silence descended over the gruesome scene.
Even the black mages of the Black Magic Tower were left speechless.
But this was the Saxon way, and furthermore, the Black Duke's way.
For that reason, no one could dare doubt that Dale was the 'most legitimate successor to the Black Duke.'
* * *
—Tower Examination, 11th floor. Tournament through magic duels, 2nd round.
"I, I declare defeat!"
3rd round.
"Surrender! I surrender!"
Finally, the final round.
"I want to live......."
Except for one single match, all of Dale's matches were wins by default.
It was a truly anticlimactic conclusion, but considering the fate of Elbert, who had dared to try and prove himself against Dale, it was the only logical choice.
It was the best decision they could make.
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* * *
After that, Dale focused on the 'completion of the 3rd Circle' while breaking through the floor guardians one by one.
He tested new magic, added improvements based on the knowledge from his past life, and combined various magical formulas, playing around as if the realm the 3rd Circle had opened for him was his own personal playground.
He meticulously refined and processed the three interlocking circles, grasping his own capabilities without any margin of error.
When he reached the 20th floor, leaving behind opponents who fell like withered leaves before him, an opponent worthy of Dale's stature finally appeared.
A Headless Knight. A knight devoid of a head.
It held a massive greatsword, clad in pitch-black armor.
It was a formidable enemy incomparable to anything he had faced so far, and the compatibility between a 'typical mage' and a knight was already heavily skewed.
'It's no fun if things just go exactly as expected.'
Dale smiled and reached out his arm toward the Headless Knight.
Huuung!
From his fingertips, refined dark magic swirled through the room like a storm.
Contrary to the breathless anticipation of the audience, no bloody, life-or-death struggle occurred. A fight didn't even break out in the first place.
It was simply.......
Ku-ung!
"W-what is happening?"
"Look at that!"
Leaving the murmurs of the audience behind, the Headless Knight knelt before Dale. And it did so of its own volition.
The guardian, who was supposed to protect the floor, abandoned its role and opened the path it had been ordered to guard.
As if swearing an oath of fealty before the lord it was truly meant to serve.
It simply knelt there and drove its greatsword vertically into the floor.
Absolute obedience.
Watching that sight, Dale muttered coldly.
"Kill yourself."
His voice was devoid of even a shred of emotion.
No sooner had he spoken than the Headless Knight grabbed its own greatsword with a reverse grip and drove it down with all its might.
Without a moment's hesitation, it struck its own breastplate.
The flesh and bone protected by the armor shattered, and it collapsed helplessly.
To those in the audience who had been expecting a bloody duel, it was a somewhat anticlimactic ending.
However, here in the Black Magic Tower, the shock felt by those who understood the significance was beyond words.
The elders of the Black Magic Tower who had been watching Dale's performance relatively calmly...... the Black Guards were no exception.
Nay, they were the very ones most shocked of all.
Subjugating a being of darkness requires a power of darkness even greater than its own.
And the fact that a construct created by an elder of the Black Magic Tower had betrayed its creator and sworn loyalty to Dale meant one thing: the dark magic Dale had refined was already on par with that of an elder of the Black Magic Tower.
And he was just a young mage of the 3rd Circle!
Furthermore, he was a child not even ten years old, wielding the dual attributes of water and darkness.
'This is impossible.'
Yet, that very impossible thing was unfolding right before the eyes of everyone in the Black Magic Tower.
Every mage possesses their own 'world,' and a mage's training is the process of completing that world.
They could not even begin to imagine it.
The source of Dale's magic was a world of void filled with bitter cold and ash-gray.
What dwelled within Dale's magic was the darkness of that winter night, and before that darkness, the Headless Knight had surrendered and chosen submission.
What subjugates a being of darkness is a 'greater darkness.'
It was a world filled with bitter cold and darkness that even an elder of the Black Magic Tower dared not approach.
That was the true power Dale possessed as a mage.
'Did I go a bit too far?'
However, after making the Headless Knight submit, Dale felt a pang of regret. This was already beyond the level of merely proving himself.
'......Should I just call it a day and head back?'
He had achieved all his intended goals. The test Dale needed to take ended here. And so, leaving behind the path to the next floor that the Headless Knight had personally opened, Dale turned his back.
"W-why?"
"Why is he turning back?"
Ignoring the murmurs echoing from various parts of the audience, he walked toward the exit, signaling his withdrawal from the test.
Even for Dale as he was now, there was a line he had to draw.
Climbing the tower to higher floors to prove himself would turn him into something unknown, something that transcended even the realm of monsters.
Into that very realm that could not be explained even by the reputation of being the Black Duke's son and the Empire's greatest genius.
* * *
Some time later. Dale's test ended, and soon after, the Tower Examination itself came to a close.
The Grand Hall of the Black Magic Tower.
"Make way for the Tower Master!"
Right there, the Black Duke stepped forward.
As the one who reigned at the pinnacle of the Black Magic Tower, he was an object of endless majesty and awe.
Dale, the 'successor of the Black Duke' who had also proven himself in the test, followed behind him.
Reigning with a terror that no one could defy.
That was the way of the Saxon Ducal House, and Dale and his father were no exception. Thus, the elders of the Black Magic Tower and the Black Guards paid their respects to the two.
Following them, all the mages of the Black Magic Tower filling the hall bowed their heads.
It was truly the loyalty of the entire Black Magic Tower, reminiscent of a military parade.
It was officially Dale's debut ceremony and the consolidation of the succession system by the Saxon House.
Unlike the hereditary succession of noble houses, in the meritocratic world of magic, that position could never be obtained by bloodline alone.
Yet, no one dared to harbor thoughts of defiance before the Black Duke and Dale.
In a sense, it was very similar to that of the 'Red Magic Tower,' which pursued an order based on power.
* * *
At the age of ten, he reached the 3rd Circle, and not content with that, he broke through to the 20th floor in the 'Tower Examination.'
The overwhelming tales of Dale's exploits during the test also spread rapidly throughout the Empire.
The most rightful successor to the Black Duke. The Empire's greatest genius.
The people of the Duchy went around talking about 'Young Master Dale' as if they were bragging about their own sons.
Furthermore, the loyalty that the vassals and fief knights of the Saxon House held for Dale went without saying.
Thus, Dale's exploits, inflating without end, slowly began to unite the entire North.
* * *
Some time after successfully completing the Tower Examination.
The vast duchy of the Duke of Saxony, in the northern part of the Empire.
Hiiing!
Along the snow-white horizon, cavalrymen in pitch-black armor and ash-gray surcoats were lined up.
A single cavalry battalion consisting of 50 men.
Right now, Dale was commanding that very unit in his own name.
By the order of his father, the Duke of Saxony, they were facing a skirmish against a small group of orcs within the duchy.
This was different from his past battles where he had merely joined the ranks to gain experience. This was a battle where he had to put his own name on the line and bear full responsibility for the outcome of the combat.
Of course, as the successor to a noble house, leading soldiers and commanding a unit was an essential virtue to possess. But it was an absurdly heavy responsibility for a mere ten-year-old child.
Nevertheless, not a single knight present dared to doubt Dale's capability as a 'commander.'
Because for 'Dale of Sachsen,' age was literally just a number.
If anything, the pride Dale gave the knights and the loyalty they sent back in return were incomparable to anything else.
Even without that, the trust the Saxon knights had in Dale was beyond imagination.
The successor to the Ducal House who would cross swords with the knights himself from early every morning. There was even the tale of him throwing his own body into the fray to save his knight against a horde of orcs.
Which noble scion of any other house could act so 'nobly'?
A lord truly worthy of them giving their lives for.
Earning the trust of one's subordinates is one of the greatest virtues of a commander.
For that reason, Dale's knights simultaneously gripped their lances. Facing the orc horde that had formed a pike phalanx, they were filled with more burning fighting spirit than ever before.
"For Young Master Dale!"
"For the House of Saxon!"
"Charge!"
Dale's cavalry began their charge toward the orc phalanx.
Spears and shields collided, and shields shattered. The screams of orcs rang out, and green blood was splattered in all directions.
Before the Black Cavalry charging like tanks...... it was a one-sided slaughter that couldn't even be called a fight.
Because the knights of the Saxon House were not people Dale had to protect, but swords wielded solely for Dale.
* * *
"Young Master Dale has returned!"
Sachsen City.
The knights of the Saxon Ducal House were riding through the city.
As proof of their subjugation, they had the heads of the orc horde cut off and hung in a row for all to see.
"The Young Master has cleared out the monsters in the territory again!"
As Dale and the cavalry he commanded returned to the Ducal Castle, the people of the duchy began to raise their voices.
This was already the several-th time he had led his direct knights to clear out monsters within the territory. With Dale's war achievements steadily piling up, the people of the duchy began to talk about Dale's stories endlessly.
"As expected of Young Master Dale!"
The successor to the Ducal House who took the lead in clearing out the monsters overflowing within the territory.
While that was a duty a noble should rightfully bear, 'duties one should rightfully bear' were not exactly common sense for the nobles of this world. No, would it be much different in any other world?
In that regard, it went without saying how Dale's appearance of taking the initiative in 'noblesse oblige' would be perceived.
* * *
Saxon Ducal Castle.
The Duke's office.
"I report to Your Grace the Duke that we have taken the heads of one hundred and forty-five orcs."
"And the casualties among our cavalry?"
"Three sustained minor injuries; other than that, there were no casualties."
Dale reported the results calmly, and the Duke of Saxony asked back coldly.
"Did you use magic to protect them otherwise?"
"It is the result of the Saxon House's swords acting alone."
Only when Dale quietly shook his head did a faint smile touch the Duke of Saxony's lips.
"Well done, Dale."
"Young Master, it seems you have already become accustomed to commanding battalion-sized cavalry!"
After the conversation between the two father and son ended, Sir Helmut Blackbear finally spoke up from the side.
"It is all thanks to your teaching, Sir Helmut."
What Sir Helmut taught was not just swordsmanship.
He was Dale's swordsmanship master, and at the same time, his master in strategy and tactics...... the art of war.
How to command troops and win in war.
For instance, handling a single battalion consisting of 50 cavalrymen is not very difficult. Orders are delivered quickly, and there are not many choices to be made.
However, it is different when multiple cavalry battalions gather to form a cavalry regiment, or when two or three regiments gather to form a cavalry division.
Commanding a large force of over a thousand knights becomes a task of an entirely different nature.
Let alone the fact that the number of cavalry that the greatest grand duke of the North would mobilize for an all-out war would not stop at a mere thousand.
Furthermore, war is never fought with a single branch of knights.
"Truly, the speed at which you learn, Young Master, is unbelievable."
Nevertheless, the speed at which Dale absorbed the tactics of this world was still unbelievable.
In fact, Dale's 'strategic eye' was never something built in a single day.
His own role as a commander. The ability to handle military forces.
He calculated the synergy when those strategies and tactics were combined with the power of necromancy.
"At this rate, the day you will conduct a territorial war is not far off!"
Just then, Sir Helmut continued, laughing heartily.
'A territorial war, huh.'
At the unexpected words, Dale didn't show it and smiled quietly. Because a new stage to prove himself was always welcome.
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* * *
A while later. The twilight of dawn began to bleed across the eastern sky.
The training grounds within the Duchy, where the vassal knights of the Saxon House honed their skills.
Ka-ang!
The pouring madder-red light struck the cold blue blade and scattered.
As the tips of the stiletto and rapier tangled, the distance widened once again.
To close that distance, Dale, the prodigy of the Ducal House, kicked off the ground. Charlotte, the daughter of the God Sword, anticipated his movement and launched a counterattack.
Ka-ang!
The shadow of a murderous blade swirled.
Ka-ang!
Once again, a flash crossed.
Seureung.
In a heartbeat, the cold blue tip of the rapier rested against the edge of Dale's neck.
However, the stiletto in Dale's hand pressed against Charlotte's chest in a reverse grip.
It was a draw.
"Your skills have improved quite a bit."
At the end of the duel, Dale smiled.
"Hmph. You say that like it's someone else's business."
Charlotte replied with feigned bluntness.
"You're the one already at the 3rd Circle, having cleared the 20th floor of the Tower Examination."
Charlotte continued.
"Ugh, I don't know why everyone talks about 'Young Master Dale' all day long!"
On top of that, he led the vassal knights to subjugate monsters within the territory.
Though the pure sword-on-sword duel had leaned toward a draw, Dale was by no means just a swordsman. Moreover, in his duel with Charlotte, he was not using the power of his favorite artifact, the 'Shadow Cloak', which was suited for fighting knights.
It was too dangerous.
Dale's swordsmanship was a killing art, intended to slay his opponent. If he were to add the Shadow Cloak and give it his all, he would struggle to spare his opponent's life, even in a mock battle.
For that reason, what Dale showed in this match was likely not even 30% of his full strength—and that was being generous.
Charlotte surely knew that fact as well.
A gap in talent that one dared not covet.
However, considering her young age of ten, Charlotte's achievements were also far from ordinary.
The daughter of the God Sword—a talent for swordsmanship and a growth rate that truly befitted the word genius.
Charlotte possessed the hidden potential to easily overwhelm 'knighted knights' who had dedicated over a decade to the blade, even before reaching maturity.
And the one who made even such a genius feel pathetic was the boy right in front of her.
Dale of Sachsen, the Empire's greatest genius.
"Don't worry too much."
Nevertheless, Dale opened his mouth.
"Because Charlotte will get stronger, too."
He spun the hilt of his stiletto and sheathed it.
"Enough to be able to protect me."
"Wh-what! You're treating me like a kid again..."
At Dale's words, Charlotte puffed out her cheeks as if sulking.
"You are a kid."
"You're a kid too!"
"Me?"
At those words, Dale smiled mischievously and tilted his head.
After tilting his head, Dale replied triumphantly.
"I'm already all grown up."
It was the most childish thing anyone could say.
* * *
"When cavalry forces are deployed on the wings of a unit in battle to take on the role of a 'hammer'..."
Chess-piece models were lined up on a large wooden table.
Sir Helmut moved the cavalry-shaped chess pieces placed at both ends of the unit forward.
"The ideal is to break through the enemy unit's wings and form an encirclement through a flanking maneuver."
A situation where the cavalry, concentrated on the wings, breaks the enemy's flanks to form an encirclement.
In vulgar terms, a pincer attack.
"In other words, the high-mobility, high-firepower cavalry force succeeds in breaking through the opponent's wings and executing an encirclement maneuver, and—"
"The key is for the infantry blocking unit to stop the enemy cavalry (the hammer) in the meantime."
"That is correct, Young Master Dale."
At Dale's answer, Helmut smiled as if satisfied.
A tactic that is only possible if a clear superiority in cavalry force is guaranteed. And in that regard, the 'Black Cavalry' that the Saxon Ducal House boasted was, without a doubt, the best chess piece.
"Based on this tactic, the ancient master strategist Barca completely annihilated a large force of the Rom Empire that had nearly double his numbers."
In any world, the tides of war are not much different.
Hammer and anvil tactics, and Lanchester's laws.
After that, Sir Helmut moved the chess-piece models and added a few explanations.
About the decisions that must be made depending on the terrain, the numerical difference of the units, the capabilities of the soldiers, and the ratio of troop types.
Because the decisions that must be made always change depending on the time and situation.
"......Oh, come to think of it."
Only when Sir Helmut's lesson was coming to an end did Dale speak up, as if it had just crossed his mind.
"How is Charlotte's training going?"
Thinking back to his duel with Charlotte this afternoon.
"It is not something to be compared to you, Young Master, but it is truly phenomenal."
Sir Helmut replied, not hiding his pride as a teacher.
"The framework of her sword style is already set, and although it is early, I plan to formally teach her the Saxon House's Aura Heart Method and swordsmanship soon."
Dale nodded as if he had expected as much.
"If she properly utilizes the power of Aura through the Heart Method, she will likely be dozens of times stronger than she is now before long."
Not even ten times. Dozens of times.
Charlotte's growth rate is beyond her own imagination. She simply doesn't realize it because she is overshadowed by Dale.
"......However, there is one thing that bothers me."
Just then, Sir Helmut trailed off, uncharacteristically. Dale asked back as if he had expected it.
"It's the compatibility between Charlotte and our swordsmanship, right?"
Sir Helmut gasped as if genuinely surprised.
He had hit the nail on the head.
Dale had also kept that fact in mind, which is why he had checked Charlotte's skills and spoken to Sir Helmut.
Just as a mage processes mana into magic power through the circle in their heart, a knight can process and accumulate mana into 'Aura' through a Heart Method.
And just as mages build up schools of thought in the form of 'Magic Towers', knights also inherit their swords in the form of 'Knight Orders'.
Knights serving minor nobles cannot even master a proper Heart Method; the most they can do is raise their standing by having their lord submit to a Great Noble faction.
Furthermore, those very Great Nobles...... among them, a Great Feudal Lord like the Duke of Saxony, inherit their own schools of thought, led by powerhouses of the Seven Swords level, and build up the traditions of their Knight Orders.
Even if the Great Noble himself is someone walking a path unrelated to the sword.
The Night Raven Knights of the Northern Saxon House, the Saint Magdalena Knight Order of the Brandenburg House, the Iron Cross Knight Order directly under the Imperial family.......
And as one can tell from the moniker of the Mad Sword, Sir Helmut, the doctrine of the Northern knights is a strong sword style thoroughly based on power.
The 'Black Cavalry' that charges like a tank and crushes the battlefield.
When looking at the level itself, it is one of the top five prestigious houses in the entire continent.
The problem is that the sword Charlotte pursues is a flowing style that values speed.
The Heart Method and the basis of the sword are inseparable, and accepting the Saxon House's Heart Method means inheriting the school of the Northern knights.
Of course, even so, it doesn't restrict the form to the level of telling her to carry a massive greatsword instead of a rapier. For that reason, one might think it's not a big deal at first.
However, as Charlotte's skills improve, that minute difference will gradually hold her back.
'Considering Charlotte's talent, she might somehow reach the last seat of the Seven Swords.'
But that's exactly where it ends. She would never reach the 'First Sword'.
The pinnacle of the seven swords, and the position her father once held.
The expectations Dale held for Charlotte were something she, in her current state, could not even dare to imagine.
"Sword of Blossom......."
After thinking that far, Dale muttered unintentionally. At those words, Sir Helmut's expression stiffened.
The strongest swordsmanship on the continent, once used by Charlotte's father, the God Sword Sir Vadel. A name given because the Aura processed through the Heart Method held a purple hue that spread like plum blossoms.
"......It is a swordsmanship that has now completely vanished along with the fall of the Knight Kingdom."
Sir Helmut said as if truly regretful.
Dale nodded silently. After nodding, he looked at the chess piece placed on the wooden table.
Thinking of the very man he had defeated with his own hands, Charlotte's father.
A piece shaped like a knight riding a horse.
Knight.
Could the God Sword Sir Vadel really not have foreseen that his motherland would fall and his swordsmanship would vanish entirely?
'Has his swordsmanship truly vanished completely from this world?'
As a swordsman, could the most noble knight in this world really have accepted his own sword disappearing from this world so easily......?
* * *
The time to prove the results of his learning came faster than expected.
Learning the sword, learning magic, learning magic again, learning strategy.
A schedule so tight that having ten bodies wouldn't be enough.
It was while Dale was steadily raising his own stock by simultaneously subjugating monsters within the Ducal territory.
A minor lord under the Saxon House requested help from the Ducal House.
"──You're saying that the neighboring Parker Barony claimed ownership of the copper mine you possess and applied for a territorial war?"
However, at that absurd content, the Duke of Saxony asked back as if he couldn't believe it.
"Y-yes, that is correct."
In this world, the 'boundary' between nations or territories is not as clear as one might think. For that reason, it is not very rare for people to make unreasonable claims using that ambiguity as a weapon.
However, it is a different case to make unreasonable demands to a minor noble who is tied as a vassal to a Great Noble.
Because that is no different from directly challenging the Great Noble himself.
Let alone the fact that the opponent is the North's greatest Great Feudal Lord, the Saxon Ducal House.
'Even if Baron Parker is from a bandit knight background who got the barony by sheer luck.......'
He is not such an idiot that he can't even manage that much.
"Yes, and if I do not readily hand over the mine and respond to the territorial war......."
Sure enough. After remaining silent for a moment, the minor lord continued hesitantly.
"The Great Count of Brandenburg has sided with the Parker Barony's claim, and—"
He handed over a parchment letter engraved with the 'Holy Swordsman's handwritten signature' from his bosom.
"A letter has arrived stating that they will dispatch the 'Saint Magdalena Knight Order' in exchange for a certain share of the copper mine."
The Saint Magdalena Knight Order. The strongest knights boasted by the Empire's war hero and Holy Swordsman.
That name again. For a moment, the air around them froze.
'So that's how it is.'
Dale gave a bitter smile as if he had expected it.
'So they're going to come at me like this.'
The Holy Swordsman must have never been able to forget the humiliation he received from the Black Duke here that day.
However, he cannot dare to carry out a territorial war against the Saxon Ducal House. That must be why he is trying to carry out his revenge in such a petty way.
Furthermore, the location of the two territories that will be the parties to the battle is the border area where the northern and central regions of the Empire meet. At the edge of the North, the influence the Duke of Saxony can exert is not absolute.
And above all, a territorial war is not a total war that hopes for the complete annihilation of the opposing force.
They must be confident of victory in a battle fought fair and square with spears and swords, under the constraint that the power of the Black Magic Tower cannot be abused recklessly.
"Father."
After synthesizing the situation, Dale opened his mouth.
"Please allow me to personally command this battle, along with the knights of the Saxon House."
"......Dale."
"Like Sir Helmut said, it seems the time has finally come to conduct a territorial war."
There is no need to even go as far as saying that a crisis is an opportunity.
The perfect opportunity to make him feel a humiliation even greater than the one his father showed him that day.
It was a fight he could take on, and a fight he could win.
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* * *
Tak.
Dale slid a cavalry-shaped piece forward on the wooden table. His father, the Duke of Saxony—who had volunteered to be his opponent—responded with a move of his own.
While the pieces resembled cavalry and infantry, this was no mere game of chess. It was a War Game, played with models of various troop types under rules stricter than actual warfare.
Dozens of moves had already been exchanged in this battle of wits.
"Checkmate."
On the table, Dale's pieces had already encircled the Duke of Saxony's forces. The final move was set.
"With this, you will keep your promise, won't you?"
"......."
His father, the Duke of Saxony, remained silent and tight-lipped.
"Good heavens, this is......"
Sir Helmut, who had been watching the match from the sidelines, gasped in astonishment.
He couldn't believe it.
'Please allow me to command this battle myself, alongside the knights of the Saxon House.'
This had been Dale's request shortly after Baron Pucker, backed by the forces of the Holy Swordsman, declared a territorial war against Baron Greenbelt, a minor lord under the Saxon House.
Even the Duke of Saxony could not easily agree to such a request from Dale.
Moreover, this wasn't a mere squabble between minor barons. It was far too early for young Dale to handle such a conflict.
That was why Sir Helmut had proposed this game, intending to make Dale realize the complexity of actual combat.
Since the goal was a simulation of real warfare, the rules were impossibly intricate.
And just as Sir Helmut had anticipated, it didn't take long to persuade Dale.
"Alright, I've memorized it all."
Dale had said that immediately after reading the Rule Book—a tome as thick as several encyclopedias combined.
"Let's begin."
The result was exactly this.
Surveying the board as if it were the palm of his hand, he recited the reasoning and rules from the manual without a single mistake with every move. Furthermore, he justified every tactical decision, ultimately achieving a record of two wins and one loss against his father, the Duke of Saxony.
Although the match was catered to a beginner—with the Duke granting numerical superiority, geographical advantages, and even making intentional blunders—the value of Dale's victory against the greatest Archduke of the North could not be diminished in the slightest.
"Since when have you known about this game?"
After the match, that was the Duke of Saxony's first remark, as if he had seen through Dale's trick from the start.
"I found the Rule Book in the library a few years ago and started learning it in my spare time."
Dale smiled like a child, as if caught in a ruse.
It was a lie.
But without such a sugarcoated excuse, there was no telling how his behavior would have been perceived.
"......."
The Duke of Saxony nodded silently.
"A promise is a promise."
He continued, "In my name, I shall entrust you with the command of the Saxon House knights in the coming battle."
"Y-Your Grace!"
"Yes, Father."
Leaving a flustered Sir Helmut behind, Dale bowed his head low.
* * *
"We estimate the Saint Magdalene Knights will dispatch between three hundred and five hundred knights."
Led by Sir Helmut, the officers mapped the battlefield on the wooden table.
"Considering the size of the lances each knight leads, they will form a force of just under two thousand in total."
A lance: a small unit consisting of one knight, his squire, and several private soldiers.
The Duke of Saxony nodded at his vassal's report.
"We, too, shall mobilize five hundred knights."
Gasps echoed around the room.
Mobilizing knights was no simple task. The Duchy of Saxony was vast and endlessly exposed to the darkness of the Demon Territory. Subjugating the monsters that overflowed within the territory was the knights' duty, and each had their own fiefs to govern. Unless one was determined to wage an all-out war, five hundred knights was a number even an Archduke of the Empire could not take lightly.
However, just as the Duke of Saxony...
'That burden will be no different for the Holy Swordsman.'
It was a desperate situation for both sides, with no room to retreat.
"Since the prestige of the Saxon House is at stake, defeat cannot be tolerated."
The Black Duke spoke with uncharacteristic gravity.
"No matter how high my expectations for you may be......"
"A single moment of recklessness, failing to measure your own limits, could turn all your talent into nothing."
Dale nodded.
"I will ask you one last time."
"Please speak, Father."
"Can you truly handle this fight entirely on your own?"
Depending on the outcome, this could topple the entire tower he had built.
"Please conduct yourself with caution, Dale."
It was as if to say there was no shame in backing down.
"Please believe in me, Father."
Even with the Black Duke's intimidating warning, nothing would change.
"Because I am your son."
Before the expedition had even begun, a vision of victory, more certain than anything else, was already painted in Dale's mind.
* * *
Some time later, at the great fortress of the Brandenburg Count, Malbork.
"Rumors are circulating that the young eldest son of the Saxon House will personally lead the Black Duke's knights."
"You have nothing to worry about, Father!"
At his father's words, the eldest son of the Count's family—the lecherous Philip—raised his voice boisterously.
"The opponent is nothing more than a ten-year-old brat! Please, allow me to crush the high-nosed kid of the Saxon House with your knights!"
"......Did you say he is nothing more than a ten-year-old brat?"
At Philip's confident tone, the Count's expression turned cold and rigid.
"The high-nosed kid of the Saxon House?"
"Th-that is......"
"The young eldest son of the Saxon House is."
To Philip, who was stammering in confusion, Count Brandenburg snapped, "A monster whose heels a dullard like you couldn't even catch in a hundred years."
The prodigy of the Duke's family, the greatest genius of the Empire.
He recalled the tiresome heroic tales the gossips of the Empire chattered about day after day.
But more than anything else, he remembered the look in Dale's eyes during that unforgettable humiliation.
"A piece of trash who is less than a ten-year-old brat."
"......."
The Count looked at his own son. Compared to Dale, what a useless, incompetent piece of flesh and blood he had before him!
His swordsmanship was desperate, barely reaching the average even with the Empire's best knights training him all day. Yet, he was an incompetent child who overestimated his own abilities, was lazy, and cared only for lust.
'I should have gotten my hands on that girl from the Orhardt family, the blood of the Holy Sword, sooner.......'
In the Count's gaze, not a single paternal emotion could be found. It was the look one gives to irredeemable waste.
"In the coming battle, I will entrust you with the command of our knights."
"Father......!"
Philip gasped in gratitude.
"──However, you do not need to do anything."
That was until he heard the cold addition that followed.
"No, just don't try to do anything at all."
As if there was nothing Philip could possibly show.
"Wh-what does that mean......?"
"The battle will be conducted entirely under the command of your adjutant, Sir Milvas. Your role is simply to show your face."
He would be a mere figurehead for the Brandenburg family.
The Count would have liked to lead the knights himself, but as a war hero of the Empire, he could not go all-out against a ten-year-old child.
Even if he won, it would only raise Dale's profile and make the Count the laughingstock of the Empire.
Therefore, this battle required the framing of a confrontation between the two eldest sons. Even if his son was trash from whom not a shred of expectation could be held, he was still the Count's son compared to Dale of Saxony.
'Was this the calculation from the start?'
Dismissing the situation as the 'Duke of Saxony's scheme,' the Count clicked his tongue, not realizing whose scheme he was truly falling into.
* * *
As the mobilization of the Saxon knights began and the day of the expedition drew near.
At dawn, in the Duke and Duchess's bedroom.
His wife, Elena, had only fallen asleep after sobbing all night.
The Duke of Saxony had only managed to rest after persuading her through the night.
This world was no different; what mother could accept sending her child to the battlefield without a care?
"Do not worry too much."
Nevertheless.
"......That child possesses more than we could ever imagine."
The Duke of Saxony whispered softly to the sleeping Elena.
"When Dale grows up, the scenery he will see is something even I find difficult to imagine."
He carefully brushed her hair aside, his voice sounding as if he were reassuring himself.
"Our child will, in the future, become the master of this world."
* * *
Around the time Philip, the eldest son of the Brandenburg Count, began his march north leading the Saint Magdalene Knights.
Dale of Saxony began his expedition with the Duke's knights.
At the edge of the North, in the Greenbelt Barony, the five hundred knights commanded by Dale, their squires, and the Duke's supply train arrived.
Some time later, the knights led by Philip also arrived safely at the neighboring Pucker Barony.
* * *
Greenbelt Baron Castle.
"I humbly greet Young Master Dale of Saxony!"
The weight of the name Dale carried within the North was unimaginable.
However, at the edge of the North, where the Duke of Saxony's influence waned, the Baron's true feelings were complicated.
'To think they would really send a ten-year-old brat to such an important battle!'
No matter how much they praised him as the prodigy of the Duke's family, wasn't he, in the end, just a child who knew nothing of the world?
"Baron Greenbelt."
Young Dale wore a black surcoat over his custom-made armor. Lined up behind him was the 'Black Cavalry,' the pride of the Saxon Ducal House.
"First, for the Young Master, a modest banquet at the castle......"
As the Baron was about to show 'courtesy' to his superior, as most nobles did.
"We don't have much time."
Dale shook his head.
"First, I would like to inspect the soldiers you possess within the territory."
Dale continued, "Among those you lead, who is the strongest?"
Seureung.
He drew the arming sword that hung at his waist.
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* * *
"Of those you command, who is the strongest?"
Young Dale drew the knight's sword hanging diagonally from his belt. The tip of the blade shimmered with a cold, blue glint as it caught the pouring sunlight.
The core of this battle ultimately lies in the clash of the cavalry forces led by the two great nobles... the Black Duke and the Holy Swordsman.
That does not, however, mean the troops held by the two barons are meaningless.
"Did you call for me, Young Master-nim!"
At Dale's summons, a tall knight stepped forward and answered.
He was the knight who guarded the baron's side most closely, a faint smell of alcohol wafting from his mouth.
"......."
Dale did not answer immediately.
He dismounted from his horse, spun the hilt, and slammed his sword into the ground.
The hem of Dale's surcoat fluttered wildly.
"Baron Greenbelt must surely be..."
To be precise, it was the artifact 'Shadow Cloak,' mimicking the appearance of a black surcoat.
"...doubting the capabilities I possess."
As the cloak hem fluttered, Dale continued.
"To entrust such a critical battle to a mere ten-year-old child without a shred of consultation."
"Th-that is..."
Taken aback by the unexpected words, Baron Greenbelt faltered, unable to hide his embarrassment. It was a direct hit.
"However, I am equally doubtful of the capabilities of the soldiers you command."
Dale spat out the words coldly. Depending on how one heard it, it was a provocation bordering on an explicit insult.
"There would be no surer way to resolve our mutual doubts than this, would there?"
Sreung!
"Understood, Young Master-nim."
As if responding to that provocation, the knight guarding the baron's side drew his sword.
"I, Havoc, shall stake my knightly honor to prove the sword of the Baron's house!"
"Good, Sir Havoc."
Dale nodded calmly.
An impromptu duel.
Before long, Aura, processed through the heart method, surged from Sir Havoc's dantian throughout his entire body.
It was proof that he was, at the very least, engaging with the full might of a knight.
Dale, too, rotated the circle in his heart, generating a current of magical power within his body.
Though not comparable to that of a knight, it is not impossible for a mage to strengthen the body with the power of mana. Above all, Dale's beloved sword was by no means the knight's sword he had stuck into the ground.
"You must have heard of my sword, right?"
"Haha! I am well aware of the Young Master-nim's 'strange sword.'"
Dale asked just in case, and Sir Havoc answered as if there was nothing to worry about.
'Does he have something up his sleeve?'
Dale tilted his head for a moment at his overly confident demeanor.
But the fact that Dale was far from an 'orthodox knight' was nothing new.
'Better this way. I can go all out without holding back.'
Taat!
The duel began. Sir Havoc kicked off the ground first.
He was fast, but he was not at the level to imbue his blade with the power of Aura. In the first place, how many knights across the entire continent could reach such a level?
Even among the knights Dale commanded, only a very small number of high-ranking knights could wield an 'Aura Blade.'
And even if one could wield an Aura Blade, the image of a Sword Master slaughtering enemies alone on the battlefield is closer to the absurd 'knight literature' of this world. The true power of knights comes not from a single Aura Blade, but from the tactical destructive power born of thorough organizational strength.
However, the best way to recognize that thorough organizational strength is, after all, to circle back to the individual martial prowess of the knights.
Kaang!
Sir Havoc's strike, aimed at his nose, was blocked by a 'Shadow Blade' that rose from beneath Dale's feet.
Even if it was a mock duel, the opponent was giving it his all. Therefore, Dale sharpened his killing intent at the tip of his blade to match him.
A killing sword, intended to take the opponent's life.
"......!"
Sir Havoc hurriedly deflected Dale's blade, which was filled with killing intent, and shadows writhed once more beneath Dale's feet. Following the shade of the cloak, a dozen shadow blades were created and began to orbit around Dale.
Blades of darkness swirled, unrestricted by the size or shape of the sword, or even the number of hilts.
Even if it were a theoretical story that could only be possible if the user's capabilities were backed up, for Dale, it was by no means an absurd armchair theory.
While unilaterally maintaining the offensive, Dale thought as if it were someone else's business.
'His skills are just mediocre.'
Not that he had high expectations for a mere knight of a barony in the first place.
'What on earth was he relying on...'
Furthermore, in contrast to Dale, who maintained his composure throughout.
'Th-this cannot be!'
Under the baptism of shadow blades rushing in from all sides, Sir Havoc's movements gradually became frantic.
He had no intention of letting his guard down just because he was a ten-year-old child. It wasn't a lack of vigilance. But as long as he was giving his all with the power of Aura, he never thought there would be a 'possibility of defeat' against a ten-year-old brat.
'This is impossible!'
A knight giving his all through the power of Aura was being pushed into a defensive position in a pure sword duel.
Even if it were an ominous sword originating from an artifact of darkness, to be overwhelmed in 'swordsmanship' by a ten-year-old brat—he who had honed his sword for a lifetime!
Wasn't the opponent at most a 'ten-year-old child'!
It was impossible.
──Even if he had neglected his training and spent his days indulging in wine and women.
──Even if he had skipped his sword practice this very morning and had a few heavy drinks with his subordinates.
At any rate, by Sir Havoc's standards, it was 'impossible.'
Puuk!
'Huh?'
An unexpected sound rang out.
"Aaaack!"
Along with an unexpected scream.
"Aaaack, aaaaaack!"
"S-Sir Havoc!"
Baron Greenbelt raised his voice, unable to hide his shock.
'Huh?'
Seeing that, Dale had to doubt his eyes once again. He couldn't believe it even after seeing it.
Dale's 'Shadow Blade' had torn through Sir Havoc's pauldron and shoulder, protruding from the other side.
'No.'
The 'strongest knight' among those commanded by Baron Greenbelt had been defeated without being able to parry even a few exchanges.
'He couldn't dodge this? Seriously?'
To make matters worse, he suffered an injury severe enough to prevent him from continuing the battle, added to the disgrace and screams that would make a knight's name weep.
It was a truly unbelievable sight. Yet, he had no choice but to believe it.
"...Is this for real?"
Dale muttered, feeling dumbfounded.
Even though he didn't have high expectations, he never thought the level would be this pathetic.
* * *
"Y-Young Master Dale-nim!"
Leaving behind the 'strongest knight' who could no longer continue the battle.
"What on earth is the meaning of this!"
Baron Greenbelt raised his voice, unable to hide his shock.
"With such an important battle ahead, hasn't the elite knight of our Baron's house been rendered combat-incapable!"
As if to reprimand Dale's actions.
'I'm going crazy.'
To be honest, it was a situation that even Dale hadn't anticipated.
To think that a proper, official knight who uses an Aura heart method would be crushed without being able to handle even this much.
"Even if you are the Young Master-nim, this kind of behavior...!"
One of the jet-black knights assisting Dale spoke up in a voice filled with rage.
Together with five hundred knights who had sworn endless loyalty to the Duke's eldest son and gathered under his command.
The Night Raven Knights, the pride of the Duke of Saxony, the greatest great noble of the North.
"Hi, hi-iik!"
At the roar that shook the earth, Baron Greenbelt was startled and fell backward.
Dale silently reached out his arm to restrain his knights.
"Baron Greenbelt."
After restraining them, Dale spoke coldly.
"Do you not understand your current situation?"
Toward Baron Greenbelt, who was busy doubting his own capabilities, he spoke in a cold voice devoid of even a shred of emotion.
"Did you just suck your thumb and watch while your sword rusted and chipped, relying solely on the name of our House Saxony?"
Not a hint of the kindness from before could be found in that voice.
"Th-that is..."
"Is the person who was defeated so helplessly in front of a mere ten-year-old brat the 'strongest knight' you boast of?"
With a self-deprecating sneer, Dale continued.
He could understand a defeat stemming from the 'difference in talent' that Dale possessed. But Sir Havoc's defeat was by no means a defeat stemming solely from talent in the sword.
Because Dale, who had honed his combat experience over a lifetime, knew.
"Our House Saxony will not hesitate to become a shield for the families that are loyal to us."
A flush of color appeared on Baron Greenbelt's face for a moment, but Dale continued calmly in an emotionless voice.
"However, that does not mean you can neglect your duties as the lord of this land."
"......!"
"Therefore, until the battle approaches, our Duke family's knights will sharpen your swords."
Leaving the five hundred Saxon knights behind him, Dale spoke.
"So, bow your heads immediately."
There were not many decisions that a mere minor lord and his ragtag knights could make in front of him.
* * *
That night, in a room within the Baron's castle.
'There is no answer.'
That was Dale's first impression after inspecting the troops under Baron Greenbelt.
'...I was a frog in a well.'
And he realized how pathetic the world outside the well was.
How strict and high the standards were among the people he grew up with.
It doesn't end just because you receive a knighthood and master an Aura heart method. Just as Dale clashes swords with the knights of House Saxony every dawn at the Duke's castle, it is a knight's duty to never neglect training and to endlessly sharpen one's sword.
However, not all knights of the North can be like the knights of the Duke of Saxony.
'Even so, I didn't think it would be to this extent.'
He wasn't just talking about Sir Havoc. The other knights were no exception. Every single one of them was a ragtag bunch that would put the name of a knight to shame.
There were even reports that they formed gangs, skipped training day after day, and were indulging in wine and women.
Needless to say, the conscripted serfs of the territory would be even worse.
'An unexpected ambush.'
No matter how much the core of this battle is the cavalry power of the great nobles on both sides, he cannot turn all the troops of the barony into cannon fodder. After thinking that far, he realized immediately.
The fact that this is the opponent's aim. At the very least, the Holy Swordsman must have grasped the reality of this territory in advance and singled out the Baron Greenbelt territory.
He aimed for the 'weakest link' under the name of the North.
The Holy Swordsman's trap.
'So that's how you're going to play it.'
War is ultimately like that. Because the opponent is never a fool. Before the clash even begins, conspiracies and schemes intersect, and one always encounters unintended situations.
For Dale, who had experienced all manner of trials and tribulations, this was nothing new.
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* * *
At that same time, at Baron Pucker's castle.
The staff officers of the Saint Magdalene Knights were busy discussing strategy late into the night.
"Pour it, drink it up!"
"Kya-hah-hat!"
The banquet hall vibrated with shouts, laughter, and the pungent stench of alcohol.
Scantily clad harlots gathered in groups, fawning over the men, and in the center of it all, 'Philip the Lecher' sat with his face flushed bright red.
"You certainly know how to keep me entertained!"
"How could I not, Young Master Philip-nim!"
Baron Pucker didn't need much to prepare entertainment for Philip.
Wine and women. Even without Philip visiting, these were things that were always in abundance in Baron Pucker's castle.
"That brat from the Saxon House? My knights and I will absolutely crush him!"
Philip raised his voice, filled with bravado as he gulped down wine. He desperately tried to forget the fact that he was merely the face of this battle, nothing more than a sidekick.
"Oh my! You are truly imposing, Young Master!"
"You are so reliable!"
"Of course, do you know who I am!"
The harlots egged Philip on with chirping, seductive sounds, and, fueled by his intoxication, Philip grew even louder.
"I am the only eldest son of the Empire's war hero, the Holy Swordsman Count Brandenburg!"
"Besides, the opponent is just a ten-year-old brat who is still wet behind the ears!"
"Oh my, isn't he at an age where he should still be suckling on his mother's milk?"
"The battle is as good as won before it even starts!"
The words of Baron Pucker, who was desperately flattering him to stay in his good graces, and the fawning of the harlots felt like unshakable certainty to Philip.
"Indeed, that is so."
──The young eldest son of the Saxon House is a monster that a dullard like you couldn't catch up to even if a hundred years passed.
'A monster I couldn't catch up to even in a hundred years?'
Don't make me laugh.
'No matter how much they fuss about the Duke family's prodigy, he's just a ten-year-old squirt.'
Father is overly terrified of the Saxon House's eldest son. And he fails to realize my true value.
That is why this is an opportunity. Father will come to recognize me, and the entire Empire will sing of his glorious victory.
Just like they keep blathering on about that damn brat from the Duke family!
Philip downed his glass once more.
He imagined the scene where his own name, not Dale of Sachsen, was being echoed by the tongues of the Empire's gossips.
For Philip, the eldest son of the Brandenburg Count family, this was truly 'an opportunity to prove himself.'
* * *
If a knight is the standard-bearer who plants the flag of victory in the enemy camp and the flower of war, a mage is a tactical weapon that turns the tide of the battlefield.
However, a territorial war is by no means a total war aimed at the annihilation of the opposing force.
Immediately after unifying the continent, the Emperor promulgated a new Imperial Constitution, the 'Goldene Bulle,' at the Imperial Parliament.
Among its provisions, it included a clause stating that mages of the 4th Circle or higher cannot be active in 'disputes between minor lords,' and furthermore, that they cannot cast corresponding spells of mass destruction.
And as long as this battle is established solely as a 'dispute between mere barons,' the dark magic that the Saxon House prides itself on cannot be used.
A limited war fought under countless rules and constraints.
A fair and square contest where spears and swords clash, with no 4th Circle or higher mage forces allowed to participate.
That was the Holy Swordsman's scheme, and at the same time, it was also Dale's scheme.
* * *
That dawn. In a room within the lord's castle.
──Dale, a 3rd Circle mage, sat quietly in a cross-legged position.
3rd Circle.
Although he was a full-fledged mage, it was still insufficient to carry his own weight on the battlefield.
However, Dale's true threat did not stem from merely running on the rails laid down by others.
Cold frost and refined dark mana intertwined and bonded into a double-strand chain structure.
'Done.'
Dale's own creation, which he had agonized over to combine the two attributes of water and darkness.
The double-helix structure of a gene.
In this world, magic is a projection of thought, and according to the roots of that very thought, five colors and archetypes existed.
The White Magic Tower of Light (Wisdom), which assists the Sistina Goddess Church and claims to be the 'Handmaid of God.'
The Black Magic Tower of Darkness (Truth), which pursues the truth beyond death.
The Red Magic Tower of Fire (Power), which became the executor of the Empire's zeitgeist and wields the most powerful influence on the continent.
The Blue Magic Tower of Water (Harmony), which maintains a strange, eerie silence amidst the tyranny of the Red Tower.
The Green Magic Tower of Nature (Life), which refuses contact with the civilized world and values wild life and primitive traditions in the Great Forest.
Although he was learning black and blue magic from the Black Duke and Sepia, strictly speaking, the 'root of thought' Dale possessed did not belong to any of the five magic towers mentioned above.
Magic built upon the thought and knowledge system of another world—a past life—viewing them coldly from a few steps away.
The unique mage.
On a rail no one had ever walked, he imagined the scenery that would be at the edge of this path.
Together with himself, looking alone at a landscape no one had seen, in a world where no one else was.
* * *
At the dawn of the morning, before the first light of daybreak had even risen.
"Haa, huff!"
"I beg of you! Please, no more...!"
Sounds of agony drifted from the vacant lot in front of Baron Greenbelt's castle.
"What is the meaning of this? Falling over already."
"Stand up, you weakling!"
"And you still dare to call yourself a knight of the North!"
In addition to the five hundred knights of the Saxon House who were devoted to training from early dawn as usual, there were the ragtag knights of Baron Greenbelt's house, who were training until they collapsed under their guidance.
'Time is tight, but there is a mountain of work to do.'
Furthermore, after the sun rises, the task of providing military training to the conscripts within the territory cannot be left out.
Watching the scene from a distance, Dale clicked his tongue bitterly.
Even if the 'Saint Magdalene Knights' had just finished a forced march across the continent... considering the poor supply situation of a long-distance expedition, they would likely launch an offensive as soon as the fatigue of the journey was minimally relieved.
'At most, a few weeks.'
Moreover, Baron Pucker's forces were not to be taken lightly either.
Baron Pucker's cavalry strength consisted of seasoned warriors he had led since his days as a bandit knight. Considering that the entire Baron Pucker territory was a single bandit group, their military discipline, at the very least, would be formidable.
'A villain is better than an idiot.'
Clicking his tongue again, Dale turned his head.
Toward the adjutant and high-ranking knight of the Night Raven Knights who was assisting him.
"Sir Veil."
"Please speak, Young Master-nim!"
"There is a training I want to instruct the knights of Baron Greenbelt's house to do separately."
After explaining the details of the training in minute detail, Dale continued.
"Also, send someone to the Baron Pucker territory and convey that I wish to propose a negotiation."
"A negotiation...?"
At the unexpected words, Sir Veil blinked for a moment.
"It is not that I am willing to accept a humiliating peace."
However, Dale shook his head as if to say there was nothing to worry about.
"Before engaging in battle, there is a face I want to see."
More than a decade ago, before he even had the name Dale of Sachsen.
Recalling the face of a poor, young child, ruined by the greed and obsession of a father that bordered on abuse.
* * *
There would be nothing easier in the world than a parent ruining their child.
In that regard, the Holy Swordsman Count Brandenburg was truly the best example.
'A swordsman obsessed with the desire for eugenics.'
──At the end of his recollection, Dale raised his head.
After sending a messenger to the Baron Pucker territory, not long after that, a venue for negotiation was prepared at Dale's request.
At the border of the two baronies, right where the knights of both sides, fully armed, were lined up.
The representative for Baron Pucker was the 'eldest son of the Brandenburg Count family' and one high-ranking knight assisting him.
It was the same for Baron Greenbelt's side.
Clear evidence that this battle was, after all, a proxy war between two great feudal lords, the Black Duke and the Holy Swordsman.
'Just as I thought.'
And after seeing their appearance at the table, Dale's prediction turned into certainty.
The eldest son of the Count family is merely a figurehead for the sake of appearances. The one actually overseeing this battle must be that high-ranking knight over there.
'...'
The golden epaulet worn over the surcoat is the very proof. The insignia of a high-ranking officer of the Saint Magdalene Knights.
"Young Master Philip of Brandenburg."
Dale, who turned his gaze soon after, bowed his head and politely paid his respects.
"To come all the way here for a negotiation!"
Unlike the knight by his side, who was constantly observing Dale's intentions with a cautious expression, Philip, the eldest son of the Count family, did not hide his blatant mockery.
"Looking at you, it seems you've pissed your pants ahead of the 'real war,' haven't you, kid?"
Dale did not answer immediately. A brief silence descended.
"Why did you agree to my negotiation?"
After the silence, Dale asked.
"Ha! That's because..."
And just as Philip was about to blather on in response to that question,
"I was not asking you."
Dale cut him off.
"I am not asking the puppet put forward as a sidekick for this battle, but the real 'commander'."
With a cold sneer.
"Wh-what did you say...?"
──A sidekick, and the real commander.
At Dale's words, Philip's face twisted in humiliation.
"Is that not so?"
Leaving the humiliated Philip behind, Dale turned his head.
"Otherwise, the great Holy Swordsman would not..."
Not toward Philip, but toward the adjutant assisting him.
"...entrust the heavy responsibility of such an important battle to a dullard without a shred of talent."
A high-ranking knight armed in pure white armor and wearing a blood-colored surcoat.
"...!"
Only then did the adjutant, 'Sir Milvas,' who had finally grasped the intention of the negotiation, raise his voice. With astonishment that felt like the blood in his entire body was turning cold.
"Young Master Philip! Do not fall for his words!"
How could a noble family from the northern backwoods know the inside story of the Brandenburg Count family?
For the Holy Swordsman, his son's affairs were a shameful secret he wanted to hide, and therefore, their family history was maintained in absolute secrecy.
"How does it feel to not receive even a shred of trust from the father you admire so much?"
──But, how on earth?
He couldn't know. And that wasn't what was important right now.
For a brief moment, he was a fool for mistaking that they had realized the disadvantageous situation of the barony and proposed a negotiation.
"The negotiation is terminated immediately! Young Master Philip, let us return at once!"
Just as Sir Milvas was urgently rising from his seat,
"Are you even getting permission from a 'subordinate' just to listen to someone else's words?"
Seeing that, Dale sneered again.
"To obey and be loyal like a slave to the commands of a subordinate you should be leading."
As if he couldn't help but laugh.
"The name of the eldest son of the great Brandenburg Count family is being shamed."
"Young Master Philip, please stand up! You must not be swayed by his words!"
"──Sh-shut up!"
At Sir Milvas's urging, Philip raised his voice in a fit of rage. With his face turned beet red and snorting through his nose.
As if to say he could not obey the words of 'a subordinate he should be leading.'
As if to say he could not let things go as Dale's mockery intended.
Watching that, Dale laughed coldly, unbothered.
"At this rate, I'm even confused as to whose 'puppet' I should call Young Master Philip."
Feigning the cruelly innocent malice of a child.
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* * *
There was never any intention to negotiate. This was, through and through, a trap aimed at Philip, the Count's eldest son.
A ploy to map the internal affairs of the Count's house and the Saint Magdalene Knights, and to throw their chain of command into disarray.
"I beg of you, Young Master Philip! Do not lend an ear to that brat's words and please, turn back!"
"It's like a dog putting a leash on its own master."
Despite the near-pleading voice of the adjutant, Sir Milvas, Dale of Sachsen sneered. He found the situation so ridiculous he couldn't help himself.
"──Sir Veil."
"Speak your command, Young Master Dale!"
After the sneer, Dale turned to the adjutant guarding his side.
"Please step away for a moment."
Flaunting his status and authority for all to see.
"I shall obey your command!"
As soon as Dale gave the order, the adjutant, Sir Veil, retreated from the table without a moment's hesitation.
Perfect obedience to orders (上命下服).
"Shall we have a talk, just the two of us?"
After having his own men step back, Dale asked.
"Between the 'supreme commanders' who must take responsibility for this battle, that is."
He didn't specify who he meant, offering only a meaningful smile.
"......Fine!"
"Y-Young Master Philip!"
At those words, Philip's face flushed red. He raised his voice, acting as if he were one of the two supreme commanders Dale had mentioned.
──Even if the Holy Swordsman had unofficially entrusted this battle to the adjutant, Sir Milvas, the truth was known only to a very select few high-ranking officials within the Saint Magdalene Knights.
Externally, the one commanding them was the Holy Swordsman's son, the lecher Philip—even if he were nothing more than a prop, a figurehead, and a puppet for this battle. Furthermore, Philip's pride would not allow him to accept that fact so easily.
"Step back at once, Sir Milvas!"
"B-but, Young Master Philip......!"
"Are you deaf to the words of the supreme commander!"
Philip shouted, driven by malice.
"Dealing with that brat from the Sachsen house is my role!"
Regardless, Philip, the wastrel of the Count's house, was 'officially' the supreme commander. As long as he remained stubborn in front of everyone, there was nothing Sir Milvas could do. Persisting further would only yield negative results.
"......I shall follow your orders."
Suppressing his burning anxiety, Sir Milvas bowed his head, acting against his better judgment.
"As I said, I only requested this meeting for the sake of negotiation."
Soon, Dale of Sachsen, one of the two left at the negotiation table, spoke.
"Hmph, do you even have any conditions that could persuade this body?"
Philip of Brandenburg asked, desperately feigning composure.
"I do."
"Let's hear it then."
"If the Saint Magdalene Knights withdraw from this battle and pull back their troops."
Dale continued calmly.
"Our Duke's house will provide all the military provisions necessary for your return to the County."
"What......?"
To put it bluntly, he was telling them to eat and get lost. Philip couldn't even manage a hollow laugh at the absurdity.
"Do you dare call such a condition a 'negotiation'?"
"I do."
Even so, Dale replied with a very serious expression.
"I apologize for the fact that my earlier mockery offended you, Young Master."
He bowed politely, as if the cruel malice from just a moment ago had been a lie.
"But please, withdraw your troops and return."
Withdraw the troops and return. That was no different from admitting defeat and turning back before the battle had even begun.
"Rather than the worst possible outcome, where the entire unit is crushed and the hundreds of knights the Count's house prides itself on are killed or taken prisoner."
Yet, Dale's continued warning was by no means mockery or a bluff.
"And the reputation of the Saint Magdalene Knights is dragged through the mud."
His voice sounded as if he were simply stating facts as they were.
"And even the 'value you hold as a puppet,' Young Master Philip, disappears."
That was why it was all the more unbearable.
"Accepting my negotiation would be the 'cleanest form' of defeat you could possibly receive."
The sympathetic gaze a ten-year-old child sent him—an attitude as if he were looking down on him unilaterally.
"......Ha, Sir Milvas was right!"
To Philip, the eldest son of the Count's house, it was an intolerable humiliation and disgrace.
"From the very beginning, you had no intention of doing anything but mock and insult me!"
Philip kicked his chair back and stood up, signaling that any further conversation was meaningless.
"That's a shame."
Seeing that, Dale smiled coldly, abandoning the sincere advice he had given just moments before.
"What did you say......?"
Last chance.
"Are you not afraid?"
Dale continued.
"If you lose this battle, the one who will end up taking the blame for the defeat won't be 'Commander Sir Milvas'......."
In a voice devoid of even a shred of emotion.
"It will be the incompetent and useless eldest son of the Count's house."
'A piece of trash worse than a ten-year-old brat.'
At Dale's words, Philip was suddenly reminded of his father's icy sneer directed at him. That cold gaze, as if looking at irreparable waste.
Compared to that, he recalled his father's assessment of the young eldest son of the Sachsen house.
'He is a monster that a dullard like you couldn't even catch up to in a hundred years.'
"......Don't make me laugh."
After a moment of thought, Philip muttered under his breath, forcing himself to push aside the crushing weight of defeat.
"You won't have many days left to act so relaxed, you brat."
What on earth was so different between himself and this damn kid?
"I will prove it, fair and square in front of everyone!"
The fact that I, Philip of Brandenburg, am superior to the young eldest son of the Sachsen house.
Because commanding this battle and defeating Dale would be his role, not Sir Milvas's.
By defeating the Empire's greatest genius, the prodigy of the Duke's house...... and by achieving undeniable military merit...... he would prove it to his father, and furthermore, to the entire Empire.
"My, that is a statement I look forward to."
And toward Philip, who was steeling his resolve, Dale smiled brightly.
That was the end of the conversation.
* * *
Not long after the negotiations fell through.
Barony of Greenbelt.
"The Saint Magdalene Knights and Baron Pucker's forces have begun to move."
In a room within the castle, a staff officer moved several chess pieces across a large wooden table.
"Feeding five hundred knights and three thousand warhorses, they must be starting to face supply issues by now."
And in a long-distance expedition carried out by such a large-scale force, expecting abundant supplies was out of the question.
"Shall we solidify our defensive posture until the enemy feels the impatience and makes a move?"
To the staff officer's question, the supreme commander...... Dale shook his head.
"As long as the enemy is moving with all their might."
After shaking his head, Dale continued calmly.
"We, too, must show them the corresponding courtesy."
* * *
It was no exception on this side to be keeping a keen eye on the movements of the opposing territory.
"The knights of the Duke of Sachsen's house have begun to move."
While Philip was drowning in wine with Baron Pucker's courtesans, in a room in Baron Pucker's castle.
"I thought they would use our supply situation to induce a war of attrition."
"The Barony of Greenbelt is not a territory suitable for defending a castle. The Sachsen house would not be unaware of that fact."
"Hmm......."
It wasn't an unreasonable point. However, suppressing an unidentifiable feeling of unease, 'Sir Milvas' turned his head. Recalling the young eldest son of the Sachsen house smiling coldly at the negotiation table that day.
He was not an opponent to be underestimated just because he was a ten-year-old child.
'Never let your guard down against the young eldest son of the Sachsen house.'
Like the Holy Swordsman's warning, Dale of Sachsen was a monster that a fool like Philip couldn't catch up to in a hundred years. And he thought of the threat that monster would bring to the Empire when he grew up.
He could be all the more certain because he had witnessed it with his own two eyes.
The way he tore apart the pride of a fool like Philip and toyed with him as he pleased. That chilling, cold sneer, like the abyss of malice.
It wasn't even in the realm of what could be packaged as a child's cruel innocence. That child was, without a doubt, a monster and a 'seed of malice.' Was he not the bloodline of that clan of darkness, the Black Duke himself?
"......I can't refuse the challenge now that I've come this far."
No, rather, this was an opportunity.
The Sachsen house and its eldest son would eventually grow into beings that threatened his lord and the entire Empire. And before that seed of malice could fully blossom, while the great evil that would one day be the Empire's enemy was still just a 'ten-year-old child,' right now.
'I must cut that sprout.'
Even if he considered the political fallout that act would bring. That was the decision Sir Milvas made for the sake of his lord and his motherland.
──Paradoxically, forgetting the fact that he, more than anyone, was treating Dale as a child right now.
"As soon as the unit organization is complete, we will prepare the entire army for departure."
High Knight Sir Milvas, having steeled his resolve, nodded. Leaving behind the laughter of Philip and the courtesans echoing from afar.
* * *
The Black Duke, the Holy Swordsman, the Duke of Blood...... and the Hero of the Otherworld.
No matter how much this world was a world of sword and magic, there were not many powerhouses who could turn the tide of a war with 'individual strength' in the truly pure sense.
That was no exception even for mages, who were called the strategic weapons of this world.
In large-scale battles where mages participated, a 'High-Altitude Magic Defense System (MDS)' operated to intercept each other's area-of-effect magic, and the value of a mage ultimately shone when they functioned as part of combined arms tactics.
Let alone in a 'fair and square battle' where mages did not participate.
Therefore, even if Dale were to obtain overwhelming martial prowess of the level mentioned above, moving the military was essential and indispensable to stand against the Empire that dominated the entire continent.
"Young Master Dale, the enemy's main force has begun to march north!"
Having finished his thoughts, Dale looked up. Soon, the scouts who had been monitoring the enemy's movements returned and reported.
"Well done."
Dale nodded calmly, as if he had expected it.
Under the large banner embroidered with the night raven crest that symbolized the Sachsen house, mounted on a warhorse armored from head to toe, wearing custom-made armor and a black surcoat.
"Swords of the Sachsen house, the time has come."
Leading the Black Cavalry, known as the destroyers of the battlefield...... five hundred night raven knights.
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* * *
"For the House of Sachsen!"
"For the House of Brandenburg!"
Two cavalry units, possessing some of the finest martial prowess in the Empire, clashed. There was no room for shallow tricks.
Sir Milvas personally led the elite unit on the right wing, aiming to break the enemy's flank and execute a pincer maneuver. He placed the 'official supreme commander,' Philip, in the center beneath the Count's banner, and deployed Baron Pucker's forces on the left wing to pin down the enemy's right.
Elite forces with superior firepower and mobility were placed on the right, while standard infantry and forces were deployed in the center and left.
It was a standard tactic: while the powerful right wing struck the flank, the center and left would hold the line.
As the distance between the two sides closed, the enemy's left wing, facing the 'elite unit' led by Sir Milvas, finally revealed itself.
The Night Raven Knights of the House of Sachsen appeared, wearing ash-gray surcoats over jet-black armor. They were the 'Black Cavalry'.
'Ho-ho.'
Furthermore, the one leading the black cavalry was none other than the enemy's supreme commander who should have been giving orders from the rear... the young eldest son of the House of Sachsen.
'He intends to decide the outcome with a clash of main forces from the start.'
By acting as bait himself at the very front.
The supreme commander stepping onto the front lines meant that wing carried immense weight. This was no mere rashness or bravado.
'As expected, he is no ordinary brat.'
However, it was a challenge he had no reason to refuse. This situation was a composition Sir Milvas himself desired more than anything.
A right-wing cavalry unit composed of the Saint Magdalene Knights' finest.
There could be no situation more suitable for carrying out his resolve.
──Sir Milvas of Triang.
A high-ranking knight of the Saint Magdalene Knights and the de facto supreme commander for the Count's side. He was a veteran who had experienced countless battles while guarding the Holy Swordsman.
Ten years ago, he had witnessed his lord stab the hero in the back with the holy sword.
* * *
"Charge!"
Leading the right-wing cavalry toward the enemy's left, Sir Milvas roared.
He looked toward the enemy commander beneath a black helmet... Dale of Sachsen.
Instead of the dense wedge formation the Saint Magdalene Knights boasted, they moved in multiple layers of horizontal lines, ready to disperse as the situation demanded.
"For Saint Magdalena!"
"For the House of Count Brandenburg!"
The knights of the Count's house shouted the name of the patron saint, Magdalena, in unison and began their charge.
The cavalry's preemptive charge signaled the start of the battle.
As they charged, the lances of Sir Milvas and his knights shimmered with otherworldly light.
A pure white Aura, like an angel's feathers. The symbol of the Saint Magdalene Knights.
Wrapping that snow-white Aura around their lances, the cavalry rapidly accelerated.
They charged toward the knights of the House of Sachsen—the Black Cavalry—who were sprinting to meet them.
"For the House of Sachsen!"
"For Young Master Dale!"
Two cavalry units, possessing some of the finest martial prowess in the Empire, clashed. There was no room for shallow tricks.
Spear met spear, warhorse met warhorse, steel met flesh. Screams rang out as blood and bone scattered.
Among the knights of the Count's house, about fifty could wield an Aura Blade. That was enough to form a single cavalry battalion.
"The 1st Cavalry Battalion, follow me!"
Leading that battalion of 50 'Aura Knights', Sir Milvas galloped through the enemy lines.
Rather than participating in the first-line charge, they headed toward Dale, who watched from the rear.
Break through at a single point, suppress the enemy commander, and end the battle.
Swift and decisive. Sir Milvas's Aura lance skewered a Night Raven Knight. Blood and entrails sprayed. Having unhorsed the man, Milvas dropped his lance and drew his sword.
The Innocent Sword, Sir Milvas.
The icy blue blade hummed as he swung a pure white 'Aura Blade' worthy of his epithet.
Chwa-ak!
The innocent blade drew a snow-white trajectory, wrapping around an enemy soldier's neck. Before a scream could ring out, the severed head went rolling.
'......What is this?'
After suppressing two more cavalrymen, Sir Milvas tilted his head in faint discomfort.
The Saint Magdalene Knights he led were overwhelmingly pushing back the Night Raven Knights. It was far too one-sided.
Wasn't the opponent the destroyer of the battlefield, the 'Black Cavalry' themselves?
"Retreat! Turn your horses and retreat!"
"Fall back! Fall back and reorganize the ranks!"
After just a single clash, the entire enemy cavalry was already turning their horses as if fleeing.
Cavalry combat never ends with a single clash. Sir Milvas, expecting a sequential charge from the second and third ranks, found the conclusion anticlimactic.
'Are they trying to pin us down with nothing more than the Night Raven Knights?'
If the power gap is clear, it is understandable for the inferior side to avoid engagement and feign a retreat to buy time. However, the opponent was the 'Black Cavalry' boasted by the House of Sachsen, and their true value was not some measly trick.
It was a self-defeating move that abandoned their greatest strength.
The movements of the enemies who were busy turning their horses to flee were chaotic.
The ranks were tangled, men were falling from their horses—it was a scene of absolute carnage. Morale had hit rock bottom, and there wasn't even a sequential deployment of rear units to buy time.
The unwavering, orderly discipline was nowhere to be found. They looked so disorganized that it was impossible to believe they were the legendary 'Black Cavalry'.
At this rate, they were no different from the ragtag soldiers led by Baron Greenbelt.
'Baron Greenbelt's ragtag soldiers......?'
Sir Milvas's heart sank. He realized the nature of his unease.
'No way.'
It wasn't discomfort.
As an enemy, and sometimes as a reliable ally, Sir Milvas, who had spent many battlefields with the 'Night Raven Knights', could be certain.
The eldest son of the House of Sachsen, the enemy commander, had not placed his elite troops here from the beginning.
This was a trap.
* * *
On the opposite side of the right wing led by Sir Milvas.
Facing the left-wing unit led by Baron Pucker was the ragtag unit bearing the crest of Baron Greenbelt.
'Wiping out Greenbelt's idiots is nothing!'
Baron Pucker, who had been inwardly worried about casualties, let out a huge sigh of relief upon seeing them.
That was until the tips of the spears commanded by Baron Greenbelt were wrapped in a jet-black Aura—the symbol of the House of Sachsen's Night Raven Knights.
* * *
"The left-wing unit led by Baron Pucker is requesting assistance!"
"Report says the 'Aura Knights' of the House of Sachsen are rapidly breaking through Baron Pucker's left wing!"
"Sir Milvas said that the enemy's main force was clearly on the right wing where the eldest son of the House of Sachsen is......."
"Didn't you say Baron Pucker's opponent was Baron Greenbelt's ragtag bunch! Then how are the 'Aura Knights' of the House of Sachsen over there!"
Under the large banner symbolizing the Count's house, as two battle lines were intensely locked and rotating counter-clockwise, the lecherous Philip stood at a crossroads where he had to make a grave decision.
As the 'supreme commander' in the true sense, responsible for this battle.
"......."
Suffocating pressure crushed his heart, but the cold mockery of a ten-year-old child tightened it further.
──If you lose this battle and end up taking the blame for the defeat, it won't be 'Commander Sir Milvas'.
──It will be the incompetent and useless eldest son of the Count's house.
'I won't let that happen!'
That was exactly it. Leading this battle and defeating the eldest son of the House of Sachsen should have been his role from the start, not Sir Milvas's.
He would strike down the Duchy's prodigy, the Empire's greatest genius, and prove his worth before his father and the entire Empire.
The name Philip of Brandenburg!
Philip, having steeled his resolve, raised his head slightly.
"It is a message from Sir Milvas! He says to join the center and rear cavalry with Baron Pucker's left wing to strengthen the defense......."
Immediately after, Sir Milvas, realizing the situation on the right wing, urgently sent a messenger with 'precise operational guidelines'.
"Shut up!"
For the eldest son of the Count's house, who was burning with fighting spirit toward Dale, the content was not persuasive.
* * *
To Sir Milvas, who had been through all sorts of trials, Dale's trick was nothing more than a common feigned retreat. Nothing would change, and in reality, it should have been that way.
"M-my lord Philip is personally leading the rear cavalry to join them!"
However, after hearing the message from the messenger who had rushed over, Sir Milvas could only be dumbfounded.
"Didn't I tell you to join the forces with Baron Pucker's left wing, which is facing the enemy's 'real main force'!"
"T-that is, the young master was so stubborn about it......."
'That damn brat......!'
The right-wing forces led by Sir Milvas were already gaining the upper hand against the enemy's inferior left wing. But even if they were to inject additional troops into an 'already advantageous situation', it would only result in unnecessary overcrowding, reducing the wing's mobility.
Yet, blinded by the presence of the enemy's supreme commander, he had made a fatal misjudgment.
While abandoning the request for help from his own allies who were driven into a defensive position!
While the right wing, which should break through the enemy's flank based on rapid movement, lost its role and wandered about, the 'enemy's real main force', disguised as Baron Greenbelt's ragtag knights, would break this wing without any trouble and execute a pincer maneuver.
At this point, discussing the direction of the battle was meaningless.
'......No, not yet.'
Soon, Sir Milvas shook his head. He looked at the 'enemy's supreme commander' watching him from across the field.
The young eldest son of the House of Sachsen, whose expression could not be read, hidden behind a black helmet.
"1st Cavalry Battalion."
Next, he thought of the 50 Aura Knights, more reliable than anyone else, who were slaughtering the enemies with him.
"We will break through the enemy lines with me just like this and pursue the enemy commander immediately."
Nothing would change. Before the allied lines became completely tangled and collapsed, he would suppress the enemy's supreme commander through a single-point breakthrough—and quickly put an end to the battle.
Swift and decisive.
"In the name of Saint Magdalena, may the pure white sword be blessed."
Murmuring the name of the patron saint, the Innocent Sword, Sir Milvas, and his knights made the sign of the cross.
"May the care of Goddess Sistina be with us."
"May the compassion and mercy of the sister goddesses be with us."
Having steeled their resolve, they spurred their warhorses.
They tried to push aside the ominous feeling, as if they were riding into a quagmire from which there was no escape.
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* * *
There is a vast difference between observing a battlefield as a third party and standing on the front line as a participant.
Your field of vision narrows, your mind clouds, and the crushing pressure of rank, combined with nerve-wracking anxiety, warps your judgment. Few can maintain the cold-headedness of an observer while standing on the boundary between life and death.
Even the world-renowned Innocent Sword, Sir Milvas, was no exception.
"For Saint Magdalena!"
"Charge!"
A deep-penetration charge to swiftly end the desperate situation.
As they pursued the retreating enemy commander and cavalry, the distance between them and their own rear units began to grow.
Dale of Sachsen, in the midst of retreating, glanced back at Sir Milvas and the knights pursuing him at close range. On his galloping horse, he released the reins, taking the posture of a skilled horse archer drawing a bowstring.
His fingers pointed directly at them.
'Magic...!'
It was a Parthian shot.
"Ice Bullet."
Ta-ang!
Blue magical power swirled at the tip of Dale's finger, and a single crystal of cold energy struck.
"You dare pull such a pathetic trick!"
Even if Dale was world-renowned, his opponent was a knight capable of wielding an Aura Blade. Against a body that transcended human limits, a bullet of ice held little meaning.
"Hiiing!"
However, the knights' invincibility did not extend to their mounts.
One of the warhorses ridden by an Aura Knight of the Count's household collapsed without a sound.
Ku-ung!
The knight fell and rolled on the ground. While falling from a horse rarely injures an Aura Knight, losing one's mount in a pursuit is effectively a death sentence.
'To have such accuracy while on a galloping horse...!'
Sir Milvas could not hide his astonishment.
The eldest son of the House of Sachsen possessed unparalleled talent in sword and magic. Yet, in the end, he was merely a 3rd Circle mage.
Even a full-fledged mage is rarely equipped for the realities of the battlefield. Unlike knights, who train for active duty from the start, the gap is severe.
It is not rare for even high-ranking mages to lose ground to ordinary knights and suffer defeat.
And yet, this mage, while maintaining perfect balance on a galloping horse without reins, accurately sniped horses with projectile magic?
The magic itself was one thing, but hitting the target was beyond the realm of mere spellcasting.
It was a skill that could not be imitated without a harmony of horsemanship and archery.
Taking on the heavy responsibility of supreme commander, his decision to act as bait was no reckless bluff.
"Rise, wall of ice."
Ku-ung!
It was a conviction born of his own overwhelming capability.
In the path where Sir Milvas and his cavalry were charging, a wall of ice had risen.
He had thought he wasn't being careless against the young heir of the House of Sachsen. He was wrong. He had underestimated his opponent to an absurd degree.
The enemy's supreme commander was personally acting as bait to buy time for his subordinates.
While battalion-scale Aura Knights were being held back and running in confusion against a mere young mage.
The enemy cavalry, who had retreated and reorganized, turned their horses around.
They moved to protect their young commander and to repay the performance of Dale, who had risked his life to hold the front line.
"Do not let their swords reach the Young Master!"
"Offer your lives to become his shield!"
"Charge!"
Seeing their spirit, Sir Milvas could only laugh. The opponent was no longer the ragtag unit of Baron Greenbelt disguised as the Night Raven Knights.
'A trap within a trap....'
This was the 'Black Cavalry,' a unit he had encountered countless times, their fame earned in blood.
Their goal was never to defeat Sir Milvas and the Count's Aura Knights.
Philip, the official commander of Count Brandenburg's forces, was making the worst possible move, over-concentrating his central forces on the right flank and causing the collapse of the front line. It was Sir Milvas's burden to feel the anxiety of being chased by time, while the Black Cavalry's goal was to protect their commander until then.
That fact fueled Sir Milvas's anxiety.
'Before the situation worsens, I must break through the Black Cavalry and capture the eldest son of the House of Sachsen.'
In any case, the 'Aura Knights,' who could be considered the top combat power among the Night Raven Knights, were not here.
Before they could collapse the left flank of Baron Pucker's side and complete a full flanking maneuver, he had to capture Dale, who was performing acrobatics while using himself as bait.
"Charge!"
He ignored the state of his warhorses, exhausted from several gallops. He ignored the fact that after an excessive pursuit, the distance from the follow-up units meant to protect his rear had become too great.
The charge of the white Aura Knights, isolated little by little, took place once again.
* * *
The 1st Cavalry Battalion, led by the Innocent Sword, Sir Milvas, succeeded in reaching Dale.
Even if it wasn't the form they had hoped for.
What surrounded them, isolated in the middle of the enemy lines after an excessive pursuit, was the Night Raven Knights of the House of Sachsen.
'The habit of overestimating the power of Aura Knights remains the same.'
Watching the surrounded Aura Knights of the Saint Magdalena Order, Dale observed them with detached indifference.
Every time knights accumulate experience through battle, it is processed into 'combat doctrine,' which defines the identity of the order.
The Holy Swordsman had been the jailer of his past life, and because of that, Dale had seen many things about the Saint Magdalena Knights he led, whether he liked it or not.
Their strengths, their weaknesses, and countless secrets invisible from the outside. What they value in battle, their standard for thinking, and how they make tactical decisions.
He saw it all as if looking at the palm of his own hand.
Overestimating the power of Aura Knights was a long-standing chronic illness of the Saint Magdalena Knights.
The image of a Sword Master slaughtering enemies alone on the battlefield is close to the absurd 'knight literature' of this world. Furthermore, above the Aura Knight is the level of 'Aura Master,' and not all Aura Masters possess the level of a Sword Master.
"The Aura detachment disguised as Baron Greenbelt's knights has broken through the enemy's left flank!"
"The additional central cavalry has broken the enemy's wings and succeeded in a flanking maneuver!"
"We have captured the left flank commander, Baron Pucker!"
Dale lifted his head calmly, ignoring the endless stream of victory reports.
"It seems you didn't trust Young Master Philip very much."
Dale sneered.
Sir Milvas and his knights, whose unreasonable deep-penetration breakthrough had failed, were unilaterally isolated in enemy territory. The 50-man battalion of Aura Knights had dwindled to a dozen. Even those remaining were in no condition to fight.
"From the beginning... did you set a trap to lure us in?"
Sir Milvas asked in a powerless voice.
"The battlefield is always chaotic. No one can control or predict all that chaos."
Dale shook his head.
"Inviting self-destruction amidst repeated chaos is, in the end, your own foolishness."
Beyond, the enemy's main force was completely broken and being slaughtered while surrounded.
The front line had collapsed, and screams rang out from all sides. The sound of steel clashing with flesh, blood, and bone filled the air.
"Will you beg for your life?"
Dale asked, ignoring the screams.
"Will you kneel in misery and offer a ransom to beg for your life?"
He hid his face behind a black helmet, his mockery blatant.
"To those who kneel and beg for their lives with gold coins... I intend to gladly show mercy, in accordance with the traditions of the great Empire."
It is a common custom for a captured knight to pay a ransom and be released. However, no one could easily answer Dale's mockery, which framed that act as an unspeakable disgrace.
"...Don't make me laugh!"
One of the surrounded Aura Knights spat, refusing to bend.
"Ah, is that so."
Dale flicked his finger.
Pu-uk!
The Night Raven Knights surrounding them thrust their spear tips without hesitation. It wasn't a scream; it was the sound of air escaping a punctured lung. Blood sprayed like a fountain.
"Then you must die."
Dale said, his voice devoid of emotion.
"How about you, Sir Milvas?"
"......."
"Because the one who will bear the full responsibility for the defeat in this battle will not be you, but the innocent Young Master Philip."
Sir Milvas did not answer.
He knelt low after a silence, enduring a disgrace worse than death. The steel plates of his armor clashed with a clattering sound.
"......!"
It wasn't that he valued his life above all, nor that he considered his honor trivial. He just had to live and convey the truth.
The danger posed by the eldest son of the House of Sachsen far exceeded their imagination.
Moreover, an Aura Knight is a precious resource that cannot be wasted carelessly. As long as there was work left to do while alive, choosing a dog's death for the sake of trivial self-esteem was not an honorable death.
"Everyone, kneel immediately!"
The Innocent Sword, Sir Milvas, shouted.
"We will surrender in accordance with the traditions of the Empire and demand fair treatment as prisoners!"
"Are you going to kneel and beg for your life?"
Dale asked. Sir Milvas nodded, biting his lips until they bled.
Choosing a dog's death by falling for the enemy's mockery would be exactly what the opponent wanted.
Realizing his provocation had no more meaning, Dale's sneer vanished.
Like an actor who had finished the play and stepped off the stage.
"......."
An ominous silence continued behind the black helmet. It was a silence devoid of even a shred of emotion.
"Those who survived here."
After the silence, Dale finally opened his mouth.
"There is not a single person."
"......!"
At the unexpected words, people gasped for breath.
"Kill them all."
That command applied even to the Night Raven Knights guarding Dale's side.
According to the customs of the Empire, it was normal for a captured knight to be released after receiving a ransom.
Even so, Dale's voice was stubborn, and for the Night Raven Knights of Sachsen, Dale's command was absolute.
Even if there was a momentary agitation, there was no hesitation. The virtue of knights lies not in doubt, but in execution.
It was perfect trust in their lord, made possible by Dale's charisma.
The Night Raven Knights, armed in black armor, thrust their spearheads and sword tips all at once.
Pu-uk! Pu-uk!
When the knights of the Count's household, who had finished kneeling and disarming, moved, it was already too late.
Except for one person: the Innocent Sword, Sir Milvas.
He managed to snatch his knight's sword, and snow-white aura swirled along the blade.
"Do you think I will fall just like this!"
A flash (一閃).
He swung the hilt, and the pure white aura imbued in the blade exploded. It was a desperate, maddened strike, a monstrous sword worthy of a high-ranking knight's reputation.
A martial prowess that the current Dale could not approach. However, Sir Milvas's sword never reached Dale.
"Protect the Young Master!"
"Do not let his sword reach the Young Master!"
Ka-ang!
The black knights rushed to block Dale's front, putting their lives on the line to act as shields.
Dale watched the struggle without a twitch, his expression devoid of emotion.
Without moving a finger, he stood as the 'supreme commander' of the battlefield leading the Night Raven Knights.
Pu-uk!
At the end of his final struggle, a sword, spotting an opening, dug into Sir Milvas's thigh. His posture collapsed.
Pu-uk! Pu-uk!
Next, countless spearheads were thrust down to pin him in place.
And toward Sir Milvas, who was pinned by countless spearheads and unable to move a single finger....
Dale took a step forward.
Bringing his head close, he whispered.
"──Do you remember my death?"
"......?"
Sir Milvas felt a moment of confusion at the incomprehensible words.
"I remember your face, the one who was there that night."
Dale continued without caring.
"Your lord plunged a blade into my back, and you were there too."
He left the coldly sharpened hatred behind, calm and detached.
"I will ask again, young knight."
At first, he couldn't understand what he was saying at all.
"Do you remember my death?"
However, before long, in his rapidly fading consciousness, a shock that felt like the blood in his entire body was freezing struck him.
"Ah, ahhhh...!"
Sir Milvas raised his voice belatedly. No, he tried to raise it.
Pu-uk!
A beat faster, the 'Shadow Cloak' that had mimicked Dale's black surcoat rose.
"Keuk, keuheuk...."
A sound like air escaping from a balloon rang out. Until the very end, it was a hollow echo without meaning.
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* * *
When he came to his senses, he had already lost.
For Philip of Brandenburg, that statement was no lie.
By the time he arrived, the right-wing cavalry had already been crushed, and Sir Milvas and all the Aura Knights had fallen. Baron Pucker's left wing had been breached long ago, and the enemy cavalry, having broken through both wings, easily outflanked and surrounded the entire main force.
From all sides, the Black Cavalry tightened its encirclement.
In contrast, the fate of the Saint Magdalene Knights, having lost their core strength and with morale plummeting, was sealed. With every approaching spear, soldiers were stabbed to death, entangled, trampled in retreat, and blood and guts splattered everywhere. Death was everywhere.
"Ah, ahh......"
The battlefield is where even the wisest become foolish. How much more so for one who is foolish even in normal times?
The fear of defeat squeezed his heart; the pointing fingers of the people, his father's cold gaze, and more than anything else, Dale's eyes looking down at him with a chilling sneer, never left his mind.
"Young Master Philip! Please make a decision!"
In his anxiety, Philip gritted his teeth.
"......Crush."
Philip muttered, having made his decision.
"Wh-what did you say?!"
"──Crush to pieces (玉碎)!"
"Yes......?"
He left the knight, who blinked in disbelief, behind.
"Our proud Saint Magdalene Knights' swords will break, but never be defeated!"
Philip shouted, as if he would never yield.
"All crush to pieces, total annihilation! Gather the remaining cavalry and reorganize the battle line! And follow me! Prepare for the final charge!"
"B-but, Young Master-nim! If we do that, all of us will be annihilated......"
"How dare you disregard the supreme commander's order!"
Charge, charge, charge. Philip repeated it like a parrot.
Crush to pieces (玉碎). To break beautifully like jade. To die cleanly for honor or loyalty. It was truly a beautiful phrase to hear.
* * *
Gathering their last remaining strength, the Saint Magdalene Knights under Philip's command launched a charge, and the encirclement was broken through more easily than expected.
'I did it......! I did it!'
However, just as the desperate breakthrough succeeded and the resolve to die turned into hope:
"Charging!"
As if on cue, the Saxon House's Aura Knights appeared. They had already retreated to the rear, conserved their strength, changed their armor, and swapped their tired horses for fresh warhorses.
"Trample everything that stands in your way!"
There was no need to disguise themselves as Baron Greenbelt's ragtag knights.
The jet-black armor symbolized the Black Cavalry—the destroyers of the battlefield, charging like tanks. Brandishing the enormous greatswords held in their hands, the Black Cavalry galloped.
A two-handed sword, a Zweihänder just under two meters long, wrapped in seamless, pitch-black Aura.
"For the Saxon House and Young Master Dale!"
Hwoong!
The Black Sword of Saxony raged like a storm, and everything that stood in its path was torn apart like paper.
Heads were severed, bodies were crushed, armor was mangled and shattered.
"Ah, ahh......"
The hope of breaking through the enemy's encirclement and opening a path was short-lived. The Saint Magdalene Knights, resolved to crush to pieces, were literally being annihilated.
It was a perfect sweep, as if they had been waiting. It meant only one thing.
The breakthrough hadn't succeeded; the path had been deliberately opened. He was a mole in a game he had already lost.
A sliver of hope vanished in vain.
"P-Philip Young Master-nim. Please, even now, surrender......"
Was it due to fear, or perhaps the betrayal of the ambiguous hope he had held just moments before?
"As long as the commander lives, we have not lost!"
To his subordinate's almost pleading request, Philip roared.
"Stop them! Stop them and protect me!"
"B-but, Young Master-nim......!"
"Silence! I don't care about the lives of the soldiers! Protect the commander even if it costs your lives! Protect me!"
From the commander's resolve to defy death, one person was excluded.
* * *
The battle, which began at dawn, ended only after the evening twilight settled beyond the western sky. Darkness was rapidly descending along the horizon.
"Everything went exactly according to Young Master-nim's plan! The operation was a complete success!"
"As expected of Young Master Dale!"
"I, Veil of Baskerville, cannot help but express my awe at Young Master Dale's strategic plan!"
"......."
Amidst the Night Raven Knights, who could not suppress their joy of victory and loyalty, the enemy commander, who had been disgracefully captured after fleeing, knelt there.
Behind him, the mountain of corpses and sea of blood of the Saint Magdalene Knights stretched out, before a monster whom a dullard like himself could not hope to match in a hundred years.
"You seem to really hate surrendering."
Dale opened his mouth toward Philip, the eldest son of the Count's family.
Under the banner emblazoned with the Night Raven crest of the Saxon House, clad in jet-black armor, leading his knights.
"You may achieve victory through despicable tricks or cowardly schemes......"
Philip shouted defiantly.
"But we were broken, not defeated!"
At those words, Dale glanced behind him. He saw an endless mountain of corpses and a sea of blood stretching along the horizon. It was the result of their proud 'crush to pieces' until the very end, never surrendering.
"For someone who ran away to save his own skin, you speak quite eloquently."
"I, I, Philip of Brandenburg, as the commander of this battle, had a duty to survive until the very end!"
"Ah, is that so."
Dale replied as if it were someone else's business.
"Then, since the battle is over, there's no need for you to be alive anymore, is there?"
Swoosh.
His hand rested diagonally on the hilt of the sword at his waist.
"Good!"
Seeing Dale's movement, Philip suddenly wore a triumphant smile.
"I gladly accept your 'duel challenge'!"
"......?"
At the unexpected words, Dale tilted his head.
"I, Philip of Brandenburg, wholeheartedly accept the 'one-on-one duel requested by Dale of Saxony, staking the fate of the battlefield'!"
It was truly a childish insistence.
Sreung!
Philip hurriedly rose to his feet and boldly drew the knight's sword from his waist.
And just as the Saxon House knights were about to stop that absurd action:
"Alright."
Dale extended his arm to restrain the knights and nodded without hesitation.
"I accept the match."
The moment he nodded, Philip smiled wryly. With that smile, he kicked off the ground and charged.
It was a truly despicable charge, launched before Dale could even draw his sword.
Thud!
The blade swung, followed by an unnatural sound and a scream like a slaughtered pig.
"Aaaargh! S-save me! No, please save me! Please, please save me! I beg you!"
"Looks like you can't even be jade when you're about to die."
It was all over before a few ticks of the clock's second hand.
* * *
"Young Master Dale's procession!"
"The Young Master has returned victorious from battle!"
Thanks to the messenger who had delivered the news of victory early, and coincidentally, because Dale's eleventh birthday was approaching, Sachsen City was in the midst of a grand festive atmosphere.
The Black Duke and the Holy Swordsman. A proxy war between two great feudal lords, fought under the names of mere barons.
The battle on Greenbelt Plain was an overwhelming victory for the Saxon House and the Night Raven Knights. Becoming the triumphant general who had secured victory in that very battle, Dale returned to his territory.
Leading the endless procession of the Night Raven Knights, the pride of the Saxon House, and with the few prisoners from the Saint Magdalene Knights, including Philip, the eldest son of the Count's family.
"They say he successfully executed the ultimate encirclement and annihilation against the Saint Magdalene Knights!"
"They say the raven flock pecked at the enemy corpses for a week, day and night, and the pile still didn't diminish!"
Leaving behind the embarrassing praises of the people, who whispered about his exploits.
* * *
The Grand Hall of the Saxon Ducal Castle.
Dale, clad in custom-made black armor and a surcoat, strode across the marble floor of the hall.
"Brother!"
"Lise."
His two-year-old younger sister, Lise, who had only just begun to speak, innocently called her brother's name.
"Dale."
The Duke and Duchess, seated on the thrones in the hall, smiled at their son's dignified return.
"Congratulations on your first victory in battle, Young Master Dale!"
"Thank you, Sir Helmut."
Sir Helmut, Charlotte, and the elf mage Sepia. Leaving behind the familiar faces, he crossed the hall.
"Dale of Saxony, I formally report the victory to His Grace the Duke."
Before the Black Duke's throne, Dale knelt and paid his respects. The Duke of Saxony smiled, unable to hide his fatherly pride.
"You led the victory very admirably."
"It was a victory made possible by the swords of the Saxon House."
"Sir Veil, thank you for guiding Dale well."
"It was entirely due to the Young Master-nim's efforts!"
At the Duke of Saxony's commendation, Sir Veil, the adjutant knight who had assisted Dale, bowed his head.
"You must be tired, having just returned from battle."
Next, his mother, Elena, spoke, unable to hide her concern for her son.
"Please rest well first."
"Thank you, Mother."
Dale bowed his head once more, then rose to his feet.
Saxon Ducal Castle. The battle, which had lasted for several months, had ended, and he finally felt a sense of returning to where he belonged.
His home, his family.
It was a very strange feeling.
* * *
"S-Sir Milvas and all the Aura Knights of the Saint Magdalene Knights have fallen......"
It was a bolt from the blue.
"Young Master Philip, along with a small number of squires, was taken prisoner, and a h-huge ransom......"
"That damned brat from the Saxon House......!"
No sooner had he heard the despair-inducing news of defeat than pure white Aura wrapped around the blade of the Holy Sword. As if craving an innocent sacrifice to unleash this hatred immediately.
Before the Aura, as brilliant as an angel's feather, the messenger's face froze white.
* * *
"Do you remember my death?"
The man asked. It was a corpse with a blade tearing through its chest from behind.
"We remember our death."
Dale, ten years old, clad in black armor and a surcoat, nodded, and the dead man spoke again.
"Remember death (Memento mori)."
With those words, the man's form vanished. But the blade that had been stuck in the man's body was now tearing through Dale's chest and protruding out.
* * *
Every mage has their own world, and a mage's training is the process of completing that world.
* * *
That night.
After safely leading his first battle to victory, when he closed his eyes in his bedroom in the Ducal Castle, what visited Dale was not a simple nightmare.
The Abyss of Thought.
"......."
That day, the darkest landscape of his inner world had been forcibly opened to achieve the 3rd Circle. His true world, from which he could not escape.
Sitting quietly cross-legged on the bed, he gazed at his own palm. Chilling cold and refined dark magic intertwined, mimicking the double-helix structure of DNA.
'......I couldn't even use it in actual combat.'
Leaving behind the swirling flow of magic, he clenched his fist tightly.
Clang!
Like a dropped glass, fragments of cold and darkness scattered.
The practice of controlling and refining one's inner world was the beginning and end of a mage. Yet, to have his sleep disturbed by that very 'world,' and to feel a constant chill of loneliness in his side—it was a ridiculous disgrace.
'Still not enough.'
The power to control his world more completely. The power to upgrade his realm as a mage even further.
Where?
Only one answer immediately came to mind.
Just as a renowned knight is accompanied by a renowned sword, so too is an excellent mage accompanied by one.
'Grimoire......'
After thinking that, he turned his head. Sepia's face inadvertently came to mind. The crystal-eyed elf who always believed in him, her gentle smile.
After recalling her, he asked himself.
'......When I turn 11, I'll look a bit more like a man, right?'
It was truly an 11-year-old boy's thought.
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* * *
The Black Duke and the Holy Swordsman. A proxy war between two great feudal lords fought using the names of mere barons.
The battle that day, which came to be known as the 'Battle of Black-and-White,' spread like wildfire, traveling a thousand miles without legs.
Over time, the story inflated with every retelling, becoming an excellent piece of propaganda Dale hadn't even intended.
Slaughtering enemy knights on the front lines at a young age, deploying a siege formation with heaven-sent tactical genius to lead the battle to a spectacular victory... And after the victory, showing not a shred of mercy to the enemies who cried out for their lives.
A mountain of corpses that would not diminish even if a flock of crows pecked at them for a week, a sea of blood overflowing like a flood.
Such was the great victory and the cruelty of the 'Black Prince' that the people of the Empire whispered about.
A heroic tale that was over-packaged, mixing truth and lies to suit one's taste.
The Black Duke's son, the Black Prince.
'Like father, like son.'
That was not unrelated to the reason why Dale's father had become the object of such terror today.
People's stories are always bound to be exaggerated.
At the very least, rather than the boring truth that an entire unit was wiped out because of an incompetent commander, the story of the Black Duke's son who mercilessly executed surrendered enemies was considered a much more plausible tale.
* * *
"I have a gift for you as you turn eleven."
Some time later, in the Duke of Saxony's office.
With Dale's birthday approaching, his father, the Black Duke, spoke.
"At the official ceremony celebrating your birthday, I will appoint you as a Viscount of the Saxon Duchy."
"......!"
It was a birthday gift worthy of someone born with a silver spoon in their mouth.
"From then on, you shall assist me by my side as the 'proxy delegated by the Duke of Saxony,' and you shall govern the major and minor affairs of the Duchy."
Strictly speaking, a Viscount is not a 'true noble' like a Count or a Baron. It is closer to the concept of an honorary noble who does not possess their own territory independently, but exercises the authority of a proxy in the lord's territory upon appointment by the liege.
"As the need arises, you may summon the knights of the Saxon House as the 'Acting Duke,' and you may demand the fulfillment of their duties, including military service."
However, a Viscount is ultimately a Viscount, depending on the source of their authority.
Being a proxy for a mere Count versus being a proxy for a great feudal lord like the Duke of Saxony—that was a difference as vast as heaven and earth.
Moreover, Dale is the successor who will inherit this Duchy. Therefore, what the Black Duke promised Dale was of a nature that could not be compared to even a few combined mediocre territories or titles.
"Thank you, Father."
Dale bowed his head again to show his respect.
The Black Duke's promise to respect him as an equal head of the house in leading the Saxon House. He kept his promise.
"And since Father has said as much......."
Therefore, based on that promise, Dale opened his mouth.
"It might be somewhat sudden, but there is something I wish to carry out as the Duke's proxy."
* * *
Time passed.
Dale celebrated his 11th birthday and was invested with the title of Viscount, assisting the Duke of Saxony in his father's name.
Around that time, a letter was delivered to the Church stating that the Black Prince of the Saxon House was preparing for a 'pilgrimage' to the land of the Goddess.
* * *
"You are going on a pilgrimage to the Sistina Papal State?"
That day, at the unexpected words, the Black Duke doubted his ears for a moment.
"That is correct."
The Sistina Papal State. Historically, it served as the headquarters of the Goddess Church—the pillar of faith under the 'Theocratic State'—and housed the White Magic Tower, whose mages claimed to be the handmaidens of God.
"People say that in the battle that day, the Black Prince showed such cruelty that he did not allow a single prisoner."
Dale continued.
"Knights armed with the faith of the Goddess Church became victims of my cruelty, and it is not something the Church would welcome."
It is well known that the Holy Swordsman and the Saint Magdalena Knight Order act as the standard-bearers of the Goddess Church, just as their names suggest.
And those standard-bearers of faith were wiped out, creating mountains of corpses and seas of blood, resulting in the cruel and heinous notoriety of the Black Prince that the gossips chatter about.
The result of the Battle of Black-and-White was a miserable defeat that could only be explained that way. As Dale said, it would certainly not be a fact that the Church would accept happily.
"Fear is a great asset that cannot be exchanged for anything."
Even so, the Duke of Saxony asked back as if he couldn't understand.
"Do you intend to deny your own notoriety and cater to the Church?"
"They are a force worth the effort of enduring that much."
Dale nodded without hesitation.
"As long as the eldest son of the Saxon House and the 'Acting Duke' leaves on a pilgrimage on foot to seek God's forgiveness......."
He continued after nodding.
"The Church will also surely show the corresponding sincerity."
"Do you have something else in mind?"
At the Black Duke's question, Dale nodded without hesitation.
"I intend to make them an offer they cannot refuse."
Along with a few 'forbidden magic books' I intend to acquire while I'm there—a convenient side benefit.
* * *
The border between the Greenbelt Barony and the Pucker Barony, the site of the Battle of Black-and-White.
The place where the region known as the north of the Empire finally ends, and the central region, where the influence of the Duke of Saxony does not reach, begins.
It was not just the Count's knights who experienced an irreversible defeat in that day's battle. The bandit knight who obtained a noble title by fishing in troubled waters, Baron Pucker, could not be an exception either.
Having lost most of his reliable subordinates who had been with him since his mercenary days, the Baron himself had to pay a huge ransom to the Saxon House to be released. The castle had run dry of alcohol and women; there was no more blood to squeeze from the scorched territory.
For that reason, there was only one thing Baron Pucker, who had become a pauper, had to do.
Robbery.
As a villain who had made a name for himself as a bandit knight since he was young, robbing those passing through the territory was a time-honored industry of the Pucker Barony.
That day was no different.
A group of travelers had dared to enter the barony without fear, and the Baron's subordinate, having spotted the prey, raised his voice.
"Fire!"
A few arrows pierced the air, shattering the silence. They came from the hills, from the front and back of the road—from everywhere.
Hiiing!
At the sudden ambush, the travelers' horses began to stir.
"How dare you try to pass through Baron Pucker's territory without permission!"
As soon as Baron Pucker's bandit gang surrounded the area, one of the travelers wrapped in a robe stepped forward as a representative and spoke.
"What is it that you desire?"
It was a very young and childish voice.
"Is it not common sense to pay a toll to pass through a noble's territory!"
"......I understand."
However, despite the bandit's threat, the traveler nodded as if there was nothing to be surprised about.
Jingle.
They took out a pouch heavily filled with coins from their bosom.
"I have prepared a small amount just in case to pay the toll."
"Yes, looking at you, it seems you know a thing or two."
The bandit approached with a satisfied smile. He snatched the pouch from the traveler's hand, examined the contents, and nodded. The amount was substantial.
"Good, in view of your sincerity, I will specially let you pass!"
As one bandit shouted as if bestowing a great favor, the rest retreated.
They exchanged meaningful glances, their fishy smiles and giggles barely concealed.
A few hours later.
As the dusk of twilight settled over the western mountains, it was before the travelers had even crossed a single hill.
The aforementioned bandit gang appeared before them again. And it had grown to a scale that couldn't even be compared to a little while ago.
"Stop!"
The leader of the bandits, Baron Pucker, had personally joined them, leading his few remaining knights.
"It is Baron Pucker's procession!"
"Show respect before the Baron!"
"How dare you try to pass through my territory without even paying the toll!"
Their gear was faded and rusted—a state of armament that would be a waste to even call cheap compared to that of the Night Crow knights. Still, it was more than sufficient to deal with a group of mere travelers.
"A toll, you say."
The traveler in question spoke to Baron Pucker.
"We already paid that price to the Baron's subordinate a little while ago."
Calmly, as if they couldn't understand.
"According to Imperial law, is it not illegal to collect a toll more than once in a single territory?"
"Paid the price? What kind of nonsense are you spouting in broad daylight!"
The Baron's subordinate raised his voice with a cackle.
"Aren't we meeting for the first time just now!"
"That's right, because we are the ones who abide by the laws of the Empire more than anyone else!"
As if the encounter just a few hours ago was not even in their memory, the bandit gang burst into mocking laughter again.
This world is full of threats, and the word 'rule of law' does not sound very reassuring.
The law is far, and the sword is near. Such is the nature of this world.
"Do you know who the Baron here is?"
"The one who fought a bloody battle without taking a single step back against the infamous 'Black Prince'......!"
"Indeed, that is so! He is Baron Pucker, a veteran warrior who survived until the end in the famous Battle of Black-and-White!"
"If you value your life, hand over what you have obediently!"
However.
'......Huh?'
Ignoring the bluster of his subordinates, Baron Pucker caught his breath, struck by an inexplicable sense of dread.
'D, don't tell me.'
The Black Prince, that day's battlefield, the familiar voice of a child. He hoped it wasn't so.
"A veteran warrior."
The traveler with the young voice continued. They lifted the hood they had been wearing pulled down low.
"It's quite different from what I remember."
At the young face of the eleven-year-old boy, Baron Pucker's expression turned deathly pale.
"A, ahhhh......."
By now, the rest of the travelers had dismounted and were drawing the swords they wore at their waists.
"Please give the order, Young Master."
They wrapped their blades in the pitch-black Aura that symbolized the Night Crow knights.
How could he forget? It was that very Aura Blade that had mercilessly slaughtered Baron Pucker's soldiers on the left flank of the battlefield that day.
Not the sword of a mere traveler busy protecting their own body, but the black sword of the Saxon House that had neither blood nor tears.
It was the return of a nightmare he couldn't forget even if he wanted to.
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* * *
"Kill them all!"
The moment they dared to fleece the eldest son of the Saxon House a second time, their fate was sealed.
Kill or be killed.
Fortunately, distance separated the two sides. Furthermore, his forces held the sloped hill, securing the geographical advantage and numerical superiority. Above all, his subordinates were already encircling them.
Desperate to find a silver lining, Baron Pucker raised his voice.
'There are only a few of them, just a few.'
No matter their Aura Blades, the opponents wielded nothing but swords. They lacked armor, shields, and warhorses for a cavalry charge.
Compared to that, didn't his side have fully armored knights and archers in battle formation!
It was a winnable fight. They could win this.
"We can win! This is a fight we can win!"
Baron Pucker raised his voice, his forced optimism a sight to behold.
"Archers, aim!"
On the hill, the Baron's subordinates drew their bowstrings in unison.
"Fools."
Seeing that, one of the knights guarding Dale muttered coldly.
Sir Veil of Baskerville.
A high-ranking knight who had assisted the Black Prince during that day's battle and broken the left wing of Baron Pucker's forces at the front lines. A black hound who had sworn loyalty to the young eldest son of the Saxon House.
"Please give the order, Young Master Dale."
At Sir Veil's request, Dale opened his mouth.
"We have already shown them leniency once."
Despite the arrowheads aimed at them from all sides.
"Mercy beyond this point would be meaningless, wouldn't it?"
With a voice devoid of even a shred of emotion.
"Kill them all."
"I shall carry out your command."
Simultaneously with Dale's words, a hail of arrows was fired from all sides, and the five 'Aura Knights' bowed their heads, honoring their master's command.
Fwoosh!
After bowing, a gale of sword energy (geom-pung) swirled.
A shield of blades intercepted the hail of arrows from every direction. Before the sword energy swirling like a vortex, the arrows held no meaning at all.
And as soon as the first volley ended, the Raven Knights were already pushing off the ground.
They scattered and rushed in all directions toward the bandit group surrounding them.
Tales of a single warrior standing against a thousand, as performed by a Sword Master, were the stuff of absurd 'knight literature,' even in this world. However, it was not such an unusual sight for a skilled knight to slaughter dozens of soldiers.
Jet-black swords were swung, and screams rang out.
"Aaaack, my arm! My arm!"
"P-please, please spare m... Aaaack!"
Before they could even finish their sentence, a fountain of blood erupted from their severed necks. Every time a blade was swung, arms and legs were severed, and entrails spilled out through the gaps in their torn abdomens.
"Y-Young Master! Please, I beg for your forgiveness!"
Baron Pucker, who had lost his will to fight early on and slumped to the ground, shouted.
"I-I beg you like this! I will give you everything I have! I will swear my lifelong loyalty! Please, please spare me!"
As if begging.
"Please, I beseech you to show me the mercy of the Sister Goddess!"
The mercy of the Sister Goddess. Dale did not answer. He simply looked at him with emotionless eyes, and screams were still ringing out from all around.
There were those who burst into tears, unable to bear the pain, and those who burst into laughter, unable to bear the terror.
Turning his back on them, the 'Black Prince' tilted his head.
"Why would I?"
* * *
A few days later.
No sooner had they left Baron Pucker's territory and arrived at the next domain in the center of the Empire.
"Stop right there, you bastards!"
In front of Dale and his knights, who were disguised as travelers, another group of bandits appeared.
"Who dares pass through Baron Grandel's territory without permission!"
They were Robber Barons who plundered those coming and going, using their own territory as a base. After all, banditry is only possible if you have power.
'Ah, goddamn it.'
Watching the bandits threatening them triumphantly, Dale cursed inwardly.
As long as they hid their identities, they were prey; once revealed, the bandits could not be left alive. Thus, with a feeling close to desperation, Dale asked.
"Do you not have any intention of just quietly moving aside?"
"Haha, you know how to tell quite a funny joke!"
"That's right, boss!"
"Maybe they're even pissing their pants?!"
Baron Grandel, a robber baron armed in heavy armor, burst into laughter with his subordinates. Dale also laughed along on the spot, leaving behind the swords of the Saxon House, who remained silent while waiting for their master's command.
After laughing together, Dale opened his mouth.
"Funny?"
* * *
They spent several weeks traversing the center of the continent, tracing the tributaries that converged toward the Northern Sea.
In the meantime, they passed through the territories of several robber barons and bandit knights, and each time, an irreversible bloodbath occurred.
After that, they passed through the Empire's free city of Amber, and from there, they crossed the continent by taking a waterway called the 'Amber Road'.
Toward the land of the Goddess, the Sistina Papal State.
A high-ranking noble scion, hiding his identity to walk humbly on foot. That was the courtesy the 'Black Prince' wanted to show the Church through his pilgrimage, and the atonement for the day the Saxon House's swords slaughtered the Goddess's knights.
And as long as they showed sincerity, the Church would have no choice but to respond to Dale's sincerity.
* * *
Sistina Papal State, the Holy City of Pysel.
In front of St. Magdalena Square, a room in the Palazzo Apostolico.
"Your Eminence, Cardinal Nikolai."
One of the twelve clergy standing at the pinnacle of the Goddess Church, a white mage who had reached the realm of the 6th Circle.
An opponent worthy of the status of the 'Black Prince' who had sought the land of the Goddess on foot. That was Nikolai Machia, an elder of the White Magic Tower and a bishop-level Cardinal.
"I hear much blood was shed in that day's battle, young Master."
Dale of Sachsen. The son and successor of the Black Duke, the master of the Black Magic Tower, which had an indelible grudge against the White Magic Tower.
Nikolai was not unaware of the reputation of the 'Black Prince,' known as the Empire's greatest genius. Nor was he unaware of the cruelty and notoriety that name carried.
"The brothers of St. Magdalena were models of faith, and their sacrifice was truly regrettable news."
"Thanks to my excessive competence, I caused more casualties than necessary."
'I killed them too efficiently.'
"......."
From start to finish, he was an opponent fundamentally incompatible with the Church.
"I, too, find the result of the black-and-white rotation very regrettable."
Nevertheless, that very opponent was bowing politely in front of him.
A scion of a great feudal lord from the North, which is called a wasteland of the Goddess Church, and one who holds a position that can be counted on one hand in the Empire.
'Had he truly endured such penance for the sake of atonement?'
Nikolai asked himself.
No matter how brilliantly shining his talent was, he was ultimately an 11-year-old brat. One could not rule out the possibility that the horror of the battlefield, where people kill and are killed, acted as a kind of guilt.
Just as young nobles, unable to handle the trauma of battle, sought refuge in the Goddess's bosom.
'Then that's even better.'
Guilt, in other words, a sense of debt toward God, is a powerful force of religion.
"It is true that I, too, am very worried about the young Master's cruelty."
Therefore, Cardinal Nikolai continued with a good-natured smile.
"However, the mercy of the Goddess is open equally to everyone, young Master."
"......."
"Because there is no such thing as an indelible sin in this world."
It can be washed away. It can be forgiven. It was when Cardinal Nikolai was about to continue his sweet whispers.
"Did you say there is no such thing as an indelible sin in this world?"
"Indeed, that is so."
Nikolai nodded, and Dale opened his mouth.
"──Is that why you sold the Goddess's country to the Empire?"
Sold the country. For an instant, Cardinal Nikolai's face turned deathly pale.
"At the time the previous Pope, who refused the Empire's annexation treaty, was assassinated......."
Dale continued without hesitation. The truth that only a few people in the entire Empire knew.
"Your Eminence the Cardinal was also there."
Just before the forced annexation treaty between the Empire and the Papal State was signed. The master of the White Magic Tower and King of the Papal State, the previous Pope, expressed his intention to resist until the end. And as a result, he was eliminated by the Empire's hunting dog, the Hero of the Otherworld.
Based on the betrayal of twelve bishop-level cardinals, including Nikolai.
"Has the Goddess forgiven the sin of Your Eminence the Cardinal, who sold out your own country?"
"H-how do you know of that day's events......."
The 6th-circle white mage, grasping the situation, could not hide his agitation; pure white magic power flared from him. However, Dale's expression remained very calm in the face of the swirling magic of light.
He did not care about the fact that the Saxon House's knights were not immediately by his side.
"Do you think killing a mere proxy of the Duke would be a meaningful way to silence me?"
It was a lie.
The Duke of Saxony could not even imagine what was happening here right now. However, there would be no way for Cardinal Nikolai to know such a truth.
As proof, the swirling magic of light vanished in vain after a few cycles of idling.
'Is that truly the appearance of an eleven-year-old child?'
He couldn't believe it even after seeing it.
The reputation of the Black Prince that people talked about was far beyond his imagination.
To the point where even modifiers like the Empire's greatest genius or the Duke family's prodigy felt ridiculous.
"......What is it that you want."
"His Grace the Duke did not come to specifically investigate the Church's shameful secrets."
Cardinal Nikolai spoke hesitantly, and Dale replied. As one who acts on behalf of the Duke of Saxony's will, to the very end.
"Rather, I have come to this place to swear silence regarding the truth of that day."
He framed his actions as the will of the Black Duke.
"What we, the Saxon House, desire is a very trivial price for silence."
The price of silence. There is no such thing as a free lunch in this world.
"They say there is a secret archive in the deepest basement of the Palazzo Apostolico where the Church's forbidden books are imprisoned."
"......!"
At Dale's following words, Cardinal Nikolai's expression was once again stained with shock.
A place of taboo where only a very small number of people within the Church were permitted.
"D-don't tell me......!"
"Please grant me permission to read the 'Library of Hell'."
The Library of Hell. It was the nickname for the archive in the lowest basement of the Palazzo Apostolico, where the Church sealed confiscated 'forbidden magic books'.
『The Book of the Black Goat』.
Where the most terrifying magic book in the world, written by the ancestor of the Saxon House long ago, lay sleeping.
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* * *
The fear and terror people held toward the Duke of Saxony family were by no means exaggerated.
Even if the Black Magic Tower, under the Black Duke's regime, was employing more conciliatory policies than before, the darkness of the old era that their lineage had built up was not so shallow that it could vanish overnight.
The 『Book of the Black Goat』 was the very crystallization of the evil that symbolized their family's darkness.
'Only the young master must be the one to enter the library of hell.'
In the underground passage of the Apostle Palace, recalling his promise with Cardinal Nikolai, Dale moved forward. A staircase shrouded in thick darkness stretched out endlessly.
'Furthermore, the Church shall take absolutely no responsibility for what occurs in hell, and...'
The only thing he could take out was a single grimoire. In exchange, Dale and the Duke of Saxony family swore eternal silence regarding the 'Church's dirty secrets.'
The aforementioned content was the deal struck through the contract magic that the White Magic Tower boasted of... 「Geas」.
An oath sworn in the name of God. A binding pact forged with the hearts of the two parties to the contract, Dale and Nikolai, as collateral.
As long as the Geas was in effect, there would be no room to doubt the maintenance of confidentiality and trust. The moment the party involved became aware of an act that broke the contract, the curse of the Geas would trigger and burst their heart.
'Besides, even if I went around blabbering about it to everyone in town, it wasn't information of much value anyway.'
Spreading the truth that only the hero knew at this point, or ruining a few high-ranking cardinals, wouldn't change anything. However, as long as they were bound as partners in destiny through the Geas, the Church would have no choice but to become an ally of the Saxon family.
Gaining the heart of the Church was equivalent to gaining the heart of the Goddess.
What Dale had obtained in the Sistina Papal State was a harvest that made the phrase "killing two birds with one stone" seem like an understatement.
That was, of course, assuming he could make it out of here safely.
At the edge of the underground passage, where the dim light of a vermilion lamp flickered, the entrance to hell appeared. A stone gate engraved with ominous text blocked Dale's path.
[Abandon all hope, ye who enter here.]
As he read those words—
「Kiiiiiik!」
In that place where not even a breeze blew, the artifact 'Shadow Cloak,' which was mimicking a black surcoat, began to run wild. Suppressing the shadows that were going mad along the shade beneath his feet, Dale lifted his head.
It was a resonance of darkness.
After lifting his head, he took a step forward without a shred of hesitation.
Beyond the gates of hell.
* * *
It was not without reason that the place was called 'hell.'
A massive dungeon that borrowed the name of a library.
And the forbidden books imprisoned there were never designated as such for trivial reasons like having impure thoughts.
They were 'Forbidden Grimoires' that possessed immense power in themselves and wielded that power solely in the form of malice. Uncontrollable treasures that ruined the owner's mind and summoned disaster.
However, just as a fine sword accompanies a renowned knight, a grimoire is to a mage what a sword is to a knight.
Who could blame a knight's desire to obtain a magnificent sword? Even if it were a demon's blood-sword stained with the blood of countless people.
Mages were no different. No, their yearning for grimoires was something that the knights' desires dared not compare to.
'A mage's sword...'
For instance, things like the 『Scales of the Heart』 possessed by Dale's father, the Black Duke, or the 『Book of Blood』 boasted by the Duke of Blood.
In the suffocating darkness, Dale reached out his arm to find the one grimoire that would become 'his own sword' in the truest sense.
"......!"
Pitch-black blades erupted from beneath Dale's feet, circling him. He had sensed an ominous presence from beyond the darkness.
"Grrrr...."
It was not difficult to fathom its identity. An entity that guarded the library of hell. A puppet that had sworn to become a sword protecting the Church even after death.
It was a Mummy Knight.
Armed with white armor and a sword forged with the divinity of white mages, and thoroughly preserved post-mortem as if pickled in formalin, one could not find the ugliness typical of a corpse.
A white undead revived by the divinity and blessings of white mages and priests.
But in the sense that it was a puppet that could not die even in death and moved by magical power, how exactly was that existence any different from the 'Death Knight' that the Black Magic Tower boasted of?
'Truly...'
In ancient times, there was a 'Black-and-White Magic Tower' that explored the principles of life and death. There, two perspectives on life and death split into two factions, leading to a great battle.
A battle named by later historians as the Great Battle of Black-and-White.
And the defeated Blacks were exiled to the remote regions of the North along with their leader, 'Immortal Duke Frederick.'
As the price of defeat, his 『Book of the Black Goat』 was confiscated by the Church and the White Magic Tower, and he swore to become a shield protecting the Empire and the Continent for generations to come against the Demon Territory of the North.
He was called the first master of the Black Magic Tower, Frederick of Saxony.
That was the origin of the Saxon family and the Black Magic Tower, and furthermore, the reality of the deep-rooted darkness passed down to Dale's generation.
The Black Magic Tower, which seeks the truth within the darkness, breaking away from the White Magic Tower that pursues the light of wisdom—.
'Not a single thing is different.'
It was just as they said.
The confrontation with the Mummy Knight did not last long.
Ta-at!
The Mummy Knight kicked off the ground. The sword of divinity held in its hand was swung.
A white undead moving not with the dark magic of the Black Magic Tower, but with the light magic boasted by white mages.
It sensed the water and dark magic Dale possessed and deemed him an enemy to be eliminated.
'The Church takes no responsibility for what happens in hell.'
If he were to die a sudden death here, it meant it was solely Dale's fault.
The White Magic Tower's 「Geas」 was like a 21st-century insurance contract; there was always a loophole to slip through like a loach in its clauses.
'I can't let things go according to their will.'
Kaaang!
Pitch-black blades rose from beneath Dale's feet. He blocked the Mummy Knight's swinging sword, then kicked off the ground to create distance. In the darkness where one couldn't see an inch ahead, in a place where an ordinary person would be unable to hide their bewilderment and fear, Dale was never afraid or flustered.
If anything, he felt like his body was going to fly away from the sense of liberation.
He didn't need to be a mere 3rd-circle mage, nor did he need to package himself as the Empire's greatest genius or the prodigy of a ducal family.
Without being conscious of others' gazes, he simply showed his true self.
Leaving the 'Shadow Cloak' fluttering madly behind him, Dale opened his mouth.
"Shadow Bullet."
It was not the crystal of cold he had shown before.
Bullets made of the Shadow Cloak and the dark malice writhing beneath his feet.
And it didn't stop at just one shot. Following the fluttering hem of his cloak, he precisely crafted shadow blades into the shape of bullets and flicked his fingers. As if pulling the trigger of a heavy machine gun, a hail of bullets made of shadows rained down.
The armor forged with the priest's holy magic was mangled and shattered into a honeycomb. The pale flesh, which looked as if it had been dried in formalin, was no exception. The black bullets burrowed into the Mummy Knight's body, beginning to eat away at its insides like worms.
Literally becoming 'living bullets of darkness.'
It was a magic filled with a malice incomparable to anything before.
Leaving the fallen Mummy Knight behind, Dale continued his walk. In this hell that truly resembled a labyrinth, he sought the true treasure he desired.
* * *
Just because a book is said to have 'dangerous thoughts,' it doesn't mean it directly harms or devours people.
However, a 'Grimoire' is different.
Magic is the power to turn thoughts into reality, and just as an author's thoughts dwell in a book, a grimoire is ultimately a book in which a mage's thoughts dwell.
'Forbidden Grimoires' refer to those books among them that are filled with 'extremely malicious and dangerous thoughts.'
That was the very reason this place was called the library of hell.
An otherworldly realm twisted by powerful malice and corrupt thoughts.
'It is nearly impossible to find one's way properly in a place like this.'
However, what he had to do was all too clear.
He condensed cold magic to crystallize a blade of ice and slashed his own palm with it.
Drip.
Drops of blood fell along the wound.
"I, Dale of Saxony."
The blood of the lineage that inherited the darkness of the Saxon family.
"As a rightful descendant of the lineage that inherits the blood of the Immortal Duke, I proclaim here."
Drip, drip.
"...O Black Goat of the forest, who leads a thousand offspring."
Drip, drip, drip.
"I command you to fulfill the contract made between you and the family of darkness, and reveal your form before me."
And just as a pool of blood began to form beneath Dale's feet.
「Blood, it's blood! Blood with very powerful strength!」
「Fresh mage's blood!」
「It wants a contract with us!」
「Child, come here! I will give you power!」
From all directions, whispers that sounded like auditory hallucinations began to be heard.
In this place where the boundary between reality and thought blurred, the consciousnesses of the grimoires were lured by Dale's temptation. Like a school of piranhas that smelled blood in the water.
Then—
「Move aside! That child is my contractor!」
The whispers of the books stopped, and finally, a powerful malice that made his skin crawl surged in.
「I can feel it, that hatred and murderous intent! It's the smell of slaughter!」
And the surrounding scenery changed completely.
The 'World of Thought' dwelling within the grimoire had unfolded before Dale.
A world inside a book.
Corpses strewn everywhere, severed arms and legs, scattered entrails. A landscape of slaughter stretching endlessly beyond the horizon. And amidst the pile of corpses, the avatar of the grimoire revealed its form.
─ I will slaughter all of your enemies.
It was an executioner holding a blood-red beheading axe.
─ I will hold a festival with the corpses and bloodbath of those who stand in your way.
There was only one grimoire that could be inferred from this scenery.
'『The Book of Massacre』.'
The notorious blood mage Duchamp, a blood grimoire that contained his inner world and dangerous thoughts intact. The secret arts of extreme blood magic containing the essence of mass slaughter. Its power or value would be beyond words.
'The only grimoire I can take is one.'
Even so, Dale shook his head quietly.
"You are not the one I am looking for."
And he answered toward the grimoire 『The Book of Massacre』.
"Step back."
─ Do you dare to reject me?
Dale nodded again, and the Book of Massacre... the grimoire's avatar brandished its blood-red axe threateningly. Because Dale's refusal meant only one thing.
─ Do you think you can even make it out of here alive after that!
The executioner's blood-red axe emitted a chilling edge.
"It's not like I can't get out."
Dale nodded without concern. Leaving the endlessly unfolding landscape of slaughter behind, he fused cold chill with refined dark magic.
The blood-red world harbored by the grimoire 『The Book of Massacre』. However, it was a truly boring world that couldn't even evoke a shred of excitement in Dale.
Not in front of the memory of that white and dark winter night.
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* * *
The grimoire, 『The Book of Massacre』.
Dale stood within the book's internal reality—a mental projection of its author, the blood mage Duchamp, and his corrupt, malicious ideology.
─ Will you reject my contract and degenerate into a lump of meat here?
The grimoire's avatar, the Executioner, spoke again. Behind it lay an endless expanse of mountains of corpses and a sea of blood stretching beyond the horizon.
Dale remained unmoved. This was a world within a book, not reality. Therefore, one could not suppress the Executioner—the manifestation of 『The Book of Massacre』—with mere force or attack magic.
Instead, cold frost and refined dark magic began to swirl beneath his feet. As the cold and dark magic churned into a vortex, the surrounding landscape twisted.
What 『The Book of Massacre』 projected was the mental world of the blood mage Duchamp; Dale stood against it, drawing out his own.
Grayish, ashen sleet scattered about. Following his footsteps, an empty horizon of nothingness unfolded.
"Your world cannot invade mine."
It was a mental barrier to protect himself from 『The Book of Massacre』, an abyss of ideology from which even Dale could not escape.
A clash of ideologies, a collision of worlds. It was, without a doubt, a battle between high-ranking mages.
The empty world of cold and darkness began to swallow the surroundings—the world of massacre, composed of mountains of corpses and seas of blood.
"However, my world is not like that."
The world was eating the world.
─ How...!
A grimoire is the result of a mage who has reached a high level of mastery, compiling their lifelong ideology. In a sense, The Book of Massacre was 'blood mage Duchamp' himself.
A 6th-circle red mage and a heinous war criminal who had created countless victims with forbidden mass-destruction magic. The world of such a high-ranking mage was being devoured by the world of an eleven-year-old child.
─ Do you think I will just let myself be eaten like this!
The grimoire's avatar, the Executioner—the embodiment of blood mage Duchamp—kicked off the ground toward the empty world where Dale stood.
The sea of blood in the area surged, forming a massive wave.
A blood-red tsunami.
In response, the 'Shadow Cloak' Dale wore began to flutter.
A tidal wave of shadows.
It was an ability that could only be unleashed because this was a 'world within a book'.
This was not the real world; the measure of power was only the strength of one's ideology and the depth of the abyss contained within one's mind.
Dale, accompanied by endless emptiness, nihilism, and an army of shadows, took a step forward. He turned his back on the landscape he would one day impose upon the Empire.
This was not a realm that a mere 6th-circle psychopathic mage could touch.
The world was engulfed in darkness.
Clang!
With a sound like shattering glass, the surrounding landscape collapsed.
'Did I return?'
Finally free from the world within the book, Dale looked around. The entire space was wrapped in darkness.
"──Big brother."
A voice drifted through the air, though no presence stood behind him.
It was the voice of a pure young girl, devoid of any impurity. He turned his head. A young girl wrapped in a jet-black dress stood there.
"You called for me, big brother?"
With eyes full of curiosity, ignorant of the world, she possessed black goat horns—two sheep horns rising tall from between her hair.
* * *
At that time, in a room within the Apostle Palace.
Cardinal Nikolai bit his lip in burning anxiety.
Even if the eldest son of the Saxon House was a genius with the greatest talent in the Empire, he was just an 11-year-old child. A young mage who was only at the level of a 3rd-circle Expert. No matter how much he was the 'Black Prince,' the probability of surviving and returning from the Library of Hell was close to 0%.
──The Church takes no responsibility for what happens in Hell.
That was the deal made through the Geas (binding of the oath), and initially, Nikolai did not think Dale would return alive. Furthermore, as long as the evidence of the contract remained, the Saxon House would not be able to move recklessly.
Nevertheless, would the world-renowned 'Black Prince' really enter the Library of Hell without any countermeasures?
The son of the Black Duke, the Black Magic Tower Master, who is called the greatest black mage on the continent?
If, by any chance, the eldest son of the Saxon House were to obtain 『The Book of the Black Goat』 as he claimed, the aftermath was something Nikolai could not even dare to imagine.
It was right then. Something flashed through Nikolai's mind.
"The Church takes no responsibility for what happens in Hell...."
The terms of the contract the two had made through the binding of the oath. It meant that 'whatever happens' there was not Nikolai's responsibility.
"...I should make sure to drive a wedge in it."
By the hand of the 6th-circle white mage himself, an elder of the White Magic Tower who pursues the light of wisdom. Having made his decision, Cardinal Nikolai stood up without hesitation.
* * *
"Hey, big brother. It's so boring here."
The girl with the black goat horns said.
"And it's so lonely."
She clung to Dale, mimicking the form of a frail young girl.
"This is such a lonely, cold, and desolate place."
"...."
Dale was not swayed by her innocent appearance. He understood the weight of the existence before him more clearly than anything else.
『The Book of the Black Goat』.
A grimoire written by the Immortal Duke Frederick by sacrificing his own young daughter to reach the truth beyond death. The fact that the grimoire's avatar took the form of a young girl was likely for that reason.
However, that girl was by no means the Immortal Duke's young daughter.
"Let's make a contract."
Dale said.
"O Black Goat of the forest, who leads a thousand offspring."
He addressed the girl with the black goat horns.
"Do you want to play with me too, big brother?"
The girl smiled innocently. Dale nodded silently.
"Then show me your world, big brother."
At the same time, the landscape beneath their feet twisted rapidly. An empty horizon where grayish sleet scattered unfolded. An abyss of ideology filled with cold and darkness.
The girl skipped lightly over the cold ground as if she had come out for a spring outing. The sleet scattering from all directions settled along her shoulders.
"So this is your world, big brother."
After playing for a while, the girl finally turned around. Dale nodded silently.
"It's a very beautiful world."
The girl with the goat horns smiled as if satisfied. Beneath her skirt, countless 'bundles of tentacles' were writhing.
"I like you very much, big brother."
It was a very dark, cold, and twisted smile.
* * *
"Ah, ahhh."
When the elder of the White Magic Tower, the 6th-circle white mage Nikolai, entered Hell to silence him.
In that hell twisted by corrupt thoughts and evil ideologies, Cardinal Nikolai and the church knights he led could only be speechless.
The eldest son of the Saxon House, the Black Prince, was there.
With the 'most terrifying existence in the world' by his side.
How could one describe that existence?
A colony of writhing tentacles, teeth growing hideously along the tentacles, proliferating flesh. An otherworldly monstrosity.
An Abomination was there.
An indescribably terrifying existence that invoked madness just by looking at it.
* * *
"Hey, big brother."
The girl with the goat horns was by Dale's side.
A 'girl' who wore a jet-black dress and was as pure and clean as a precious child raised in a noble family.
"What are those?"
While writhing countless bundles of tentacles beneath her black skirt.
"Wait."
Dale quietly reached out his hand to stop the girl.
"Your Eminence, Cardinal Nikolai."
After stopping her, Dale opened his mouth toward the cardinal and his party, who were terrified as if they were looking at the 'most disgusting thing in the world.'
"Why have you come all the way here?"
"I, I was just...."
To Nikolai, who was stammering and unable to continue, Dale spoke.
"The parties to the contract take no responsibility for what happens in Hell."
As if he had grasped Nikolai's intentions from the beginning.
The content of the deal made between the two through the Geas (binding of the oath). What Nikolai aimed for was precisely the loophole in that Geas. No matter how much it was Dale, he wouldn't be able to win against the elder of the White Magic Tower and the knights he led at his current level.
"There is a saying that the darkest place is under the candlestick."
Just as it is advantageous to occupy high ground in a battle between infantry, the advantage of terrain was no exception in the world of magic.
And this place is a hell where all kinds of corrupt ideologies and evil thoughts have accumulated to the point of invading reality. A world without light. For Dale, who makes the power of darkness his profession, it was a stage where he could exert his best power; for those who use the power of light, it was no different from a death trap.
"You chose the wrong place."
Moreover, what they had to face was not Dale.
The most terrifying grimoire in the world, created by the founder of the Saxon House long ago.
How an eleven-year-old child could control 『The Book of the Black Goat』 was, at least for them, not a very important fact right now.
"It, it's a misunderstanding! I was just, at the very least, worried about you...."
Just as Cardinal Nikolai was about to say something in his confusion.
"Hey, big brother."
The girl opened her mouth while writhing countless bundles of tentacles beneath her black skirt.
"──Can I eat them?"
"I won't take responsibility if you get an upset stomach."
Dale also nodded, as if the will of Cardinal Nikolai didn't matter at all.
"Yes, okay."
The girl smiled, and the ground beneath her feet turned black. Magic is the power to turn ideology into reality, and a grimoire means a book that contains such 'mage's ideology.'
A forbidden grimoire containing the world of the Saxon House founder, the Immortal Duke Frederick.
"...Eleison (Have mercy)."
At the same time, the elder of the White Magic Tower, 'Cardinal Nikolai,' made the sign of the cross.
It was by no means an act of resignation.
The title of 6th-circle white mage is not just an empty name. Furthermore, in this world, Dale was not the only mage who possessed a grimoire.
『The Book of the Gospel』.
Light spread out, centered on Cardinal Nikolai and the church knights under his command.
"Miserere nobis (Have mercy on us)."
Following Nikolai's resonance, the consciousness of the church knights protecting him began to be uplifted.
"God wills it...."
"May the mercy and compassion of the Sister Goddess be with us."
It did not stop at just the elevation of the spirit. Their bodies, swords, and armor began to be reborn as separate beings with brilliant light. Before long, what stood there were not mere church knights. They were 'Angels of the Battlefield' with six wings and flaming swords.
The hymn magic that the White Magic Tower boasts. An aria filled with light and holy resonance to counter Dale's darkness.
Nikolai, too, is someone who has honed the path of magic before being a clergyman. The 'Heavenly Hymn' sung by the 6th-circle white mage, Cardinal Nikolai, continued to ring out.
The full power deployed as an elder of the White Magic Tower who pursues light (wisdom).
'He is not easy, after all.'
Seeing that, Dale thought.
Light and darkness. A clash of ideologies and worlds. What was unfolding here was, without a doubt, a battle between high-ranking mages.
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* * *
'I can win, I can win!'
The aria of the heavens rang out, filling Cardinal Nikolai's heart with a hymn of victory and hope.
The 'Angels of the Battlefield' surged forward, six wings spread, swords ablaze. This was the White Magic Tower's signature hymn magic, empowering the church knights. As they dove from the heavens like a falling star, Dale hurriedly reached out.
"Shadow Bullet."
A hail of dark projectiles erupted from beneath his fluttering Shadow Cloak. The angels dodged effortlessly, closing the distance. They were fast.
'As expected of my angels!'
No matter how much the Saxon heir was the Empire's greatest genius, he was, in the end, a 3rd-Circle greenhorn.
Furthermore, no matter how terrifying the 『Book of the Black Goat』 was, a mere 3rd-Circle novice could never draw out 100% of its potential.
"Praise...!"
The aria of the heavens rang deep within his chest, bathing the hellish landscape in light.
"Alleluia!"
"......Noisy."
The silent darkness finally opened its mouth.
"Noisy, noisy, noisy!"
In Dale's eyes, the girl with the black goat's horns screamed.
"■■■■──!"
To Nikolai and his angels, it must have looked like a grotesque entity spewing a shriek—an otherworldly monstrosity composed of a colony of writhing tentacles.
Chwa-a-ak!
A bundle of countless tentacles erupted from beneath the girl's skirt, lashing out at the Angels of the Battlefield.
"......!"
The angels swung their burning swords, holy flames swirling to incinerate the Goddess's enemies. Just as it seemed the tentacles would be sliced away, black blood gushed from the severed stumps.
It wasn't blood. A liquid as black and viscous as coal tar sprayed out, engulfing the angels.
"......?!"
Thud.
The angels' wingbeats ceased. They didn't fall; they simply turned in mid-air, facing Cardinal Nikolai—the very man they were sworn to protect.
"Prai, praise......."
"Prai, prai-prai-praise......."
Their mutterings were twisted by madness. Nikolai's blood ran cold. The Goddess's riders, reborn as invincible warriors through the heavenly aria, were gone.
The angels' wings were grotesquely swollen, as if hundreds of earthworms were wriggling beneath the skin. Black, tar-like fluid wept from their facial features like tears.
"A, ah......."
Cardinal Nikolai's hope crumbled. They were no longer angels of the Goddess.
They were angels of darkness, veins bulging like earthworms across their bodies, wings twisted into hideous, pulsating masses.
Chwa-a-ak!
The tentacles struck again.
Crunch!
Limbs snapped, wings were torn asunder, armor burst, and skulls were crushed as the tentacles burrowed into their brains to take root. As if an evil god were toying with its own creations, the Cardinal's angels—the pride of the Sistina Goddess Church—were mercilessly ravaged.
A 6th-Circle White Mage could only tremble in terror.
"Regarding what happens in hell."
The 'Black Prince' said, his voice cutting through the carnage.
"The parties to the contract take no responsibility whatsoever."
The distance between Dale and Nikolai began to close.
"A, aaaa......."
Forgetting he was an eleven-year-old child, Cardinal Nikolai trembled, paralyzed by a fear so profound he felt he might faint.
The prodigy of the Duke family, the son of the Black Duke, the Empire's greatest genius.
No.
Such trivial modifiers failed to describe the 'Black Prince.'
He was the devil's child.
'The enemy of the Goddess.......'
The seed of evil conceived by the shadow of the sister goddess.
"Do you wish to live?"
Dale asked, the girl with the goat horns standing by his side.
"P, please......."
Cardinal Nikolai begged desperately.
"It's not that I cannot spare you."
Dale continued.
"In exchange, what can you offer me?"
"W, what......"
A terrified Nikolai stammered, blurting out whatever came to mind—his position, his wealth, the influence of the church, everything he possessed as a 6th-Circle White Mage and cardinal. He spat it out, again and again.
"I like it."
"W, what did you like?"
Nikolai asked, trembling.
"Everything you possess."
Dale replied.
"D, don't tell me......!"
Nikolai's expression froze. Despair washed over him as he grasped the meaning. Dale's words meant only one thing.
"It seems we need to rewrite the contract."
Absolute obedience through a Geas. There was no turning back. Even for a soul sold to the devil, there was no exception.
* * *
"Playing with Oppa was so much fun!"
The girl laughed, her expression filled with the regret of a finished outing.
"I really like Oppa's world."
Countless tentacles wriggled beneath the hem of her dress in the horizon of the void—Dale's world, filled with cold and darkness.
"So, I'll be waiting here."
Dale smiled quietly, ignoring the pain in his heart, which felt as if it would wither from mana exhaustion.
A grimoire is a vessel for thoughts, not a book. The 『Book of the Black Goat』 had fused into Dale's world, taking root in his heart as tentacles.
"Oppa, aren't you afraid of me?"
The girl asked.
"I'm not afraid."
"Yeah, I see."
She smiled, relieved.
"We can play like this again, right?"
She asked, looking worried.
"You will be able to see me again."
Dale nodded, and the girl laughed innocently.
"Yeah, that's a relief!"
Seeing her overwhelm a 6th-Circle White Mage, he knew her existence was too dangerous to unleash carelessly. Strictly speaking, Dale could not yet control the 『Book of the Black Goat』.
The deep-rooted darkness of the Saxon House, the vessel containing the thoughts of 'Immortal Duke Frederick.'
No matter how much he was the Empire's greatest genius, this was a forbidden realm beyond the Black Duke's son.
'Besides, it's not a power to show off carelessly.'
It was a trump card, not a toy. In a sense, this was like imprisoning her in the abyss of thoughts. The girl surely knew that.
"I promise."
This was not the end.
"Before long, you'll be able to play with me to your heart's content again."
"Yeah, I'll be looking forward to it!"
The girl laughed. Dale nodded, leaving her alone in the frigid, solitary void.
* * *
After the commotion in hell ended, the eldest son of the Saxon House received a grand 'absolution of sins' in the name of Cardinal Nikolai.
Furthermore, the church extended etiquette bordering on the exceptional, acting as a bridge symbolizing the friendship between the Saxon House and the Church.
On the way back to the Duchy, Dale and his knights were no longer pilgrims hiding their identities.
No one dared to block the 'Black Prince' and the blades he led.
* * *
A few months later.
Pitch-black light swirled along the blade. Drawing upon the mental cultivation method inherited by the Northern Night Raven Knights, the aura refined within her body wrapped around the heavy sword in the form of sword energy. 'Aura Knight' refers to those who have reached such a level.
The pitch-black Aura Blade. Adjusting her grip on the black sword—the symbol of the Saxon House—the Sword Maiden 'Charlotte' raised her head.
"It's done."
Her mentor, 'Sir Helmut Blackbear,' was left speechless by her dignified appearance. The Saxon House knights watching were no exception.
Dale was not the only 'possessor of out-of-spec talent' in this world.
'To have an Aura Blade of this caliber at that age!'
And.
"Charlotte of Orhardt."
The only one who remained calm, the eldest son of the Saxon House, Dale, spoke.
"Dale of Sachsen asks of you."
Charlotte knelt, driving the Saxon House's black sword into the ground.
"For the honor of your lord and the family, for your own honor, and for the things you must protect......."
Dale tapped Charlotte's shoulder lightly with his own knight's sword.
"Will you uphold the knight's oath and wield your sword?"
"I swear it."
Charlotte bowed her head.
"Will you wield your sword without being swayed by personal greed, to protect the weak, and to punish the wicked?"
"I swear it."
"......Wishing that the true nobility of a knight accompanies your sword."
Dale said.
"In the name of Sachsen, I hereby appoint 'Sir Charlotte' as my knight."
Charlotte's knighthood ceremony.
It was a simple affair with only a few Night Raven Knights as witnesses, but considering Charlotte's standing, Dale and the Duke of Saxony had treated her with the highest honor.
Charlotte smiled quietly, overwhelmed by the emotion of finally becoming a sword that could protect 'her lord.'
* * *
After the appointment, in the courtyard of the Saxon Ducal Castle.
"Are you really okay with that?"
At Dale's question, Charlotte nodded.
"I like the sword of the Saxon House."
Dale had hesitated, concerned about the compatibility with the doctrine of the Northern knights, but Charlotte's will was firm.
"Because it's the sword that made me who I am today."
By her own choice, she accepted the Night Raven Knight's sword, wielding the Saxon House's greatsword instead of a rapier. As the top disciple of the Seven Swords of the Continent, the Light Sword Helmut Blackbear, it was a bonus that she had completed the Saxon House's black sword—the pitch-black Aura Blade—at an unbelievable speed.
"I never imagined I could become a knight like this."
Charlotte smiled, as if realizing it for the first time.
"Thank you, Dale."
The girl's shy smile.
"It's all thanks to you."
Seeing that, he realized he had been underestimating Charlotte's talent.
"......There is intelligence that a large-scale Orc warlord is gathering beyond the Demon Territory."
Dale said, having made his resolution.
"I hear that an 'Orc Warboss' is leading the troops himself."
"......!"
"Father will personally summon the Duchy's forces and the Northern lords, and I will also participate in that battle."
Dale continued.
"I want you to stay by my side in that battle."
"......."
"As my knight, of course."
Charlotte gasped at the unexpected words. Even as an 'Aura Knight,' she was still just an 11-year-old girl.
"Yeah, I understand."
However, Charlotte nodded without hesitation.
A knight's sword is wielded for their lord above all else, and since her lord was asking for her sword, she would comply.






Chapter - 38 

Chapter 38
* * *
Demons, and the Demon King.
Those beings, which sound like something out of a fairy tale, are merely names assigned from a 'human perspective.'
The term 'Demon' does not refer to a specific race; it is a collective term for monsters possessing a certain level of intelligence.
Orcs, goblins, and even those bizarre, heteromorphic monsters whose species remains unknown.
Regarding the 'Dark Land,' the region beyond the North known as the home of the demons... little is known.
Long ago, when the Hero and the Imperial army subjugated the being known as the 'Demon King,' the continent believed peace had finally arrived. However, the Imperial leadership realized it was merely a mass migration of demons attempting to survive the harsh environment of the 'Dark Land.'
It wasn't some grand goal to stain the world with evil, but simply to survive.
For that reason, even after the Demon King's defeat, large-scale southward movements of demons did not disappear.
Commonly known as the 'Barbarian Invasions' (Demon Migration).
The fact that a large-scale Orc warlord had begun moving south toward the Duchy of Saxony meant exactly that.
"Is another 'Demon Migration' about to begin?"
"It would seem so."
At Dale's words, the Duke of Saxony nodded silently.
"It will be a battlefield of a scale that defies comparison to anything we have seen before."
The most terrifying people are those who fight simply to survive. In that regard, Dale understood the danger of the demons more deeply than anyone else. Because, unlike what the Church preaches, the demons have no grand ideology of staining the world with evil.
Fortunately, however, a war never breaks out overnight.
"We will need allies."
"I have ordered a mobilization of the lords of the North, the Black Magic Tower, and all the knight orders under our command."
"Is there no other help available?"
At Dale's words, the Duke of Saxony fell silent. It was a tacit affirmation. In fact, the act of shedding blood in battle against the demons is exactly what the Empire and his rivals are hoping for.
"It will not be an easy fight."
The Duke of Saxony continued.
"It seems the time has come to teach you how to utilize necromancy on the battlefield."
* * *
"Charge!"
The cavalry of the Saxon House, led by Sir Veil of Baskerville, raised their voices. The pennants attached to their lances fluttered, and the heavy cavalry began to gallop toward the pack of wolves.
Monsters and beasts—in terms of threatening human survival, they are no different. Both are entities that must be eliminated for the peace of the territory.
The lances of the armored knights plunged into the wolf pack, and the wolves, in turn, resisted in their own way, resulting in a bloody battle.
"As you can see, a Lance Charge like that of the Saxon knights is not suitable for you."
Standing on a distant hill, Dale watched his subordinates' battle, accompanied by 'Knight Charlotte,' who stood guard by his side.
Charlotte's body was too small and delicate for cavalry charges requiring horsemanship and lances. The fact that she carried a greatsword of the Saxon House was closer to a supernatural ability derived from the 'power of Aura.'
"......Yes."
At Dale's words, Charlotte's expression dimmed slightly.
"However, as long as you utilize Aura, even with the body of a young child, you can fight on equal footing with a grown knight."
Nevertheless, Dale continued.
"You must draw out your given talent to its maximum potential."
"My talent......"
The talent for the sword. Both a blessing and a curse bestowed upon her as the daughter of the God Sword. In a sense, it is not much different from saying 'Aura talent.'
"I understand."
At Dale's words, Charlotte nodded quietly. Aura and magical power were on the same track, both utilizing mana. A knight who reached a certain level of mastery could imbue their philosophy into their sword, much like a mage.
"Focus on standing on your two feet and wielding the Black Sword of the Saxon House."
Rely on the jet-black Aura Blade that the Saxon House prides itself on.
"From now on, you will be gaining real-world experience until you're sick of it."
As the battle between the cavalry and the wolf pack drew to a close, Dale spoke.
"Let's find a sword style that suits you."
"Yes, thank you."
Charlotte replied to Dale's words.
"I will train even harder, for your sake."
Blushing like a young girl.
"Because I will become a knight who won't be a disgrace in front of the legendary 'Black Prince'!"
Yet, her resolve held not a shred of hesitation.
* * *
That afternoon, the Black Duke's underground workshop.
The first lesson on how to utilize necromancy on the battlefield finally began.
"What do you think is the difference between a Death Knight and an Undead Soldier?"
Death Knight, the knight of death. And the Undead Soldier.
"Wouldn't it be the difference between a knight and a common soldier?"
At Dale's question, the Black Duke nodded.
"Then where does the difference between a knight and a common soldier come from?"
"I believe it is the difference in martial prowess."
Dale answered.
"That is 50% correct."
However, the Duke of Saxony shook his head.
"Just because one possesses great martial prowess does not mean everyone can become a knight."
He reached out toward a corpse placed on the workbench—a Raven Knight who had served the Saxon House loyally in life and had sworn to donate his body even in death.
"Is it the presence of an Aura Blade?"
"That is correct."
The Black Duke nodded and snapped his fingers. Dark magical power permeated the knight's corpse, and a being armed with black armor and a knight's sword rose to its feet.
"The higher the level of mastery as an 'Aura Knight' in life......"
Death Knight. Reborn with an immortal body, it emitted the Aura the Raven Knight had honed in life.
The jet-black Aura Blade, symbol of the Saxon House, wrapped around the sharp edge of the sword held in its hand.
"And the better the 'compatibility between Aura and magical power,' the more powerful a Death Knight you can raise."
"......!"
At the Black Duke's words, Dale was struck as if hit on the head by a hammer.
Why did the Aura Blades of the Saxon House and the Northern Raven Knights take the form of a 'Black Blade'? Because they possessed the highest compatibility with the 'Black Magic' of the Black Magic Tower's necromancers.
Dark magical power, dark Aura.
In other words, the Raven Knights honed their swords from the very beginning, prepared to be resurrected as 'Death Knights.'
"You must keep in mind that whether in life or in death, they are knights who possess pride."
The Black Duke said, watching the Death Knight he had resurrected with his own hands, the Saxon Black Sword emanating from its blade.
"......Follow me."
After a silence, the Black Duke began to walk across the workshop, accompanied by the Death Knight he had personally raised.
"There is something I must show you."
With a weight that could not be compared to anything before.
"Yes, Father."
The two reached the place where Dale had once obtained an artifact of darkness.
The Black Duke's steps did not stop there. He continued to walk toward an underground space that held even deeper darkness. Silently.
'Where are you trying to go?'
Dale also followed him in silence.
"Do you know about the progenitor of the Saxon House, the Immortal Duke Frederick?"
As he walked, the Duke of Saxony asked. At those words, Dale momentarily thought of the 『Book of the Black Goat』 that had taken root in his heart—the girl with the horns of a black goat who would still be waiting for him alone in the 'abyss of thought.'
"I have read about him in books, and the stories you have told me are all I know."
Dale feigned ignorance and let his words trail off.
"He was a monster of truth."
A demon who did not hesitate to offer his own daughter as a sacrifice, becoming blinded by the craving for the truth beyond the veil of death.
"And what I am about to show you now is......"
Thud.
Finally, the Black Duke's steps stopped.
"The 'darkness of the old era' that he once pursued, and to which our Saxon House is still indebted to this day."
The place where he stopped was the entrance to a large underground cavern—a wall of darkness that seemed to be writhing alive. A chamber where a high-level barrier, which Dale could not even dare to imagine, was in operation.
"This place can only be passed by those of the 'direct bloodline' who possess the blood of Saxony."
With those words, his father, the Black Duke, stepped into the darkness. Dale followed him without hesitation.
Whoooong!
An indescribably powerful barrier of darkness did not reject the two men of the Saxon House; it opened its abyss-like maw. A bond of blood that left no room for doubt. At the sight that unfolded beyond it, Dale's breath stopped.
Immortal knights were there.
Inside a massive tomb reminiscent of a pyramid or an imperial mausoleum, like the Terracotta Army of the Qin Shi Huang Mausoleum.......
It was not one. Not two, three, ten, or even a hundred.
At a rough estimate, thousands.
"What on earth is this......"
Even Dale could not hide his astonishment in front of that scene.
A 'Death Army' composed of thousands of Death Knights was sleeping there.
A number greater than the combined knight strength of an entire nation, along with immortal warhorses to match.
However, he soon realized: these immortal knights were not sleeping. They were merely silent, waiting for orders.
......Whose orders?
When his thoughts reached that point, a chill ran down Dale's spine.
"Long ago, the Immortal Duke found a 'way to mobilize the dead without continuously supplying magical power'......"
The Duke of Saxony continued calmly.
"The heads of the Saxon House began to cultivate a death army called the 'Death Order' over generations."
Death Order. The order of dead knights.
Only then could Dale understand, painfully.
"I am no exception."
The reason why the Saxon House so stubbornly declared isolationism. And the reason why the Black Duke emphasized 'morality' so much in governing the power of darkness.
"This is our darkness."
It was a hypocrisy so ugly it made one feel nauseous.
"And this darkness is also the shield that will protect us."
From external enemies, and from internal enemies.
The Death Knight that the Black Duke had just raised walked among the Death Order. Dale knew that knight. Because he was a knight of the left-wing unit who had died fighting for him on that very day, in the Black-White Rotation.
Thus, another knight joined the 'Death Order.'
Operating as 'perpetual motion,' capable of wielding an Aura Blade, yet requiring no continuous supply of magical power.
How on earth? That was a realm that even the legendary Dale could not dare to imagine.
"Are you prepared to accept this darkness?"
The Duke of Saxony asked calmly. At that very moment, Dale's heart began to beat violently.
Three mana circles, and furthermore, the 'jet-black tentacles' gripping Dale's heart began to writhe.
"......."
Leaving the throbbing heartbeat behind, Dale nodded silently.
"I have been prepared from the beginning."
There was no reason to hesitate anywhere. No matter how negative or evil that power might be.
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* * *
The Black Duke's underground workshop.
Following Dale's hand, the corpse of the Night Raven knight rose to its feet. It was the body of a subordinate knight who had fallen in battle for Dale's sake that day.
A man who had sworn to offer his flesh to the House of Saxon even in death, and who had been knighted.
Though the man had never reached the level of an 'Aura Knight,' Dale grasped the core of aura remaining within the corpse and injected his own mana.
Fwoosh!
The black mana and the aura fused, creating a synergistic effect that spread throughout the body as the undead's aura.
The immortal knight wreathed his blade in a pitch-black aura.
The black sword of the House of Saxon.
A Death Knight, beyond any shadow of a doubt, knelt before his master and drove his sword vertically into the ground.
Thud!
The Black Duke gasped.
'He controls the movements with unbelievable precision.'
An Aura Knight with skill several times greater than in life; an immortal knight whose caliber eclipsed any mere necromancer's puppet.
This was only possible because Dale possessed the foundation of swordsmanship and a knight's understanding.
It is absurd to animate a knight's corpse without understanding the sword. In that regard, the Death Knight under Dale's command was no mere construct.
He was truly the 《Agent of the Sword》, perfectly projecting Dale's own swordsmanship and understanding.
He contemplated the sword dance that would unfold from the agent's blade. The necromancers of the Black Magic Tower, estranged from the sword, could never imagine it. Perhaps not even the Black Duke himself.
"I succeeded, Father."
The Duke of Saxony remained stunned.
Though he did not realize the 『Book of the Black Goat』 had taken root in Dale's heart, he could not fail to notice the mana, grown several times stronger through its power.
It was a level of black mana that left even the Black Duke, an 8th-circle mage, unable to hide his astonishment.
"The mana is refined to an incredibly high concentration."
"That is because I am learning from the best teacher."
Dale replied, feigning ignorance. He was speaking to the man who stood at the pinnacle of the Black Magic Tower, the continent's greatest dark mage.
"However, like the 'Death Order' knights you showed me..."
A Death Knight cannot be sustained without the caster's mana supply.
"How do you do it?"
"It is too early for you to learn that."
The Black Duke shook his head at Dale's question.
"What I am teaching you now is limited to utilizing necromancy on the battlefield."
He referred to the combat magic doctrine of the Black Magic Tower, based on the 'immortal knights' Dale had resurrected.
"You must focus on your training in preparation for the coming battle."
Dale nodded silently. The Duke of Saxony snapped his fingers.
Several goblin corpses in the workshop rose to their feet, surrounding the Death Knight.
Crunch, crunch!
Modified by the Black Duke's mana, they were reborn as undead soldiers, stripped of their former selves. They were combat machines that existed solely to slaughter.
The undead soldiers lunged in unison toward Dale's Death Knight.
The Death Knight adjusted his grip as the goblin undead swarmed him. He began a sword dance. The knight's black sword swirled like a vortex, snapping the undead's bone blades like twigs.
Blade shadows scattered.
Beautiful and elegant. It was not merely exaggerated formal beauty, but an aesthetic of restraint born from thorough practicality. It was a killing sword that existed solely to take life.
"......!"
Seeing that absurd swordsmanship, the Black Duke gasped.
Not all Death Knights are the same. Resurrection as an immortal knight capable of using aura blades does not equate to retaining one's skill in life.
Unless one uses high-level dark magic to manipulate the brain and revive past memories, controlling a corpse is a necromancer's job—they possess no knowledge of the sword.
For that reason, a Death Knight's sword is usually crude.
However, the swordsmanship the Death Knight projected... it far surpassed even the living Night Raven knight.
'How on earth?'
The Black Duke knew Dale did not neglect his sword training. Even so, to have such a perfected style projected by a 'mere mage' who wasn't even a knight?
'The sword talent Young Master Dale possesses is incomparable to anything I have ever experienced.'
Sir Helmut Blackbear's words came to mind. Dale's talent. Yes. In the end, it was talent.
'What on earth is this child's talent?'
No, is this even a realm that can truly be called talent?
In the sword, in magic, in wisdom, and in strategy.
The Empire's greatest genius, the prodigy of the Ducal House.
That was the Black Duke's son, the 'Black Prince', Dale of Sachsen.
"......Father?"
A voice called him. Breaking his reverie, the Black Duke turned.
Dale stood there, silently watching him alongside the Death Knight. His son, without a shadow of a doubt.
"You are indeed my son."
The Black Duke did not dwell on it further.
"I am truly proud of you."
"It is thanks to your teachings, Father."
He smiled quietly at his son, and Dale bowed his head.
No matter what anyone said, this child was his offspring, beyond any doubt.
* * *
Hearing of her disciple's daily growth and the great achievements echoing throughout the Empire.
As a teacher, what more could she ask for?
However, the elf mage Sepia's feelings as she looked at Dale were complicated. Today, teaching him water-attribute magic as usual, was no exception.
"Teacher Sepia?"
Seeing the cautious expression on Dale's face, Sepia smiled softly.
"......It is nothing."
She recalled the day Dale took the Tower examination, when they walked the night streets together.
'I like you, Teacher.'
She recalled Dale's confession. Immediately after, he had feigned the innocence of a child, but Sepia could tell. She could feel it.
The cold chill, the indescribable darkness, and the desire contained within the 'Dale's World' he had shown that day. It was the desire of a man clearly craving affection.
The poignancy of craving a woman's touch amidst a loneliness that chilled to the bone.
Realizing Dale's feelings, agitation swirled in Sepia's heart.
Much like a pebble dropped onto the surface of a lake.
Her disciple, who should have been nothing more than an eleven-year-old child, was worrying and precarious. And he was so incredibly lovable.
Her heart felt hot.
"......."
After much thought, Sepia reached out a slender, white hand toward the eleven-year-old's cheek.
"Te, Teacher?"
At her touch, Dale blushed with embarrassment.
"......An elf's life is long."
Sepia spoke, her voice as kind and gentle as ever.
"Even when you become a full-grown man in the future......"
But with a charm uncharacteristic of her usual self.
"I will likely remain as I am now."
She could not understand why she was going this far for this child.
She recalled the heroic tale of the 'Black Prince' winning a great victory at the Black-White Rotation and slaughtering his enemies.
Furthermore, the Empire spoke of the talent and notoriety of the Saxon family's young eldest son.
Sepia could never be purely happy.
Human history is a history of blood and war. A history of killing, of dying. In that respect, Dale's talent could be called a 'talent that moves the wheels of history'.
The God of Massacre.
Sepia was simply afraid of that fact. She did not want this child to walk such a path of slaughter.
"Until you realize your true feelings in the future."
She reached out her slender, white hand.
"I will be by your side."
She stroked Dale's cheek and smiled softly.
"At that time, not as a teacher, but as a woman."
"......!"
Sepia said, blushing shyly.
"That is why you are not alone."
She spoke as if she were a young girl confessing her inner thoughts, so shy she didn't know what to do. In a sense, that might not be wrong.
At Sepia's touch, Dale remained silent. He saw a mature woman he hadn't been conscious of until now. He finally realized, to his bones, that elves were a race of beauty.
Seeing Dale, who remained silent as if he had lost his soul...
"A, Ahem."
Sepia realized how embarrassing her words were and cleared her throat.
"Th, then let's continue the lesson......"
Just then.
"Thank you."
After a silence, Dale smiled and burrowed into Sepia's arms.
"......!"
Sepia gasped at his bold action, but soon accepted him with a smile.
"I really like you, Sepia-nim."
Dale said, burying his head in her arms.
"So please wait for me."
"......Yes."
She surrendered to the warmth, forgetting the cold chill and loneliness in her heart.
It was a promise of a young day that could never be forgotten.
* * *
That night.
Dale's bedroom.
Sepia's confession was something Dale had not expected in the slightest.
That day, while taking the Tower examination in the Necropolis, Dale's agitation—his desire to escape the horizon of loneliness—had allowed Sepia to peer into 'Dale's World'.
The act caused a resonance between them as mages, and Dale's feelings flowed directly into Sepia.
Dale's world: a winter night landscape stained with cold chill and darkness.
The water attribute they shared made it possible. The 'cold chill and loneliness' swirling in Dale's world swallowed Sepia's, a nature not even a 6th-circle elf mage could easily withstand.
It was an impossibility of immaturity, yet the warmth of being understood for the first time filled her heart.
Sitting cross-legged on the bed, Dale looked silently out the castle's glass window.
The three circles operated around his heart, and pitch-black tentacles took root between them.
He had thought he had nothing to lose.
But now, he had things he had to protect, and things he wanted to cherish.
'I must become stronger.'
Therefore, there was no reason to hesitate. Even if it meant whatever price had to be paid for that power.
* * *
Some time after that.
In response to the Demon Migration, the northern lords loyal to the Duke of Saxony began to gather in the Duchy.
Small and medium-sized lords gathered under the command of the Great Lord, the Duke of Saxony. Ambitious nobles and their sons were no exception.
They sought to prove their existence by using the Duke of Saxony and the Black Prince.
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* * *
"Wilhelm of Geol! I present myself to Your Grace the Duke, leading thirty knights, one hundred heavy infantry, and four hundred infantry!"
"Joseph of Videl! I present myself to Your Grace the Black Duke, leading thirty knights, fifty heavy infantry, fifty light cavalry, and three hundred infantry!"
"Kenneth of Bilderberg! One Aura Master! Thirty knights and one hundred heavy infantry......."
In the grand hall of the Saxon Ducal Castle, lords from every corner of the North were reporting the knights and private soldiers they had brought with them.
They were swearing their loyalty before the Black Duke, the Great Lord sitting upon his throne.
The Northern nobles had gathered for the Duke of Saxony, the greatest of the Northern lords and one of the three Great Dukes.
"Furthermore, my eldest son, Beth of the Geol family, is ready to give his life for Your Grace in this battle...!"
"As my father said, we, the father and son of Geol, are prepared to sacrifice our lives for Your Grace!"
The father spoke, and a young man clad in armor knelt, thrusting his sword into the floor. It was a common appeal seen in any society: 'Please look favorably upon my son.'
"My second son, Yones of the Kenet family, has also, in his youthful spirit, brought one hundred mercenaries he raised himself...."
Count Geol was not the only one looking to gain such advantages. That was why the Duke of Saxony spoke calmly.
"I am always grateful for your loyalty."
Battles are not won in a single day. Before the coming conflict, while lords gathered at the castle and soldiers stayed in barracks to organize their formations, the process of the Great Lord rallying his subordinates and gaining the favor of his faction was an indispensable task.
The socializing and networking that occurred between the nobles during this time was also an essential ritual. Which faction to align with, which noble to impress. In that regard, there was no need to ask who the Northern nobles and their sons needed to curry favor with.
"I humbly greet the Black Prince-nim!"
"Prince Dale-nim! I have heard much of your heroic tales from the Battle of Black and White!"
"I, Beth, eldest son of the Geol family! I wish to join you in battle and share in your valor, Prince-nim!"
'Politics, that's just how it is.'
Nobles scrambled to praise Dale's reputation, and Dale offered an appropriate smile.
"You all seem truly reliable."
A smile befitting an eleven-year-old child.
"Oh my, Prince Dale-nim!"
"You are even more wonderful and dignified than what people say!"
"I never imagined you would be such a fine and handsome young man!"
"You are so dignified and masculine for such a young age!"
Even young noble ladies, no older than fourteen, were desperately fawning over him, dignity forgotten.
"With a battle looming, did you ladies come here yourselves?"
Dale asked, and the young ladies answered in a rush.
"It is the duty of noble ladies to support the men so that our fathers and brothers can focus on the battle."
A wise and sharp answer. The daughters of noble houses were likely also trying desperately to fulfill their duties.
"I see."
Dale nodded calmly. Watching the endless throng, he offered a bitter smile. Nothing was more exhausting.
"Prince Dale-nim."
Then, a voice with actual weight cut through the flattery.
"I have heard that despite your young age, you possess martial prowess that rivals grown knights."
At that voice, Dale looked up.
A man wearing black armor with a slight touch of rust, carrying a sword at his waist. He could barely be over twenty. There was still a faint trace of youth on his face, making it obvious at a glance that he was the scion of a noble house.
"Yo, Yones! You rascal!"
At the same time, a man came running over in a panic, unable to hide his embarrassment. It was the nobleman who appeared to be the man's father.
"How dare you use such a rude tone to the Prince-nim!"
However, Dale waved his hand, unbothered. At Dale's single gesture, the man's father hurriedly shut his mouth.
"Sir Yones, the second son of the Baron Kenet family, I presume."
"That is correct."
At Dale's question, Sir Yones knelt and performed a knight's salute. The commotion in the hall died down, and gazes from all around poured in.
"Do you have something you wish to say to me?"
"The Empire's greatest genius...."
Sir Yones opened his mouth.
"I have heard that the young Prince of the Saxon house possesses overwhelming talent in both sword and magic, unmatched by anyone."
Sword and magic.
"They say that at your age, you led the Battle of Black and White to a great victory and created a sea of blood with the corpses of the Saint Magdalena Knights."
"That is the result of the Saxon house's swords performing well."
"I heard it was a scene where even if a flock of crows pecked at them for a week and a night, the pile of enemy corpses would not diminish."
"Do you have anything else you wish to say to me?"
At Dale's question, Sir Yones nodded.
"Would you please grant me a few lessons with that sword of yours?"
A murmur rippled through the hall.
At those words, the hall erupted. This was no different from challenging the Saxon heir to a duel—an attempt to expose the reality behind the heroic tales. It was not an action that a mere minor lord's son could dare to take against the Great Lord's heir.
"You rascal!"
"How dare you be so rude to the Prince-nim!"
"Your Grace the Duke, that young brat doesn't know his place and is spouting nonsense!"
"Let's drag him out of the castle right now!"
Fingers pointed at Sir Yones from all directions, yet his expression remained unperturbed.
'Ho-ho.'
Dale spoke as if he were genuinely intrigued. The commotion stopped.
"Sir Yones, second son of the Kenet house. I heard you are leading a mercenary company of one hundred."
"It is a mercenary company I built from scratch, starting out on a journey of training as a Knight-errant."
'A mercenary company, huh.'
The second son of a Baron. According to the laws of primogeniture, he would find it difficult to inherit the estate. That is likely why he is using such a gamble-like move to prove himself.
To have built a mercenary company of one hundred as a Knight-errant without any backing—his skills must not be bad at all.
'He might actually be quite useful.'
Above all, I like his guts.
"Very well."
Having made his decision, Dale nodded.
"I accept your challenge to a duel."
* * *
Under the witness of his father, the Duke of Saxony, a duel between Dale and Sir Yones was established on the spot.
Right here, in the grand hall of the Saxon Ducal Castle.
The Duke of Saxony sat on his throne with an emotionless expression, looking down at the two.
The lords and their sons present here were those who would participate in the battle 'under his and his son's command.' Therefore, showing Dale's skills before them was something the Black Duke had no reason to refuse. No, rather, it would be a good opportunity to firmly establish the hierarchy.
It was only possible because of his confidence as a father that Dale would win, of course.
Regardless of what anyone said, it was a well-known fact that Dale was far too young. Therefore, it was necessary to clearly show his true capabilities in front of the Northern lords.
To prove that the cruelty and notoriety of the 'Black Prince' were absolutely not just empty rumors.
Shing.
Dale's opponent, Sir Yones, drew his knight's sword. Seeing that, Dale spoke.
"You must be aware that my sword is different from a 'normal sword'."
In that place where not even a breeze blew, his black surcoat fluttered.
"I, too, have heard of the 'Sword of Shadow' that the Prince-nim possesses."
A blade of darkness that could freely manipulate its form and move without being touched. Strictly speaking, it was a sword close to a heretical path for a knight, but Dale was aiming to be a mage from the start.
"Use your Aura."
"......!"
At Dale's words, a flicker of agitation appeared on Sir Yones's face for a moment. He could not be unaware of the weight of using Aura in a duel.
"This is an order."
Dale replied coldly. Once a decision is made, there is no turning back.
"Understood."
The energy of Aura began to circulate through Sir Yones's body. He was not yet a knight at the level of using an Aura Blade.
'Even so, his control is very clean.'
Coolly assessing his state, Dale spoke.
"Give it your all."
At the same time, the shadow at his feet rose with substance, orbiting around Dale in the shape of blades.
'That is the Black Prince's sword....'
Shadow blades.
Watching those strange and ominous swords, Sir Yones swallowed his breath. After swallowing, he gripped his sword hilt tighter.
Yones of Kenet.
At sixteen, he traveled the continent as a Knight-errant and made a name for himself, and starting from the bottom, he became the captain leading a mercenary company of one hundred. By the time he turned twenty, he had become able to handle Aura even without formal training in internal arts.
Finishing his resolve, Sir Yones kicked off the ground.
'I cannot lose to a brat who had everything from birth.'
Born as the second son of a minor noble house, he had nothing and climbed to this point relying on a single sword.
Compared to that, to be born as the eldest son of the Saxon house, the greatest Great Lord of the North, and dare to flaunt his 'talent'!
That fact was so infuriating he couldn't stand it.
He wanted to show that even those who 'have nothing' could defeat those who 'have everything.' He didn't want to kneel before the absurdity and unfairness of the world.
Clang!
Sir Yones's sword was swung. Blade clashed with blade. And every time he deflected the jet-black blades swirling from all sides, an inexplicable sense of incongruity began to fill Sir Yones's chest.
The 'Black Prince' was looking at him without even a shred of emotion.
Freely manipulating the blades of darkness generated from the shadow at his feet.
The swords clashed, retreated, surged, clashed again, and parried. The swords clashed endlessly, and only after clashing dozens of times did he vaguely understand.
"Ah, ahhh...."
The fact that from the very beginning, the 'Black Prince' didn't even see someone like Sir Yones.
What he was aiming for was not him, but the Northern lords and their sons watching this duel. To prove his name before all of them. He had merely singled out Sir Yones as the scapegoat.
A scapegoat for establishing the hierarchy.
He was overwhelming him as if playing with a child, showing off his martial prowess.
'That cannot be....'
Before a knight using Aura, an 11-year-old brat is acting relaxed? It was truly a humiliation no different from a public execution.
'I cannot let it end like this...!'
In his anxiety, Sir Yones's sword was swung even more desperately. A killing sword to defeat his opponent with all his might.
Clang!
The blades clashed again.
Clang! Clang!
It was not the sound of blades clashing.
It was a hollow sound, as if swinging a sword against a 'great wall that could never be crossed.' A wall so large and massive that he couldn't even dare to look up at it. A wall of lamentation stood tall before him.
Before he knew it, the aspect of the fight was nothing more than Yones's one-sided struggle.
Only then did he realize.
The Empire's greatest talent that the 'Black Prince' possessed did not stem from some petty reason like being born into a powerful house or receiving a good education.
That was the incarnation of absurdity.
An overwhelming talent that seemed to symbolize 'the unfairness of the world' itself.
Once he realized that fact, only a bitter laugh could come out. It was meaningless to cross swords any further. He could realize it to the point where his bones ached. A gap so overwhelming it was close to despair.
"My...."
The strength left the hand gripping the sword hilt.
"Defeat."
At the same time, the shadow blades orbiting around Dale stopped in place.
"My victory, then."
Dale spoke.
"Is this really all you have?"
Before Dale's question, Sir Yones could not say a word.
"......."
Silence descended. It was a very long and heavy silence.
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* * *
"As expected of Young Master Dale-nim!"
"His skill is truly beyond belief!"
"So the rumors people were talking about were all true!"
Just as the lords were busy showering him with sycophantic praise ahead of Dale's victory.
'Was it really this easy?'
Even Dale, who was feigning composure, couldn't hide his inner bewilderment at this unexpected landslide victory.
No matter how young—barely twenty—the knight might be, he was someone who gave his all using Aura. Yet, when facing him, a bizarre sensation washed over Dale, as if the entire world had slowed down.
Everything, that is, except for himself.
That wasn't all.
'The sword of the Shadow Cloak feels like a part of my own body.'
It was as if invisible tentacles existed as part of his physique, and he was using those tentacles to manipulate the blades of shadow... He realized it only after thinking that far. The existence of the 'grimoire rooted in the form of tentacles' within his heart.
The essence of black magic fused with his own body, 『The Book of the Black Goat』.
A grimoire is, in itself, a 'mage's sword' that elevates the realm of a magician. In that regard, 『The Book of the Black Goat』 would surely be one of the worst cursed swords in the world.
That is why, when he rotates his circles to generate black mana, the grimoire rooted in Dale's heart activates as 'another Source of Black,' creating a synergistic effect.
Furthermore, it is using that high-concentration black mana to reinforce his physical body and draw out the power of the dark artifact 'Shadow Cloak' several times over. No, it wasn't just several times. Looking at Dale's current level, he could likely fight on equal footing even against a powerhouse of the Aura Knight rank.
"Is this really all you've got?"
Nevertheless, Dale looked down at Sir Yones while struggling to maintain his composure. As if he had known it would turn out this way from the very beginning.
As the eldest son of the Duke of Saxony and the 'Black Prince,' toward one who dared to doubt his name and try to test him.
"Shadow Bullet."
Dale snapped his fingers just like that.
The blades of darkness orbiting Dale shattered all at once. The finely broken fragments of shadow blades were crafted into the shape of bullets, and a hail of bullets made of malice rained down.
Toward Sir Yones, who was kneeling before Dale.
The barrage of 'Shadow Bullet' poured down as if pulling the trigger of a heavy machine gun.
"......!"
A scream rang out. But immediately after. The dark bullets fired toward Sir Yones merely stopped at shattering the area around his feet.
Leaving behind the mess of the shattered marble floor of the Saxon Ducal Castle, Dale turned his head.
A silent warning. Only then did Sir Yones's composure crumble. His two legs trembling violently.
Seeing that, he could realize it. The swordsmanship the 'Black Prince' had shown just now was, at most, mere entertainment.
That in the face of 'his power when going all-out as a mage' along with his sword... a mere shadow sword was nothing at all.
An emotion of a nature that couldn't be fully described even with words like shock or surprise engulfed the hall.
"......."
Awe.
Just as his father had once been.
"Is there anyone else who wishes to challenge me?"
No one could carelessly speak in front of that sight.
"Is there still anyone left with the courage to doubt my name and prove themselves?"
Dale asked back. Only a desolate silence followed in the hall.
Thud!
At the end of the silence, there was the sound of steel plates, held together by rivets, colliding. It was the sound of kneeling.
The lords and knights, each armed in their own armor, simultaneously drove their swords vertically into the ground before the young eldest son of the Saxon House. Loyalty as a knight that left no room for doubt.
Unintentionally, the words that were a habit of his father, the Black Duke, came to mind.
Fear guarantees loyalty.
It was truly just as he said.
* * *
That night.
After the assembly and ceremonies of the lords ended, a festival was held to celebrate the victory in battle.
Along with a social gathering for the noble families, alcohol and meat were also provided to the soldiers in the outer barracks.
However, Sir Yones, who had been defeated by Dale, had slipped out of the Ducal Castle alone and was heading toward the barracks where his mercenaries were.
He recalled the faces of his father and older brother, who would be hurling curses at his reckless behavior.
"Captain, you don't look so good."
"......."
At the words of his subordinate who was worried about him, Yones didn't care and downed his drink.
"God dammit, the world is fucking shitty."
Only after the alcohol kicked in did his mouth finally loosen up.
"I can't even follow that bastard's footsteps no matter how much I swing my sword, so do I look like I'm doing well?"
"Ca, Captain......?"
"And on top of that, he's not even a knight, but a mage! Haha!"
At his rambling, one of his subordinates asked cautiously.
"What on earth are you talking about?"
"I'm talking about how I got crushed like a dog by an 11-year-old brat, you fucking asshole!"
"A, are you talking about the eldest son of the Saxon House?"
"Yeah."
"Well, people say he's a once-in-a-century genius with the greatest talent in the Empire......."
That was truly the case.
'A person's nobility or lowliness is not determined from birth, but can change depending on one's efforts.'
Who would dare to spout such bullshit in front of the eldest son of the Saxon House? It wasn't just a bitter defeat. The despair that an existence he could never overcome was blocking his path was constricting his heart.
An incarnation of absurdity that symbolizes the unfairness of this world itself.
The wall shown by the existence of the 'Black Prince' was that far off.
"Fuuuuck, this booze tastes so goooood!"
That was why, drinking and drinking more, Sir Yones shouted.
"Right, of course! Where in the world is there anything better than booze!"
"Let's drink up, Captain!"
In a castle filled with empty formalities, it's exhausting to keep up with the inappropriate etiquette of the nobles. That was why being with his subordinates, whom he could treat without hesitation, was the only joy for Sir Yones.
"Geez, thinking about it makes me pissed off again."
Downing his drink again, Sir Yones opened his mouth.
"You guys should have seen the noble bitches clinging to that 11-year-old brat."
"How were they?"
"Pfft, they were no different from back-alley whores!"
To think they were desperately fawning over that little brat just to get into his good graces!
"Then he must be rolling around with some lady right about now!"
"It might not even be just one!"
"As expected of the eldest son of a Ducal House, his scale is insane!"
"Hey, do you think hair has even grown on that 11-year-old's dick yet?"
"It has."
"Oh, really?"
At that answer, Sir Yones nodded without much thought. Unfazed by the silence that suddenly descended upon the surroundings.
"What's with you guys? Why are you quiet?"
"Ca, Ca, Captain......."
One of his subordinates stuttered, his face deathly pale.
"Is, is that child who just walked in perhaps the one the Captain was talking about......."
There was no way the mercenaries here could recognize 'Dale of Sachsen'.
However, judging by the flamboyant clothing embroidered with the Saxon House's night raven crest and the black surcoat... and furthermore, when they realized that the person wearing it was a boy of about 11 years old. It wouldn't have been very difficult to guess his identity.
"What, that brat showed up here?"
Sir Yones, who was as drunk as he could get, turned his head without a care.
"That is correct."
And 'that brat' in question answered.
"......."
Flapping the 'Shadow Cloak' that was mimicking a black surcoat.
Silence descended like a feather.
"......."
"......."
It was a silence that couldn't be more awkward, and at the end of the silence, Dale sat down next to Sir Yones.
"......Take a drink."
Handing him the wine he had brought directly from the Ducal Castle.
"The world is cursed, isn't it?"
"N, not at all."
Sir Yones took the drink Dale offered with trembling hands.
"Things in the world are always like that."
Watching that, Dale continued. As if speaking to a junior in the long, long journey of life.
"Unfair, absurd, and there isn't a single thing that can be decided by human hands."
As calmly as if it were someone else's business.
"The innate talent one is born with, the surrounding environment, the bloodline flowing in one's body, and the family......."
Dale asked.
"Among the factors that determine our fate, is there even one that can be decided by our own will?"
"Uhh, no."
Sir Yones shook his head.
"Even so, do you still believe that you can carve out your own destiny with your own hands?"
"......."
Dale asked back again. For a moment, Sir Yones was about to nod and say yes.
That was, until he saw the 'Black Prince' in front of him today.
"So don't blame yourself too much."
"......."
"Because in this world, there is no such thing as a destiny that we can change with our own hands."
And hearing such words from the very person in question... it was so absurd that he could only laugh.
After laughing, the sorrow finally burst out.
* * *
At first, he thought it was a nightmare. Or perhaps he had just seen things because he was too drunk.
'Young Master Dale is looking for you.'
He wanted to believe at least that much until the next morning, when the night raven knights of the Saxon House came to find him in person.
A room in the Saxon Ducal Castle.
"Do you remember what happened last night?"
"Yo, Young Master Dale-nim......."
At Dale's politeness, using honorifics as usual, Sir Yones quietly held his breath.
'Was it really a dream?'
"You were so drunk that you said you would serve me as your older brother from now on."
"......No, way."
"We had a very meaningful conversation with each other all through the dawn."
Only after hearing his own story spilling out from Dale's mouth did he finally become convinced that last night's events were not a dream.
"Sir Yones, the second son of the Baron Kenet family."
Last night's duel and defeat, and even that commotion at dawn.
"Someone who sacrificed himself for his older brother from birth, and became a wandering knight with just one sword, building up a mercenary band of a hundred."
It all felt like a fleeting daydream of one night, and this would be the last scenery of life he would ever see.
Because before long, his head would be severed by the swords of the night raven knights.
Just as Sir Yones was believing that without a doubt, unexpected words leaked from Dale's mouth.
"I liked you."
"......Yes?"
"You and your mercenary band, both."
And in the face of the words that followed, Sir Yones doubted his own ears.
"For the Saxon House, wouldn't you like to swing your sword under me?"
"Th, that is, what on earth......."
"Ahead of the coming battle, my knights will teach you and your subordinates."
Dale's knights. That the night raven knights of the Saxon House would personally teach him swordsmanship!
"From how to hold a sword to the Aura Heart Method, one by one."
He had believed there were no such things as opportunities. He had thought he had no choice but to make his way through the world relying solely on his own sword.
"Rather than thinking about the future, it would be more important to think about surviving the battlefield right in front of you."
And ironically, the person who taught Sir Yones more than anyone else about the unfairness of the world was.......
Saying he would give him an opportunity that no one else dared to give.
"Wh, why are you going that far for me?"
Sir Yones asked in a trembling voice. Even forgetting the fact that he was talking to an 11-year-old brat.
"I just happened to need my own people......."
To Sir Yones's question, Dale answered nonchalantly, as if it didn't matter at all.
"And you happened to be in that spot."
Truly, as if it didn't matter at all.
"That's just how things in the world are."
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* * *
Sometime later, in the conference room of the Duke of Saxony's castle.
Reviewing reports on the war unfolding in the hinterlands, the Duke of Saxony stared at the table.
A massive mountain range stood between the Demon Territory and the Saxon Duchy, its passes choked with layered defensive fortresses.
These were the mountain fortresses held by the 'Winter Watchers' ranger unit.
Even if the enemy breached the mountain fortresses and crossed the range, further fortifications blocked strategic river crossings and traffic hubs throughout the Duchy.
"The report states that the northern lords and the Winter Watchers have begun their retreat from the 9th Mountain Fortress."
"They burned all non-transportable supplies before retreating."
"It is time to deploy the field army."
Sir Helmut pointed to the map.
Lords and troops summoned by the Duke had already reinforced the garrisons, where fierce battles still raged.
The Great Lord, the Black Duke, remained silent for one reason.
To grind down the enemy's offensive and stamina through relentless defensive maneuvers and scorched-earth tactics. Only then would the main force, with its overwhelming striking power, execute a frontal assault to annihilate them at the final point.
Defense in depth.
Waiting until the final second to obliterate the enemy with a decisive strike. The time to pull the trigger was approaching.
"We will intercept the enemy's main force at the upper reaches of the Saxon River and annihilate them."
"Understood, Your Grace."
The upper reaches of the Saxon River were a Maginot Line that could not be yielded. If the enemy crossed and scattered to pillage the Duchy, the damage would be uncontrollable.
"Inform the lords to prepare for departure."
They had stopped a thousand orcs there once before, but this time, the scale was incomparable.
* * *
Before the departure, in the Duke of Saxony's office.
"Apart from the main force, I am entrusting you with a mobile strike force of three hundred Raven Knights."
The Duke of Saxony bestowed a heavy responsibility upon the 'Black Prince.' As a detachment operating separately from the main army, he was granted independent command.
"Furthermore, Sepia will assist you."
"......!"
A 6th Circle Elf Mage. Dale gasped in surprise.
"I thought the Blue Magic Tower did not intervene in worldly conflicts......."
"She is already the Chief Advisor of our House."
The Black Duke continued calmly.
"Moreover, defending humanity's territory against demons is hardly a 'worldly conflict.'"
"Is that Sepia's own will?"
Dale asked, and the Duke of Saxony nodded.
"Once the large-scale clash begins, you will move the troops based entirely on your own decisions."
A decision made possible only by the trust in Dale's strategic plan, following the victory of the 'Black and White Rotation.'
"Please believe in me, Father."
Dale did not hesitate. Living up to trust was a familiar task.
"Lastly, there is one more thing I would like to request."
"Speak."
Dale nodded, thinking of the girl who wielded the Saxon House's black sword more skillfully than anyone else.
"Please include the young God Sword in the unit I will command."
* * *
A girl stood armored from head to toe in black plating.
Like Dale's, it was Raven Knight armor custom-made for her frame. However, she held a two-handed heavy sword of the Saxon House, not a rapier.
"Truly reliable."
"Well, I am the escort knight who will protect the world-renowned 'Black Prince' by his side."
Dale smiled quietly. Her face was hidden behind a black helmet; it was necessary to keep her identity concealed.
Charlotte was no longer a girl who needed protection.
Dale was not the only young genius growing under the protection of the Saxon House. Under her mentor, Sir Helmut, she had undergone dozens of harsh combat experiences, reaching a level where she could stand alongside the 'Aura Knights' of the Saxon House.
A sword prodigy who, fueled by Aura, freely wielded a Saxon House greatsword larger than her own frame.
At least when it came to the sword, her talent exceeded Dale's.
The black sword of the Saxon House, stained as dark as ink, was proof of that.
Pitch-black Aura Blade.
A form of Aura that existed to serve the Saxon House, in life and in death.
"......Let's make a promise."
Dale looked at her.
"Yes."
"Don't die."
"......What?"
Charlotte tilted her head.
"Isn't one supposed to risk their life for their lord......."
"Is that the duty of a knight?"
Dale interrupted.
"Shall I teach you the true duty of a knight?"
Charlotte waited silently for his answer.
"It is not to betray the trust of your lord."
Dale said.
"And I do not wish for you to die."
His voice held no hesitation.
"This is not a battlefield where you should die."
Charlotte gasped, but the agitation passed quickly.
"Yes."
As a knight loyal to her lord, Charlotte knelt before Dale, driving the Saxon House's black sword vertically into the ground.
She was fortunate that her expression, hidden under the helmet, could not be seen.
* * *
The main force, led by the Duke of Saxony, departed to face the Orc warlord's southward march.
Demons were a heteromorphic race that could not endure the harsh environment of the Demon Territory, repeating a cycle of struggle to survive. They possessed no grand, evil ambition to stain the world with darkness.
'That is why it is even more of a headache.'
Though it could not be compared to the unprecedented scale led by the entity once called the 'Demon King,' a Demon Migration of significant scale had occurred often since then.
Each time, the Duke of Saxony summoned the northern lords, but he used the 'power of black magic' to minimize casualties at the decisive moment.
He was an 8th Circle Black Mage, standing at the pinnacle of the Black Magic Tower.
The fact that the 'Black Duke' himself led the main force meant only one thing. Even though he entrusted Dale with the mobile strike force, he intended to decide this fight with his own hands.
By wielding the power of the man the Empire feared most.
* * *
Upper reaches of the Saxon River.
A point several kilometers from the main force's camp commanded by the 'Duke of Saxony.'
This was where the mobile strike force, consisting of Dale and three hundred Raven Knights, had taken their position.
Along with Baskerville's Sir Veil, who assisted Dale as usual, the escort knight Charlotte, and the 6th Circle Elf Mage Sepia.
Here, Sepia was not Dale's 'mentor.' She accompanied him as an adjutant following his orders.
At dawn, in the barracks of Dale's mobile strike force.
Though the night was deep, Sepia could not sleep. She left the tent and walked aimlessly, looking at the stars embroidering the night sky.
She had become the mentor of a child with the greatest talent on the continent, and before she knew it, she had become a member of the Duke's house, surrendering herself to the waves of the secular world. It was a decision made solely to guide Dale correctly; she believed that was her mission.
"Sepia."
Dale, who also could not sleep, called her name.
"Dale."
Sepia realized she was no longer treating Dale as an 'object of her mission.'
"Can you not sleep?"
"Why did you accept Father's proposal?"
Dale asked.
"I am merely carrying out my mission."
Sepia replied.
This child possessed a talent more outstanding than anything she had ever experienced, yet it was dangerously perilous. As his mentor, she wanted to guide him correctly.
That was Sepia's mission.
When she came to her senses, she realized this child's world was filled with cold frost and solitude.
A world of thought filled with endless emptiness and horizons of nihilism. And that world was yearning for her.
Alone in a solitude that chilled her bones.
The fact that she was the only one who realized his emptiness—and the only one who could fill that void—was so pitiful and lovely that she could not bear it.
"......Did I not promise to stay by your side?"
"Thank you."
Sepia replied, blushing. Dale smiled quietly.
The night sky was pitch black.
* * *
The first battle began faster than expected.
Ahead of the main force's crossing, a small-scale Orc unit attempted to cross the river a dozen kilometers upstream.
It was not difficult to ferry a small force using rafts or temporary pontoon bridges. The 'mobile strike force' led by Dale intercepted them.
"Charge!"
Entrusting command of the four cavalry battalions to 'Baskerville's Sir Veil,' Dale remained in the rear with his own two battalions to prepare for the unforeseen.
The enemies had crossed the river after a forced march of over a dozen kilometers, with no follow-up units to support them.
A cavalry charge plunged toward the isolated Orc infantry. It was a massacre.
Small-scale Orc crossings continued, and it was the role of Dale's mobile strike force to snipe them.
Sometime later, realizing the harassment was failing, a horde of thousands of Orcs began a forced breakthrough at the main crossing point guarded by the Duke of Saxony.
Under the command of an 'Orc Warboss,' shock troops consisting of the strongest elites among the tribes led the charge.
They rode atop giant wolves that made the northern warhorses look like ponies.
"Guaaaaaah!"
The monstrous cries of the Orc riders and wolves tore through the heavens. The battle had begun.
By the time the two fronts clashed, the three hundred cavalrymen led by Dale had finished crossing to the northern bank, where the Orcs' main force was located.
They moved toward the rear of the enemy unit, which was exposed and distracted by their forced breakthrough.
The enemy had not yet realized the ambush waiting for them.
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* * *
A river is, in itself, an impregnable natural fortress.
Forcing a river crossing to break through an opponent guarding the other side forces multiple units into a narrow ford, creating a bottleneck. Breaking through an opponent who has solidified their defensive posture while water rushes beneath one's feet is even more difficult. That is why the Black Duke's main force secured several fords along the Saxon River.
The enemy had already engaged in a fierce war of attrition against the mountain fortress garrisons. With supplies at a critical level, they had no choice but to attempt a forced breakthrough.
With a thunderous roar that seemed to tear the heavens apart, the Orcs' charge began.
Orc Riders, composed of the roughest elites under the Orc Warboss, raced across the river.
"Do not ever allow those monsters to set foot on land!"
"Archers, aim!"
The knights of the Saxon House, holding the defense beyond the ford, roared back. They dismounted to form a defensive line, bracing for the impact of the Orc Riders.
Axes and shields, wolf-mounted Orcs, and the Saxon House's heavy infantry collided.
Steel clashed against steel; the wet sound of iron tearing through flesh echoed across the ford.
At most fords, they blocked the Orcs' advance with little difficulty. However, at crossing points held by weaker troops, some Orc Riders broke through.
As the most powerful Orc elites landed on the shore and carved out a path, the crossing of the follow-up units gained momentum.
The tide of battle turned in an instant. Morale plummeted as the swelling Orc horde began to overwhelm the defenders.
Then, the mobile strike force commanded by the Saxon House's 'Black Prince' appeared.
Not from behind their beleaguered allies, but from behind the Orc horde attempting the forced crossing—striking the enemy's rear. They struck the rear of the enemy, whose center of gravity had shifted forward in their desperate attempt to cross.
"Charge."
"We shall obey your command, Gongja-nim!"
At Dale's command, Sir Vail of Baskerville raised his voice.
"Charge!"
"For the Saxon House!"
"For Dale Gongja-nim!"
The six cavalry battalions led by Dale—the 'Black Cavalry' boasted by the Saxon House—spurred their warhorses. The Saxon riders struck the rear of the Orc unit, exposed by their own encirclement maneuver.
The slaughter began.
"It's Dale Gongja-nim!"
"The Black Prince has appeared!"
"The Saxon House's 'Black Cavalry' is striking the enemies' rear!"
The son of the Black Duke himself had arrived with the Black Prince.
To reign as an object of terror to the enemy, yet to the allies, that infamy was a guarantee more reliable than anything else.
Truly, the functional utility of terror.
"Dale Gongja-nim is fighting for us!"
"The Black Prince's cavalry is slaughtering the enemies!"
"The enemies on this side are isolated! Hold the phalanx! Solidify the encirclement with the Gongja-nim's cavalry!"
His mere presence bolstered the soldiers' morale, a brilliant move that reversed the unfavorable battle situation.
Six cavalry battalions.
Though they were a mere three hundred men, the enemy unit's center of gravity was tilted toward the river.
It was difficult for a large-scale unit to turn around; Dale's cavalry aimed precisely at that vulnerability, plunging into the enemy's flank.
Dale was no exception. After Sir Vail's cavalry finished their first charge and retreated, Dale led the second wave.
On horseback, his Shadow Cloak fluttered, mimicking his black surcoat.
"Shadow Bullet."
As he sprinted, countless shadow bullets rained down upon the Orc horde.
A barrage of bullets writhing with malice. Against firepower akin to a heavy machine gun, the Orcs' hide offered no protection.
For the supreme commander to fight at the front carried risk, but the payoff was certain.
"Dale Gongja-nim is with us!"
"Show those bastards no mercy!"
Trust that left no room for doubt—an act that ignited the loyalty of the Saxon House knights.
The Night Crow knights of the Saxon House, standing in the front lines with Dale, burned with a madness-tinged fighting spirit as they thrust their lances.
Furthermore, Charlotte, assisting the 'Black Prince,' swung a heavy Saxon blade from atop her horse.
Black sword shadows scattered in all directions, coiling toward the Orcs' bodies.
Chwa-a-ak!
Arms, legs, necks, and shoulders were torn away.
"Leave it to me!"
Charlotte, her face covered by a black helmet, shouted.
"Dale, if we delay any longer, the Orc units will turn their formation."
As Sepia calmly added, Dale nodded quietly.
"We will pull out before the enemies begin their encirclement maneuver."
Beyond the shore, the allies, morale bolstered by the performance, drove the enemies back. Calling out Dale's name and praising the Saxon House's Black Cavalry, they clung to the hope of victory.
At most other fords, the defensive posture was secure. There were few places Dale needed to worry about—only the fords where weaker troops and lords were stationed.
"The Orc Riders are turning their horses!"
At his subordinate's warning, Dale nodded.
"Let's retreat."
Hit and Run.
There was no need to win overwhelmingly in every battle, nor to slaughter every enemy. The mobile strike force had achieved its objective; without hesitation, they turned their horses.
Leaving behind a mountain of corpses and a sea of blood that stretched endlessly before them.
* * *
A pursuit party of Orc Riders followed, which was within the expected range.
There was no reason to avoid scattering the enemy's cavalry; even if pursued, they were confident they could repel them.
Dale maintained the distance, observing the pursuing Orc Riders.
He intended to lure the enemies to a place where their follow-up units could not reach, then turn and mop them up.
However, the 'unexpected ambush' revealed itself.
"Horses...?"
Not giant wolves. After glancing at the pursuit party, Dale doubted his eyes.
Orcs rarely rode horses. However, some Demons mixed among the 'Orc Riders' were mounted, wrapped in suspicious robes.
Demons is a collective term for intelligent monsters, not necessarily referring only to Orcs. It was not strange for other Demons to be mixed in.
However, from atop the galloping horses, the mysterious beings wearing robes extended their arms.
The 'blood-red magic' flickering from their arms was by no means of an alien nature. It was human.
"Dale! Be careful!"
"......!"
Sepia, usually composed, broke her calm and raised her voice. Dale understood the implication immediately.
Blue magic swirled from the fingertips of the 6th Circle Elf mage, Sepia. Magic is influenced by the surrounding climate, and the frozen earth of the Saxon House provided a great blessing to her power.
Ku-ung!
Even so, the wall of ice Sepia erected was beyond imagination.
A barrier made of ice rose up, separating Dale's cavalry from the enemies.
But the 'product of blood-red magic' that slammed into Sepia's ice wall was even more astonishing.
Flames swirled—not ordinary flames. A joint incantation, performed by several mages working in unison.
It was the fire of hell.
Firepower enough to melt the ice wall of a 6th Circle water-attribute mage like ice cream, with enough heat remaining to sear them.
"Aaaaaah!"
In the swirling flames, several of the Saxon House's Night Crow knights burned instantly. It felt as if the cold of the Saxon frozen earth was rendered meaningless. Before they could react, not even bone fragments remained.
Only a few handfuls of ash scattered in vain.
Annihilation.
"Could it be......."
Dale's expression stiffened coldly.
"Turn the horses, scatter all at once! Never stop moving and do not bunch up!"
Without hesitation, he issued precise orders.
"──We are currently facing Pyromancers!"
Just as the mages of the Black Tower are called Necromancers, and the Clerics of the White Tower are as such, these were the mages of the Red Tower.
There was no time to think about why mages of the Red Magic Tower were here, or why they were together with the Demons.
If his prediction was correct, those capable of wielding fire magic this accurately from horseback were not 'ordinary mages' among the Pyromancers.
Mages rarely train for active battlefield combat.
It is not rare for even high-ranking mages to lose if an ordinary knight closes the distance.
However, their horsemanship—and the accurate mounted casting, similar to what Dale had shown—was not the skill of a practitioner honing the magic path.
They were beings who had honed their magic for the battlefield from the very beginning.
"Be careful. They are the 'Purifiers' of the Red Tower."
Sepia replied, as if reading Dale's thoughts. The 6th Circle Elf mage's position as an Elder of the Blue Magic Tower was no empty title.
Purifiers. Combat mages raised solely to burn the enemies of the Empire and the Red Magic Tower, and to execute their will.
Those very Purifiers were mixed in among the Demons, targeting Dale's cavalry.
Dale's cavalry? The main force commanded by the Duke of Saxony?
──No. After thinking that far, Dale realized.
"What they are aiming for is Dale Gongja-nim!"
Sir Vail of Baskerville urgently raised his voice.
"I won't let you."
Charlotte steadied the Aura Blade of her black sword and gripped the hilt again.
"Do not worry, Dale."
The 6th Circle water-attribute Elf mage, the Elder of the Blue Magic Tower, Sepia, said.
"Let me fulfill my duty as your teacher."
Rotating six circles around her heart, she began to emit 'blue magic'.
Dale was not the only one fighting. His Shadow Cloak, mimicking his black surcoat, fluttered madly. He drew upon the shadows beneath his feet, crafting countless shadow bullets.
Nothing would change. There was an enemy, and he would strike them down. Even if that opponent was the Red Magic Tower, it made no difference. In fact, could there be anything more desired?
Right now, Dale was facing 'his enemy' in the truest sense—the Empire, an enemy he could never forget.
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* * *
Purifiers of the Red Magic Tower. Judging by a rough estimate from horseback, there were a little over a dozen of them. These 'Purifiers' were currently stoking their killing intent, refining their red mana.
"Gueeeeh!"
Along with hundreds of supporting orc riders, they were pursuing Dale's cavalry of about three hundred knights.
It was the worst-case scenario.
Against mages of the Red Tower, a cavalry charge in formation was tantamount to suicide. It was begging to be bombarded by their boasted, overwhelming firepower.
The true strength of knights lies in tactical destruction born from thorough organization. The terrifying thing about the Red Magic Tower was its specialization in neutralizing that very power. It was not for nothing that the Red Mages were called the 'Gods of War'.
However, if they simply scattered, the pursuing orc riders would catch them by the ankles.
'This situation is a headache.'
Just as Dale thought this, about to turn his gaze toward the 'tentacle' constricting his heart—
"Get off your horse, Dale."
The voice of the elf mage, Sepia, reached him. She had regained her usual composure. Dale did not hesitate. He knew full well what it meant for a 6th-Circle elf mage to speak like that.
Leaving behind the cavalry scattering to his orders, he dismounted. Charlotte, the escort knight guarding his side, followed suit.
"The rest of the cavalry, carry out my orders as planned!"
Dale shouted at the top of his lungs to the cavalrymen, who were agitated by their commander's sudden dismount. Immediately, the orc riders and Purifiers sprinted, aiming for the 'Black Prince' standing defenselessly on the frozen earth.
"O, Ice Crystal."
Facing the rapidly approaching enemies, Sepia spoke in a low voice.
Amidst the blessings of the Saxon House's frozen land, as a Snow Elf and a 6th-Circle water-attribute mage, she steeled her resolve to protect her disciple and face the enemy.
"Swirl."
Sepia spoke. Her voice rang out with extreme clarity—a resonance purer than anything else.
At the same time, the world froze.
Crystals of ice began to swirl like a storm, centered around her feet.
Fwoooong!
Hundreds of wolves and orc riders sprinting toward them were caught in the vortex of cold swirling beneath Sepia's feet and froze solid. They became like fossils of the Ice Age, trapped within the ice.
Except for a few Purifiers who protected themselves with 'Armor of Flames' to withstand her cold.
"Retreat your young knight, Dale."
Sepia spoke amidst the storm of cold.
"I... I have a duty to protect Dale......"
Charlotte, understanding the implication, tightened her grip on her sword hilt.
"Charlotte."
However, Dale quietly shook his head.
"It is your lord's order."
"......."
After a moment of hesitation, Charlotte nodded.
"Get on the horse, and never loosen the reins."
Dale helped Charlotte onto his mount, placing the heavy responsibility upon her.
"Retreat to the designated river-crossing point and inform Father of our situation."
"......Understood."
Charlotte nodded. She was not one to fail to understand the weight of the order.
As Charlotte moved away, 'shadows of flame' revealed themselves within the swirling storm. Standing on two legs, they wrapped their bodies in scorching armor of flames. Twelve Purifiers of the Red Tower. It was by no means a small number.
By now, Dale's cavalry, having scattered in all directions, was finishing off the orc riders.
"Why is the Red Magic Tower acting together with the Demons?"
Dale asked.
"......."
The shadows of flame did not answer.
Purifiers.
Fanatical executors who worship the flames of the Red Magic Tower and do not hesitate to burn their own bodies. For them, the only thing that matters is incinerating the enemies of the Red Magic Tower.
To a Purifier, the pursuit of magic is entirely about 'how to burn the enemy in any given situation,' and any magic not intended for slaughter is a luxury.
They could truly be called 'knights of the Red Magic Tower'.
While their individual capabilities as mages were not worth comparing to Sepia, an elder of the Blue Magic Tower, their true value lay in their 'organizational power as a group,' just like their moniker.
The shadows of flame extended their arms in unison. Blood-red mana swirled from their hands, combining to create a synergistic effect—a hellfire that would wipe out Dale and Sepia in a single blow.
"Resonate."
Sepia snapped her fingers. The sound was clear, yet held an inexplicable unpleasantness.
"......!"
The bombardment that should have descended as scorching hellfire faded like a fleeting candle, buried within the scattering sleet.
Dale could tell immediately. It was the technique of the Blue Magic Tower, which focuses on defense and disruption rather than offense.
Neutralization...... it was Dispel magic.
Countless particles of blue mana generated from Sepia's hands scattered in all directions.
It was a specialty of Blue Mages (Wizards) who intervene in the formation of mana bonds, break their structure, and seal magic at its source: 《Blue Dissonance》.
Seeing that, Dale did not hesitate.
"Knights of Saxony, now is the time!"
As long as magic requiring a certain level of complexity was blocked by 'Sepia's Dissonance,' there wasn't much a mage who couldn't cast high-level magic could do against charging cavalry.
"Charge!"
The Black Cavalry of Saxony, having already reorganized their ranks, began to gallop.
* * *
At that time, the orcs were attempting an endless forced breakthrough beyond the shallows, and the main force led by the Duke of Saxony was engaging in a fierce battle against them.
A wall of heavy knights in massive armor held against the desperate struggle of the orcs. The Black Duke and the elders of the Black Magic Tower under his command watched the scene from a distant slope, with countless young necromancers trailing behind them.
"Eris."
"Yes, Tower Master-nim."
Watching the battle, the Black Duke spoke in a low voice.
"Send the children to the river-crossing point commanded by Baron Kenet and the mercenary captain, Sir Yones."
He pointed to the sector relatively on the defensive against the orcs' forced breakthrough.
"I shall carry out the Tower Master-nim's command."
Eris, the secretary to the Black Magic Tower Master, silently nodded.
'The children'.
The young black mages, who had been silent behind him, began to move. To the mages of the Black Magic Tower, the battlefield was a place of learning incomparable to anything else. Death was spread everywhere, and truth always existed within death.
Furthermore, as the lords gathered under the name of the Duke of Saxony engaged in a bloody battle, the intensity of the combat heated up beyond a certain point.
"......That is enough."
Finally, the Black Duke spoke to the Black-Robed Committee—the Empire's foremost black mages, draped in pitch-black robes—to put an end to this battle.
He was about to give the order.
"Y, Your Excellency, Duke of Saxony!"
It was then that the young lady knight, Charlotte, arrived with Dale's message.
* * *
The cavalry had begun their charge in a horizontal line, and in response, the twelve Purifiers moved. Pushing off the ground, they rushed forward, scattering streams of flame in all directions.
It was a rapid, instant chant, unhindered by the Blue Dissonance. Even so, the firepower was more than sufficient to wipe out the cavalry rushing toward them.
"......!"
Streams of fire erupted from the armor of flames surrounding the Purifiers, engulfing the cavalry. Dale and Sepia easily erected a wall of cold to block the strike. Although the cavalry's charge was halted by the sudden wall of cold, it was better than suffering casualties.
It was an ice shield built by two water-attribute mages upon the blessed earth. They strengthened the bond to withstand the heat of the Purifiers—adding a formula of rapid cooling—and Dale further added a formula of fragmentation to the ice wall, intending to explode it for offensive purposes immediately after defense.
The cavalry charge was nothing more than a feint.
Shard Magnum.
The large ice wall exploded, and countless shards of ice, sharply crafted, scattered like buckshot over the armor of flames surrounding the Purifiers.
However, the ice projectiles melted away before reaching the scorching shadows of flame.
'......!'
Flame is the result of the combination of heat, matter, and oxygen...... and heat is ultimately a measure of the intensity of molecular motion. Cold is simply the concept where molecular motion decreases, approaching a state of stillness.
Yet, the armor of flames melted even the ice bonded by Sepia's formula.
'That shouldn't be possible.'
They weren't fighting on the land of scorching sands. How could they ignite flames capable of melting ice created by an elder of the Blue Tower on the frozen land of Saxony? With what, exactly?
It didn't take long to get the answer.
After the ice wall meant to protect the cavalry disappeared, the twelve Purifiers scattered. Most were left defenseless before Dale's charging cavalry, while a few broke through the encirclement, closing the distance toward Dale and Sepia.
Immediately, Dale fired.
"Shadow Bullet."
A 'bullet of shadow' that couldn't be melted by mere flames struck, and one Purifier fell, riddled with holes. He collapsed right in front of Dale. His robe was stripped away, revealing a being closer to living ash; his skin was burned by flames, and even his bones were melting away.
"......What is your objective?"
Dale asked the Purifier who had fallen to his knees.
"Hi, hihihi."
He hadn't expected a decent answer anyway.
"Before long, everything in this world will burn......!"
Sure enough.
"The world will burn, and they will descend from the ashes......!"
Only insane nonsense followed, accompanied by a twisted smile.
Kwaaaang!
At the same time, an explosion occurred—a suicide bombing of a magnitude that would engulf everything in the vicinity, including himself.
'Suicide magic!'
Seeing that, Dale intuited the truth. Only then did he understand. They weren't wearing armor of flames.
The Purifiers of the Red Magic Tower here had been burning themselves from the very beginning. Not armor, but their own flesh, blood, and bones.
As soon as he realized that fact, Dale's blood ran cold.
A baptism of flames swirled, from which neither Dale's cavalry within the explosion's range, nor Dale and Sepia, could escape. Out of the 'twelve explosives,' a mere one had gone off.






Chapter - 45 

Episode 45
* * *
Kwa-ang!
A suicide attack where the Purifiers used their own bodies as sacrifices. Amidst the swirling explosion, Dale and Sepia chanted 'Armor of Frost' without hesitation.
By reinforcing their molecular bonds to the extreme, they created an ice shell that would not break its 'stationary state' even within the raging flames. Although it wasn't enough to completely absorb the shock of the explosion, it possessed enough defensive power to avoid a fatal injury.
This was the water-attribute magic of Dale, the Empire's greatest genius, and Sepia, an Elder of the Blue Magic Tower.
However, the Saxon knights, who were protecting themselves with nothing more than mere 'Steel Armor,' could not do the same.
The swirling heat began to melt their steel and burn their flesh, blood, and bones.
In the Purifiers' suicide attack, dozens of the Saxon House's prized Night Raven knights were wiped out.
Only one of the twelve explosives had detonated. Within the swirling storm of flames, the remaining 'explosives' began to move.
To complete their mission, the 'Purifiers,' composed of shadows of flame, rushed toward Dale.
They cast instant spells, unhindered by Sepia's dissonance, spewing forth streams of fire.
'So that's how you want to play.'
But Dale was a veteran of countless battles.
He manipulated the shadow beneath his feet. Guided by his fluttering Shadow Cloak, he manifested blades of darkness, kicked off the ground, and vaulted over the streams of fire. He landed, surged forward, and drove his blades down.
Puk!
'That makes two.'
Chwa-ak!
As the shadow blade pierced the Purifier's chest, it branched into several tendrils, shredding his insides.
Like a high-speed shredder, it tore through his heart, organs, shoulders, limbs, and neck.
The Purifier's body burst, detonating instantly.
The blast was weaker than the last; the 'explosive' had been compromised before it could fully detonate.
That made two.
'They aren't the type to talk to anyway.'
Amidst the swirling flames, Dale steeled himself and glanced at Sepia.
"Be careful."
At the very least, she could take care of herself.
"Be careful, Dale."
Once again, several Purifiers rushed in from all sides. They weren't trying to use mere attack magic.
No matter who they were, it would be difficult to pierce the shield raised by two water-attribute mages here, where the Blue Dissonance was ringing out.
"......!"
Kwa-ang!
Multiple explosives detonated simultaneously, surrounding them.
A single explosion had been devastating; the combined force of multiple Purifiers was incomparable.
A strike that consumed them without fear of death.
A deafening roar echoed. The hellish inferno swirled.
The explosion threatened to swallow Dale, Sepia, and all three hundred of his knights.
A shockwave rattled their skulls. Within the swirling inferno, Dale's body dissolved into shadow.
The Shadow Cloak's ability: Wraith Form.
Sepia, too, shielded herself. As an Elder of the Blue Magic Tower specializing in defense, she would not be defeated by a mere suicide attack.
"......!"
However, the other knights could not match them. Without a moment to scream, they were incinerated.
It was a scene of hell.
Casualties had surged from dozens to over a hundred.
Within the endless storm of flames, Dale deactivated his Wraith Form. Cloaked in the Armor of Frost, he materialized behind one of the Purifiers.
Puk!
He drove his shadow blade into the enemy, spinning the darkness like a shredder. He tore the body apart until it was unrecognizable.
Flesh, blood, and bones were scattered.
'There are still a few left.'
After mincing the body, he turned his head, devoid of emotion.
Sepia stood behind a barrier of cold. Behind her, melted iron and gore were scattered in all directions.
The remains were broken so badly that their shapes couldn't even be recognized. They meant only one thing.
The Night Raven knights of the Saxon House who had sworn loyalty to Dale.
"......."
Dale bit his lip until it bled.
"Your mission has failed."
Three Purifiers remained. Dale looked at them and spoke calmly.
"Because you won't be able to kill me in the end."
He had suffered unspeakable damage and sacrifice, yet he was confident in the victory he had grasped.
"Hi, hihihi."
One of the Purifiers burst into twisted, mad laughter.
"D-d-do you still call this a 'victory' after seeing this sight?"
He pointed to the Saxon knights scattered all over the place.
"E-even if you Black Magic Tower people deal with 'death'......."
He pointed to their broken armor and scattered pieces of flesh.
"D-d-do you think we would be afraid of some mere 'death'!"
With a voice full of madness, the Purifiers charged again.
"W-we are prepared to face death and willingly burn our bodies before death!"
Just like a fanatic.
"Hail Empire!"
They kicked off the ground, intending to detonate once again.
"──So, you were prepared for death?"
A voice echoed.
A familiar voice.
The bodies of the remaining Purifiers exploded simultaneously.
Self-destruction.
Flames swirled. Dale and Sepia generated their Armor of Frost. As the inferno subsided, Dale gasped at what remained.
Suicide magic that detonates one's own body.
Nevertheless, the Purifiers—who should have been reduced to nothing—were still alive.
Perfectly fine.
"Unlike what people think."
At the same time.
"Being prepared for death is easier than you think."
The voice continued.
"There is a different act that requires truly great courage."
There was a man.
A man wearing black robes.
"It is the resolve not to die."
The living Purifiers tilted their heads in confusion, wondering how they had survived.
Their bodies were intact despite the self-destruction. That was not their intention.
"Do you have the 'resolve not to die'?"
The man asked the Purifiers again.
It was the voice of the continent's greatest black mage, the man at the pinnacle of the Black Magic Tower. The Purifiers turned in unison, without hesitation.
They dashed straight toward Dale's father.
They intended to explode their burning, glowing bodies once again.
Kwa-ang!
Another massive explosion swallowed the area. The hellish inferno swirled.
But it was strange.
The explosion caused no damage. Even the perpetrators were unharmed.
The Black Duke waved his arm. The 'shadow of flame' that had covered them flickered out.
Powerlessly, as if blowing out a candle.
The Purifiers felt the gravity of the situation and looked up at the man in black robes.
They stood before the continent's greatest black mage, the Black Duke.
"Do you still not realize?"
The Black Duke opened his mouth.
"That I did not permit your deaths."
Realizing what those words meant, the color drained from the Purifiers' faces for the first time.
"Here, there is no such thing as a 'way to reach death' for you."
The black mages of the Black Magic Tower dug into the truths beyond death, and the man at their peak was not allowing them to die.
"Curse: Abomination."
The Black Duke continued. Rotating his eight circles, he generated black magic and cast the curse.
At the same time, a wind of darkness began to swirl from all directions.
A powerful, invisible gravity enveloped the Purifiers. They were drawn together like magnets, their bodies melting and fusing into a single form.
"U, ah, u......?"
Their bodies were heavy. They couldn't move or make a sound. Their vision distorted.
"U, eu, eu-eo, aa......."
"U, eu, eu, eu-eo-ah......."
They heard their comrades' voices right beside them. No, not beside them. Closer. It wasn't even a matter of distance.
Only then did one Purifier realize.
His comrades' voices were coming from inside him.
He looked down. It wasn't his body anymore; it was a large mass of flesh. The three remaining Purifiers had fused into a round, fleshy sphere.
It was, just like its name, an 'Abomination.'
Six eyeballs spun, scanning their surroundings. A bizarre, distorted voice leaked from three mouths. Six ears listened. Thirty fingers wiggled randomly, stuck to the ball of flesh without any regularity.
Could that truly be called a 'person'?
It looked like a bundle of materials prepared by a creator to mold a human.
"The act of living."
Toward that mass of flesh, the Black Duke continued.
"Is many times more painful and difficult than being prepared for death."
Calmly.
"I will ask again."
With a voice devoid of even a shred of emotion.
"Are you prepared 'not to die'?"
The man was no Grim Reaper; he did not bring death in any simple form.
In front of the Black Duke, 'death' was nothing more than a luxury.
Pain beyond death. Dale understood, and goosebumps broke out across his skin.
Because he had finally witnessed the true form of the one named the Black Duke.
The mass of flesh mumbled desperately. The fanaticism vanished, replaced by terror, even though there was no longer a shape that could be called a face.
At the very least, it was certain: even those prepared for death were not prepared 'not to die.'
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* * *
"Young Master......."
The knight was charred black, facing his impending death.
"The House of Saxon and I will never forget your devotion."
Dale quietly knelt and took his hand.
"Please...... allow me to fulfill my duty as a Night Raven Knight, even after I die......."
"I understand your will."
Dale nodded at the words, spoken with such difficulty. The knight's breathing grew faint, then ceased. One life flickered out. Dale rose, biting his lip until it bled.
Tadak, tadak.
Embers scattered everywhere. Unrecognizable remains were strewn about in every direction.
To Dale, it was a familiar battlefield.
"One hundred and ninety-three knights were caught in the explosion and killed in action."
Beside Dale, Sir Veil of Baskerville reported the casualties calmly.
"The Aura Knight-level knights are all safe, aside from some minor burns."
"......."
Dale remained silent, turning his head.
"......Dale."
Sepia stood nearby, watching him with concern. He turned away.
Dale's father, the Black Duke, was also there.
The continent's greatest dark mage, who had denied 'death' to the remaining Purifiers, wiping them out with a single gesture.
"Collect the bodies and remains of the knights."
"Understood, Your Grace."
He assessed the situation coldly, issuing orders to the dark mages gathered at his side.
"Eris."
"Yes, Tower Master-nim."
"Move 'that thing' to the tower in the Necropolis."
Pointing at the mass of flesh wriggling there, the Black Duke continued.
"Move it, and make sure to uncover everything they know, down to the last detail."
"I shall follow your command, Tower Master-nim."
The secretary of the Black Magic Tower, the Black Agent Eris, nodded silently.
Having finished issuing his orders, the Black Duke walked away.
"Dale."
"Father."
Dale replied, struggling to maintain his composure.
"The damage is quite significant."
Even if the Purifiers of the Red Magic Tower failed to achieve their objective, this was, in a sense, the first bitter defeat Dale had ever experienced.
"Are you blaming yourself as a commander?"
"I drove the knights of Saxon into a death trap."
Dale replied.
"......I should have pulled the knights back from the start."
Dale continued, biting his lip. As if their deaths were entirely his responsibility.
"Did you intend to face hundreds of Orc riders and twelve Purifiers with only yourself and Sepia-nim?"
The Black Duke countered.
No matter how outstanding Dale and Sepia were as mages, the world of mages mirrored that of knights. Unless one was an out-of-spec existence comparable to the Black Duke or the 'Hero of the Otherworld', numerical superiority was absolute—especially against the 'knights of the Red Magic Tower,' who existed solely for combat.
Because he was not yet strong enough to bridge that gap, he could not protect the knights of Saxon.
It was the first feeling of helplessness he had experienced since being born as the eldest son of the House of Saxon.
The weakness of not having been reborn as an 'out-of-spec existence'.
"Do not blame yourself too much."
The Black Duke spoke.
"It is not your fault."
It was the kindness of a father encouraging his son.
"......."
Dale did not answer. He simply rotated his three Circles, along with the pitch-black tentacles rooted in his heart.
He infused 'black magic' into one of the fallen Night Raven Knights.
"The knights of Saxon......."
The black magic raced through the knight's body, and the man who should have remained dead rose to his feet.
"Left behind words asking to be allowed to fulfill 'their duty' even after death."
Those who wish to fulfill their duty as knights, both in life and in death—those are the Night Raven Knights who serve the House of Saxon with loyalty.
"And the battle is not over yet."
Dale spoke, his resolve unwavering as he led the Death Knights wreathed in pitch-black Aura Blades.
"Please, grant them permission so that the knights of Saxon may fulfill their duty."
He looked toward the raging front lines, his voice devoid of emotion.
* * *
To the people of the North, the rising of the dead was never an object of fear. In a sense, it was more reliable than anything else—a guarantee of victory.
When the dead rose to tear apart the flesh and bone of the Orc hordes, the morale of the Northern Army soared to unprecedented heights.
It was proof that the 'God of Death' was finally using his power for them.
* * *
The tide of battle was turning rapidly.
At most crossing points, the defense had succeeded. Following the victory, a counter-advance began, wiping out the enemies across the shallows.
However, the Orcs never stopped resisting until the very last one fell.
"Geuaaaaa!"
The Orc Warchief swung his massive double-headed axe, crumpling steel armor like paper. He was a berserker in every sense of the word.
Fwoosh!
Soldiers were swept away by his slashes; no one dared approach.
With monstrous destructive power befitting a giant, he swung his steel axe endlessly, scattering unrecognizable lumps of meat with every strike.
People were being swept away like fallen leaves.
Covered in pouring blood and entrails, the Orc Warchief roared once more. The elite Orc soldiers guarding his side raised their voices in kind.
The battle was racing toward its end, yet finishing off the Orcs, who burned with the fighting spirit of the 'determined to die,' was not as easy as it seemed.
"Stand back."
A knight in black armor stepped forward among the soldiers hesitating to form a perimeter.
"I will deal with them."
It was Sir Helmut Blackbear, the Mad Sword.
Just as Sir Helmut reached for his beloved sword... 'Madness'.
"──Sir Helmut."
"Young Master Dale?"
Sir Helmut turned, holding his breath. Dale stood there.
Leading the Death Knights holding the black swords of Saxon.
"Please stand back."
Dale said.
"Taking them down is the duty of my knights and me."
His Shadow Cloak fluttered at his feet. His expression was devoid of hesitation.
"Young Master!"
Sir Helmut held his breath, then sheathed his sword.
"......Understood."
The trust placed in Dale of Saxon was absolute.
Sir Helmut stepped back. Dale looked toward the Orc Warchief, who burned with fighting spirit.
"Swords of the House of Saxon."
Along with the Death Knights he led.
"Fulfill your duty."
Wreathed in pitch-black Aura Blades, the Death Knights kicked off the ground, unleashing the martial prowess imbued in their black swords.
"What on earth is that......!"
Sir Helmut exclaimed in astonishment.
The sword dance performed by Dale's Death Knights was by no means that of a mediocre dark mage.
It looked as if highly skilled swordsmen were performing their own arts.
A Death Knight's sword stems from the necromancer's control; an ordinary necromancer lacks deep knowledge of swordsmanship, making their Death Knights' movements usually crude and unrefined.
However, the Death Knights led by Dale were different. Far too different.
They displayed absurd technique, exceeding the level they possessed in life. Before that sword dance, the axes of the Orcs—a race of warriors—sliced through the air powerlessly.
The black swords of Saxon parried the Orcs' axes like flowing water, hungry blades craving enemy blood.
Stab!
Orc blood scattered. It was a one-sided slaughter, unbelievable even to those witnessing it.
'I knew Young Master Dale's talent for the sword was not ordinary.'
But this went beyond mere talent.
'But what on earth is that absurd swordsmanship!'
This was beyond talent. The sword arts Dale's Death Knights performed were 'completed'.
Sir Helmut, the Mad Sword, could not even imagine it.
He could not fathom that what unfolded at the tips of their blades was the 'Hero's Sword' that had once pacified the continent.
Against it, the resistance of a mere Orc horde was meaningless—nothing more than a struggle.
"Geuaaa!"
As a race of warriors, they made their final stand, prepared to die. Yet, their fighting spirit and roars never reached the Death Knights. There was only slaughter.
The black swords swung, and the corpses of the elite Orc soldiers piled up.
Amidst the slaughter, the Orc Warchief swung his double-headed axe.
Kwang!
With an impact that shook the earth, the flesh and bone of one Death Knight shattered.
The title 'Orc Warchief' was no hollow claim; he was the leader of the Orc hordes struggling to survive the Demon Migration.
Seeing that, Dale flicked his finger.
The knights' black swords stopped in unison. He withdrew the immortal knights, and the 'Black Prince' stepped forward among them.
His Shadow Cloak fluttered like a black surcoat as he stepped forward to end the battle with his own hands.
"Yo, Young Master!"
At the sight of Dale, one knight raised his voice in bewilderment.
"There is no need to worry."
However, Sir Helmut Blackbear reached out to stop his subordinate.
He realized it after seeing the sword Dale had displayed through his 'Death Knights'. Dale was showing 100% of his power, without holding back.
He looked forward to the appearance of the 'Black Prince,' the Empire's greatest genius, even against an Orc Warchief capable of trampling Saxon's knights.
The Orc Warchief gripped his steel axe, intuitively understanding the pressure Dale exuded.
Dale generated a blade of darkness, following the flow of his Shadow Cloak.
A brief standoff ensued.
At the end of the standoff, the wind swirled. It was a bone-chillingly cold northern wind.
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* * *
Elizabeth, a noble lady of the Imperial Capital, was a fortunate woman.
To think that none other than the Duke of Blood himself—Marquis Yuris—had secretly invited her!
He was one of the Empire's five heroes, alongside the Hero of the Otherworld and the Holy Swordsman, and a man renowned for possessing the most exquisite appearance in the entire Empire. Few women could refuse the courtship of such a man.
After all, Marquis Yuris was the very image of the ideal prince yearned for by every lady in the Imperial Capital.
Caught in the ecstasy of a prince arriving on a white horse, Elizabeth accepted the secret meeting with Marquis Yuris without a moment's hesitation.
In the dead of night, beneath a starless sky, she went alone.
* * *
The wind blew.
Amidst a bone-chilling gale, Dale took a step forward.
He grasped the Black Sword of Saxony, leaving the silent Death Knights at his back.
It was a duel fought strictly between the two—a showdown that would decide the battle.
"Graaaaaa!"
The Orc Warchief kicked off the ground with a roar.
Chwaaaak!
The double-edged axe swung, splattering blood and gore in all directions.
'He possesses both weight and speed.'
Absurdly powerful, absurdly fast. He relied on neither magic nor Aura; this was strength born of pure physique.
Dale effortlessly manipulated the currents of cold air, forming a shield of ice.
Clang!
No sooner had the axe shattered the ice wall than he unleashed a barrage of fragments, detonating them in an explosion.
Shard Magnum. Yet, the Orc Warchief showed no hesitation as he charged through the swirling ice blades.
'......!'
The freezing magic failed to provide even the slightest resistance; the distance closed in an instant.
It was a reckless absurdity Dale hadn't anticipated.
He lowered his stance, dashing toward the Warchief to cross paths. He intended to slip inside the axe's range, deflect the blow, find an opening, and strike.
The razor-sharp blade and Dale's body crossed by a hair's breadth. A thin line of blood bloomed along his cheek.
The shadow blades orbiting Dale surged toward the Orc Warchief in unison. Dozens of dark swords struck without him twitching a finger.
The Orc Warchief swung a blade of darkness from within his own embrace. Upon impact, the shadow blades shattered like glass, scattering in all directions.
They had become 'Shadow Bullets,' meticulously refined and fired in a single volley.
It was a fusion of sword and magic, or perhaps sword and gun.
The attacks blended into a flowing stream, the living malice of darkness descending upon the Orc Warchief.
Chwaaaak!
The sword of darkness tore his body to shreds, and the shadow bullets burrowed deep into the wounds.
'It hit.'
Blood streaming from his wounds, the Orc Warchief let out another roar.
It was no ordinary roar, but a cry imbued with the indomitable fighting spirit and warrior's pride that would not kneel until the very end.
「Kieeeeeek!」
At the roar that seemed to tear the heavens apart, the 'shadows' wriggling inside the Orc Warchief's body recoiled in terror, fleeing back toward Dale's 'Shadow Cloak.'
Dale clicked his tongue, watching the shadows shrink into the shade beneath his feet.
The Orc Warchief had lost all reason.
Berserk state.
'It's finally here.'
Burning his life away, the Orc Warchief rushed forward. Every swing of his axe felt like the extinction of a life.
'He's fast.'
Swinging, swinging, and swinging again. While narrowly evading the endless stream of attacks, Dale focused his consciousness.
He ignored the shadows at his feet, which had shrunk, terrified by the Orc Warchief's fighting spirit.
The three circles began to accelerate, spinning endlessly.
300 rpm, 1,000 rpm, 2,000 rpm... the revolutions climbed sharply, like a revving engine.
That was not the extent of the 'source of mana' Dale possessed.
A tentacle had wedged itself between his heart and the circles, taking deep root—another source of darkness.
『Book of the Black Goat』.
Dark mana processed and refined from two 'Black Sources.'
The high-concentration black mana, processed with all his might, seeped into the terrified Shadow Cloak.
He recalled the Shadow Cloak's ability, demonstrated by the high-ranking demon he had once defeated. The shadow wriggling beneath his feet was no longer the small fry it had been.
'It's still not enough.'
Dale steeled his resolve, whipping the dark mana into a frenzy as he focused on the shadows at his feet.
'It must become more cruel, more wicked, and more terrifying.'
He would show why he had donned the 'Shadow Cloak' without a moment's hesitation.
─ Shall I help you?
A voice whispered to him from within his heart.
It was a girl's voice.
'It's not time for you to step in yet.'
Dale shook his head, thinking of the tentacles wriggling beneath her dress hem.
Borrowing her power in front of the Black Duke, Sir Helmut, and everyone in the North was too high a risk.
'......!'
At Dale's rejection, he felt a tentacle constrict his heart. Imagining the worst-case scenario—her rampaging at a critical moment—Dale steeled himself.
─ I like Big Brother's world.
The 『Book of the Black Goat』 replied.
─ I will never do anything Big Brother dislikes.
As if to reassure him.
─ So, please play with me to your heart's content.
The voice was filled with a malice so cruel it was innocent, yet it sounded like a naive girl, untouched by filth.
Whoooong!
「Kieeeeeek!」
Simultaneously, the shadow at his feet began to scream.
It was not a warrior's roar like the Orc Warchief's.
It was simply the most terrifying shriek in the world.
Chwaaaaak!
The shadow beneath Dale's feet spread outward. It was no 'mere shadow.'
A wave of darkness swallowed the area.
A lake of darkness submerged the ground beneath Dale and the Orc Warchief.
Gasps were heard from all around.
"Y, Young Master......!"
"What on earth is that!"
Even the Duke of Saxony and Sir Helmut were stunned; the astonishment at the sight of Dale was beyond words.
The elders of the Black Magic Tower were no exception.
The Orc Warchief kicked off the rippling lake of darkness. Dale watched the charge without a twitch, fully aware of the 'Domain of Darkness' beneath his feet.
'This place is my domain.'
He swung his hand.
Chwaaak!
From the silent lake of darkness, a 'Lurker' began to rise.
Breaking the calm, rippling waves of shadow.
Something emerged.
It was neither sword, magic, nor bullet—just a tentacle, sharp and pointed like a thorn.
《Shadow Lurker》.
A creature of darkness that hides in the shadows to stalk its prey.
The lake of darkness Dale had spread was the 'habitat of the Shadow Lurkers.'
The Shadow Cloak's third form: Shadow Creature.
Countless thorn-tentacles spewed from the 'Shadow Lurkers,' descending upon the Orc Warchief. They pierced his flesh—which far surpassed steel armor—as easily as a fork into a soft steak.
"Graaaaaa-!"
There was nowhere to run. Movement was denied. No matter how he struggled, he could not escape the thorn-tentacles rising from all sides.
Right here, on this lake of darkness.
Crunch! Crunch!
The shadow tentacles descended endlessly. Amidst his struggle, the Orc Warchief swung his double-edged axe toward Dale.
Dale remained silent, not twitching as the axe blade swung before his nose.
Shadow tentacles rose to pin the Warchief's arms, legs, torso, and shoulders. Once bound, the sharply honed thorns drove into him.
Countless tentacles tore at and gripped the Orc Warchief like a bizarre, writhing mass.
Green blood splattered in all directions.
Through the wounds torn open by the shadow lurkers, his intestines spilled out.
Dale looked at the Orc Warchief with an emotionless expression.
The roar had ceased, replaced by a hollow sound like escaping air.
The Orc Warchief stared at Dale, powerless.
The Demon Migration.
To survive, he had led his tribe out of the 'Demon Territory' and crossed the White Mountains... only for his struggle to end here, at the upper reaches of the Saxony River. Along with his kin.
The destination of his journey.
The reason the Orc tribe was defeated was not because they were evil, but simply because they lacked power.
It is not the strong who survive; the weak simply cannot.
Survival of the fittest—the law of this world.
The Demon King, the Holy Sword, and even his past self had perished for lack of power. The Orc Warchief was no exception.
Leaving behind an unknown bitterness, he turned his head.
Among the scattered corpses of the Orc tribe, he saw countless Northern warriors staring at Dale.
The Northern nobles and knights who had just watched the battle, and the people of the Saxony House.
The silence continued.
In the wake of the overwhelming martial power Dale had displayed, no one dared make a sound.
Sreung!
Just then, Dale's Death Knights, who had been slaughtering the Orc elites, knelt in unison, driving their black swords vertically into the ground.
Kwoong!
At the same time, the local nobles and knights began to kneel, likewise driving their swords into the ground.
"The Young Master has defeated the Orc Warchief!"
"It is the victory of the Black Prince!"
"Young Master Dale has won!"
"Waaaaaaaah!"
As if the preceding silence had been a lie, a roar of victory echoed, threatening to tear their ears apart.
A new reverence was layered over the notoriety and fear that the name of the 'Black Prince' held.
He was the guardian of the North who stood against the Demon Migration and defeated the Orc leader—the most legitimate successor of the House of Saxony.
The battle ended just like that.
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* * *
"I feel like I'm dreaming."
In the bedroom of the 'Duke of Blood,' Marquis Yuris, Elizabeth smiled, her body draped in a sheet. He was the ideal prince she had always dreamed of.
"Are you having a pleasant dream?"
Marquis Yuris asked, watching Elizabeth blush. He sipped the blood-red wine he held in his hand.
Elizabeth nodded, drenched in ecstasy, and Marquis Yuris kissed her. The liquid flowed from his mouth into hers.
Blood-red wine?
Elizabeth gasped at the strange sensation in her mouth. It didn't taste like wine.
"......!"
It was blood. Elizabeth spat it out, staining the white sheet she was wrapped in.
"Oh, my."
Watching the sight, Marquis Yuris smiled coldly.
"Was the drink not to your liking?"
It was a smile cold enough to make one's skin crawl.
* * *
In a fight between a knight and a mage, distance is everything.
However, the sight Dale had just revealed through his Shadow Cloak—the Lake of Darkness and the terrifying creatures slumbering within—changed everything.
The thorn hell of the 《Shadow Lurker》.
The advantage Dale's shadow creatures held in close-quarters combat was something even Sir Helmut could not have imagined.
For a knight, who should hold the advantage as distance closes, it was akin to walking into a death trap of their own volition.
Furthermore, if one were to ignore the influence of 'distance,' there would be no need to debate who held the upper hand between a knight and a mage.
"Young Master Dale has won!"
Thus, amidst the soldiers cheering for Dale's victory, Sir Helmut Blackbear thought to himself.
'Did he choose the Shadow Cloak knowing it would end like this from the very beginning?'
Such a feat was impossible without absolute mastery over one's own capabilities and the very principles of combat. It transcended mere understanding or knowledge. It was mastery (通達).
He was like the god of battle himself.
From raising the 'Death Knight of the Black Sword'—a feat only high-ranking necromancers could achieve—to fighting an Orc Warchief and winning with his bare hands.
His talent and growth rate in sword and magic were unparalleled in the Empire.
'The Young Master continues to evolve.'
He supplements his weaknesses and strengthens his strengths, all elements interlocking to create a near-perfect harmony.
He does not fall behind in physical combat against a knight, nor in the battle of ideologies against a mage.
Only then did Sir Helmut realize.
What Dale was pursuing was the most perfect form of combat.
It was as if he had set out to become the 'strongest knight and mage' from the start, determined never to lose in either discipline.
Even Sir Helmut Blackbear, the 'Slaughter Monster' who had reached the level of the Seven Swords (七劍)—the continent's strongest—could not help but be astonished by such talent for slaughter.
Who on earth is the opponent that child is preparing to face, honing his combat abilities so intensely?
Could there even be anyone who dares to withstand the hostility of the 'Black Prince'?
Sir Helmut quietly shook his head. For now, it was time to celebrate Dale's victory.
* * *
The Demon Migration.
The battle ended, the large-scale southward movement of the orc horde halted.
Though its scale paled in comparison to the armies of high-ranking demons or the Demon King of the past, defending the Empire against thousands of orcs was no easy task—especially against enemies reinforced by the 'Twelve Purifiers.'
The Duke of Saxony's office.
"We extracted the brains of the Purifiers and completed an investigation that lasted three days and three nights."
Eris, the secretary to the Master of the Black Magic Tower, continued.
"Were there any other results?"
"They had already purged most of their brain functions, including the memory erasure magic."
"I suppose so."
The Black Duke nodded calmly, as if he had expected as much.
The fanaticism of the Red Magic Tower's mages was incomparable to that of the other five towers. The Black Duke nodded and continued calmly.
"They knew in advance that Dale would be acting separately with the cavalry."
And that meant only one thing.
"An insider must have provided the Purifiers with specific orders, including Dale's movements, in advance."
"Do you have anyone in mind?"
"The Monsters of Truth."
The Black Duke replied.
"......Are you saying that the hardline elders of the Black Tower are colluding with the Red Tower?"
"Have you already forgotten the exploits of the Black-Red Doctrine Unit (黑赤·敎導隊)?"
The Black-Red Doctrine Unit. An unofficial unit established during the Empire's Unification War for 'academic research and cooperation' between the Black and Red Magic Towers.
Although the unit was disbanded and its records erased after the war, and the Black Magic Tower under the Black Duke's regime had chosen to part ways with the 'darkness of the old era,' not everyone in the Black Magic Tower agreed with his methods.
Even if they dared not voice their dissent before the Black Duke, the hardliners—those who viewed the unforgivable atrocities of the former Black-Red Doctrine Unit as a process of truth—had rejected the Black Duke's regime and joined hands with the Red Magic Tower.
"Another wind of purges will blow, then."
Eris, the agent of the Black, spoke calmly, remembering that the man before her could never escape that darkness either.
* * *
The Black Duke's underground workshop.
The corpses of the Night Raven Knights, their forms perfectly preserved, lay there.
Waiting to carry out their duties even in death, they were destined to become part of the karma the masters of the Saxon House had accumulated for generations.
The father and son of the Saxon House stood before the corpses.
"They were my knights."
Dale's knights. The swords of Saxon that Dale could not protect.
"As their lord...... I have a duty to fulfill their wishes."
Therefore.
"Please teach me how to raise the 'Death Order'."
Dale spoke without a moment's hesitation.
The secret art of the Saxon House that maintains Death Knights without a continuous supply of mana.
That was not the full extent of their value. Seeing them, Dale intuited the truth: these were no ordinary Death Knights.
High-ranking Death Knights, each one possessing the level of a 'high-ranking knight' like Sir Veil of Baskerville or the Innocent Sword, Sir Milvas.
"......."
The Black Duke did not answer immediately. He recalled the display Dale had shown before the Orc Warchief... and imagined the scene when Dale's talent combined with the deep-rooted darkness of the Black Magic Tower.
When Dale eventually replaced him to become the next 'Duke of Saxony' and stood at the pinnacle of the Black Magic Tower, how free could this child be from the darkness that even he could not escape?
"When you grow up and surpass me......."
The Black Duke spoke.
"And reach the pinnacle of the Black Magic Tower."
It was not yet time.
"This army of darkness will be yours alone."
Understanding the meaning of those words, Dale swallowed hard.
The continent's greatest necromancer, the man at the pinnacle of the Black Magic Tower. To defeat him with his own hands.
Unable to suppress his curiosity, Dale spoke up.
"......Father."
"What is it."
"May I dare to challenge my master to a duel right here and now?"
He was so curious about the wall that was the 'Black Duke' standing before him that he could not stand it.
"Very well."
The Black Duke nodded quietly. There would be no surer way for a master and disciple to gauge each other's skills than a duel.
"With what will you fight?"
"Please let me use my full strength."
Dale said, fluttering the 'Shadow Cloak' at his feet.
"Use your full strength to your heart's content."
The Black Duke nodded.
"Rise, Black Swords of Saxon."
Dale snapped his fingers, reciting the optimal incantation to raise his Death Knights.
The knights who should have been dead gripped their knightly swords and rose in unison, holding the black swords of Saxon—the pitch-black aura blades.
"Your incantation is very clean."
Providing a suggestion while clearly visualizing the mental image, yet neither too long nor too grand—the Black Duke could not hide his satisfaction as a master.
The Death Knights surrounded him from all sides, each one perfectly projecting Dale's black mana and swordsmanship.
From the swords of those very knights, the martial prowess of the hero who once defeated the God Sword began to unfold.
At the same time, Dale fluttered his Shadow Cloak and spread the 'Lake of Darkness.' A flood of shadows submerged the area, and following the ripples at his feet, the 'Shadow Lurkers' simultaneously plunged their thorn tentacles down.
From beneath the floor of the underground workshop, lethal blows aimed at the Black Duke's life poured down from all sides, without a shred of restraint.
Then,
The world stopped.
To be precise...... the Death Knights' black swords and the Shadow Lurkers' thorn tentacles stopped in mid-air. Then, they turned their malice toward Dale.
"......!"
The Death Knights who should have been carrying out his orders, and even the 'Shadow Lurkers,' were no exception.
It was the same as before. Just as Dale had once subdued the 'Headless Knight' in the Tower Examination, they were bowing before an even greater darkness.
"In a duel between necromancers, losing control of your creations is more fatal than anything else."
The Black Duke continued calmly.
"......."
Therefore, Dale concentrated his consciousness once again.
Recalling the world of emptiness filled with cold chill and ash-gray, he projected the black-blue mana made of the darkness of that winter night.
The black sword of the Death Knight that had stopped finally began to move.
Laboriously and stiffly, but surely, it moved toward the Black Duke's neck.
He had returned the Death Knight, which the continent's greatest necromancer was controlling, back under his own control.
"......!"
Even the legendary Black Duke could not hide his astonishment at that sight.
Fwoosh!
Simultaneously, the Death Knight's black sword swung. The severed head rolled helplessly across the floor. Silence descended. Yet, Dale remained unflustered.
"Truly astonishing."
The Black Duke's severed head, rolling on the floor, opened its mouth.
"To think you would return control of the dead from me."
Just like something out of a B-grade horror movie.
"It was truly an unexpected blow."
With the composure of a master, he did not hide his satisfaction at his disciple's performance. How on earth? Dale gasped.
Before he knew it, the Black Duke's head had returned to its shoulders, as if it had never been severed. It was the same as before—like the time the Purifiers who attacked Dale could not die even if they wanted to.
"How on earth......."
Realizing this, Dale asked. A trick? No. The principles were beyond even the legendary necromancer's grasp.
This was not a petty act like a trick.
'Still don't understand? That I did not allow you to die.'
Dale gasped at the realization.
'Reality manipulation......?'
Magic is the power to turn imagination into reality. However, the human mind is very imperfect and is by no means omnipotent.
Nevertheless, for beings who had truly reached the pinnacle of the magical path—like the man called the continent's greatest necromancer—it was possible to manipulate the very principles of the world with one's own will.
For example, erasing the 'concept of death' itself.
Realizing this, Dale laughed hollowly. There was no way to win. No matter how much of a genius he was, or how many absurd accomplishments he had achieved at such a young age, it made no difference.
If the man in front of him were to use his full strength, a split second would be enough to decide the outcome.
The reputation of the 'Black Prince' was whispered about, but the name of the man the Empire feared most was by no means a false one.
* * *
Some time later, the Emperor's messenger arrived to commend the Saxon House for stopping the Demon Migration.
Along with a thousand gold in gifts to display the Empire's dignity, they came to officially commend the 'Black Prince,' who had performed brilliantly against the Demon Migration despite his young age.
Furthermore, they extended an invitation for Dale to spend a few weeks at the Red Magic Tower's academy in the Imperial Capital for 'exchanges between the Black and Red.'
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* * *
"Is the drink not to your liking?"
Marquis Yuris asked, sipping from a glass filled to the brim with blood.
"M-Marquis Yuris? What on earth is this...."
"What are you so afraid of?"
Elizabeth's face turned deathly pale.
"Are you afraid of death?"
"P-please...!"
"Ah, please, do not be so afraid."
The Duke of Blood leaned in and kissed her—right toward the struggling Elizabeth's neck.
Crunch!
Before she knew it, the Duke of Blood's fangs, which had sharpened, were feasting upon Elizabeth's neck.
"Death is a blessing."
After the kiss, Marquis Yuris pulled back.
"It is like a flower petal that blooms brilliantly and withers beautifully."
What stood before the Duke of Blood was no longer a beautiful noble lady. A corpse, withered and shriveled like a mummy, lay there.
"Compared to that, a life of immortality without death...."
Leaving Elizabeth's corpse behind, the Duke of Blood continued.
"Is truly fleeting, hollow, and filled with nothingness."
Amidst an indescribable emptiness and twisted pleasure.
"Like a weed that will never bloom in its lifetime."
He muttered to himself. It was a voice that sounded incredibly hollow.
* * *
Some time later, in the Duke of Saxony's office.
"Please send me to the Imperial Capital."
"It is too dangerous."
At Dale's bold request, the Black Duke shook his head quietly.
The Imperial message invited Dale to the Red Magic Tower's academy to honor the achievements of the Saxon Duchy and the 'Black Prince' in resisting the Demon Migration, and to foster exchange between the two magic towers.
It didn't take a genius to know that the Red Magic Tower Master, Marquis Yuris, had his hand in this.
"Are you saying you want to walk into the jaws of death on your own?"
"Marquis Yuris's son has also agreed to stay at the Black Magic Tower for the exchange."
After all, the Red Magic Tower's proposal was a form of mutual exchange.
"As long as we hold the successor of the Red Magic Tower as a hostage...."
That was why Dale continued.
"The other side won't be able to move recklessly."
"Have you already forgotten the Purifiers' ambush?"
"If they try to lay a hand on the Black Duke's successor in the Imperial Capital, and at the 'Red Magic Tower's Academy' at that... the Duke of Blood knows full well the repercussions that act would bring."
It would turn all four magic towers into enemies and, furthermore, act as the detonator for a war that would engulf the entire Empire.
It wouldn't just end with the death of one successor to the Black Magic Tower; it would mean the other magic towers could no longer remain free from the Red Magic Tower's threats.
"Besides, the one the Empire fears most right now is not me, but Father."
At least for the time being, that would be the case.
"......."
There was logic in Dale's words. No, it was a perfectly sound answer with no room for criticism.
Even the Empire did not have the strength to eliminate Dale right now and wage a Total War against the House of Saxony. Furthermore, if such a situation were to unfold, the lords who would turn their backs on the Empire would not be limited to just the Duke of Saxony's family.
"Then how do you explain the Purifiers' ambush?"
"Perhaps...."
Dale opened his mouth.
"If they had truly been determined to eliminate me, it wouldn't have ended with a mere 'twelve Purifiers'."
"Hmm."
"The Red Magic Tower is simply testing me and Father."
"Testing, you say."
The Black Duke burst into laughter as if it were absurd.
It was exactly as he said. It was Dale who was calmly grasping the situation at every turn. Maintaining composure as a father worried about his child, however, was a separate matter.
"Then is there some other objective you wish to achieve in the Imperial Capital?"
"I wish to see the Empire with my own eyes."
Not the northern territories or the Papal States, but the heart of the Empire.
"And as long as the Red Magic Tower continues to provoke us, it is only right that I provide a fitting response."
In the Imperial Capital, the heart of the Empire. Against the Red Magic Tower, which is called the 'executor of the Empire's zeitgeist'.
"......I truly cannot fathom what goes through your mind."
At Dale's words, the Duke of Saxony gave a low, bitter smile.
"I am merely thinking for Father, for myself, and for the House of Saxony."
Before that bitter smile, Dale spoke.
It was truly a conversation between father and son, just like any other.
* * *
The Empire's Imperial Capital, and the Red Magic Tower.
The Imperial Academy affiliated with the Red Magic Tower held significance far beyond that of a mere magic tower's academy.
Its scale and curriculum could not be compared to those of other magic towers; it was a place where the Empire's finest elites were raised, and where fierce political maneuvering and social networking among noble children took place.
Graduating from the Imperial Academy and becoming a mage of the Red Magic Tower was a guarantee of success for the Empire's nobles.
The Empire's elites, all highly anticipated. That was why noble children with the Empire's greatest talents flocked to the Imperial Academy, and the heat of the competition there was intense beyond measure. Even the process of graduating from the academy itself was incomparable to other towers. Even if one reached the 3rd Circle, one could not graduate from the academy unless they passed the Red Magic Tower's 'graduation exam'.
And this was the time, with only a few weeks left until that very graduation exam.
It was around then that the Empire's greatest genius, the young eldest son of the House of Saxony, arrived.
At the very moment when the fiercest competition in the academy was unfolding.
* * *
It had been several years since the Emperor had ceased appearing in public and retreated into seclusion.
Therefore, when the young eldest son of the House of Saxony arrived in the Imperial Capital, a procession led by the House of Saxony's Raven Knights crossed the streets of the capital, and it was the Emperor's proxies who welcomed Dale.
"Ah, welcome. We have been waiting for you."
The pro-Emperor nobles, led by Marquis Yuris. Every one of them looked as ugly as if they smelled of pig fat.
"The young master of the House of Saxony has made such a difficult journey!"
Nauseating, oily laughter and flattery.
Between the serpent's tongue, a red-haired handsome man was looking this way. How could he ever forget that face?
"......Marquis Yuris."
"I have been waiting, young master of the House of Saxony."
The man who reigned at the pinnacle of the Red Magic Tower and earned the nickname, the Duke of Blood.
The greatest Red Mage on the continent, capable of standing shoulder-to-shoulder with Dale's father, the Black Duke.
"It is an honor to meet you."
"An honor? It is I who am grateful that you accepted such an unreasonable proposal!"
"I am the one deeply grateful for the Red Magic Tower Master's invitation."
"I have heard much of the performance you showed while resisting the Demon Migration."
Dale bowed his head calmly to show courtesy, and Marquis Yuris smiled once again.
"Your bravery in not stopping at scholarly pursuits but volunteering to become a fighter on the battlefield! It is a glorious tale of heroism that never ceases to echo throughout the Empire."
"......."
However, Dale did not answer immediately, remaining silent. He was thinking of the twelve Purifiers who had ambushed his cavalry on the upper reaches of the Saxon River that day.
It was this man.
This man who had joined hands with the demons, infiltrated the Red Magic Tower's Purifiers, and... led Dale and the House of Saxony's Raven Knights into that very fire.
He recalled his knights who had turned to ash in the flames that day.
Biting his lip slightly, Dale managed to maintain his composure. Hiding the hatred in his heart behind a cold chill.
"Whenever the tale of the 'Black Prince' reaches my ears on the winds of gossip, I cannot help but be amazed."
"People's stories are always prone to exaggeration."
"Ah, surely not."
Marquis Yuris laughed as if that were impossible, flashing his white, thin teeth.
"That talent, called the greatest genius in the Empire...! I am already looking forward to the talent you will show at the academy."
"Dale of Saxony, I humbly greet the people of the Imperial Court."
Leaving behind Sir Veil and the elf mage Sepia, who were guarding his side as always, Dale bowed politely.
Feigning the appearance of an innocent 11-year-old child, from the depths of the malice that threatened to swallow him whole at any moment.
* * *
The young eldest son of the House of Saxony had been invited to the Red Magic Tower's Imperial Academy for an 'exchange between Red and Black'.
The shock received by the noble children of the Imperial Academy at the fact that he would be taking classes in the '3rd Circle Advanced Department' with only a few weeks left until the graduation exam was beyond words.
Dale, the young eldest son of the Duke of Saxony.
He had reached the 3rd Circle at the mere age of 11 and broken through to the 20th floor of the Tower's Examination. Furthermore, the 'Black Prince's' talent was not limited to magic alone. He was the Empire's greatest genius, possessing the strategy and martial prowess to lead the Black-White Rotation to victory, stop the Demon Migration, and defeat an Orc Warlord.
They were not unaware of the reputation of the Black Prince, which gossips talked about until they were sick of it.
No, that was precisely why they couldn't stand it.
The Imperial Academy's Advanced Department. A place where the Empire's finest talents gathered, and the starting point of the career path they would walk as elite mages.
Because of that, the pride held by the students of the Imperial Academy was immeasurable.
And from their perspective, Dale's reputation was nothing but a falsehood inflated by endless exaggeration.
No matter if he was the successor to the Black Magic Tower, he was just an 11-year-old brat. And from the Black Magic Tower in the northern backwoods at that—did he really even reach the 3rd Circle? Even if it was the 3rd Circle, was it a 'Circle built steadily through training'? How many rotations per minute did his Circle have? It probably couldn't even reach 100 rpm.
The Tower's Examination would be the same. He must have received special treatment simply for being the son of the Black Magic Tower Master. Furthermore, the anecdotes about winning the Black-White Rotation and stopping the Demon Migration were likely victories achieved by the House of Saxony's knights in reality.
It was undoubtedly a false reputation, forcibly inflated to boast and show off the 'House of Saxony's fame'.
That was what the majority of the academy's students thought. No, they could only think that way.
To their high-nosed perspective, Dale's talent was a truth they didn't want to accept.
Conversely, if one assumed that the 'Black Prince's' talent, which the gossips were raving about, was true... then in the face of a mere 11-year-old child's talent, their own lives would be completely denied.
The pride they held as the Empire's greatest elites.
Therefore, affirming the 'Black Prince's' talent was the same as having their own value of existence denied, and it didn't take long for their pride to be shattered.
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* * *
The Academy is like a small kingdom.
The school's inherent insularity fostered an absolute hierarchy, typically determined by the power of one's father and family.
Even among the children of the Empire's leading nobles, the divide between ranks remained. Factionalism ensured a volatile array of groups constantly forming and breaking apart.
In that regard, Leonard Walter reigned as the small king of the Imperial Academy.
He was the eldest son of Count Walter—an elder of the Red Magic Tower—and the top talent in the 3rd Circle advanced department.
At twenty, he had already reached the 3rd Circle, the Imperial Academy's premier elite, with the 4th Circle realm within his grasp.
Passing the upcoming graduation exam was a foregone conclusion.
A winner destined for success, following the elite path of the Red Magic Tower.
The expectations held by the Red Magic Tower's elder, 'Walter of the Flaming Blood,' for his son were immense; consequently, even the Academy professors scrambled to pander to Leonard.
Under Leonard Walter's rule, the 3rd Circle department of the Imperial Academy maintained a smooth, if enforced, order.
At least, until that day—before Dale invaded 'Leonard's Kingdom'.
* * *
Some time after his arrival in the Imperial Capital.
Dale was present as a student invited for the 'Black-Red Exchange,' serving as the successor to the Black Magic Tower Master.
He sat in the lecture hall alongside the students of the 3rd Circle advanced department—young mages with their graduation exams looming.
It was an awkward scene: the young eldest son of the Saxon House mixed among noble children in their twenties and thirties.
"......In other words, it is an undeniable fact that the Fire and Water attributes are mutually antagonistic."
The Academy professor, a 4th Circle Master, continued his lecture.
Though it was only a one-circle difference from the students he taught, the wall between the 3rd and 4th Circles was insurmountable compared to the gaps between lower circles.
After reaching the 3rd Circle and becoming an official mage of a Magic Tower, it was not uncommon for one to spend the rest of their life without ever attaining the 4th Circle.
Thus, the 3rd Circle marked a full-fledged mage, while the 4th Circle was a 'realm beyond,' a terminal point where the majority of ordinary talents hit a wall and stagnated.
The next realm was the domain of the 5th Circle, where one could establish their own standing in a tower, and.......
Only upon reaching the 6th Circle could one be reborn as an elder of a Magic Tower. There were only a few dozen 7th Circle mages on the entire continent.
Furthermore, above that sat the 8th Circle, the pinnacle a mage could reach.
The five mages, including the Duke of Blood and the Black Duke—the five Tower Masters reigning over the five-colored Magic Towers: Black, White, Red, Blue, and Green.
The world of magic was a place of thorough meritocracy, yet it contained the irony that the standard of that merit was ultimately determined by one's bloodline.
"Professor!"
Just then, in the middle of the lecture, a man suddenly raised his hand. He was blonde and handsome, drawing everyone's attention at a glance.
"Le—Leonard-nim......!"
As soon as he raised his hand, the 4th Circle professor's expression turned deathly pale.
"D—do you have something you wish to ask?"
"Ah, that's not it......."
At the professor's question, Leonard quietly shook his head.
"The class is just too boring. May I take a nap?"
He brazenly propped his legs up on the seat in front of him. Laughter erupted from the room.
"P—please, go ahead......."
"Are you bowing your head, not knowing what to do in front of a mere student?"
Leonard asked, mocking him.
"It seems you need to reconsider our 'Red Magic Tower's philosophy', Professor. Don't you think?"
"I—I shall take note of that."
Dale watched in disbelief, stunned by an attitude that disregarded the surrounding attention entirely. The 4th Circle Academy professor, who should have been teaching and guiding the students, only bowed his head servilely before Leonard.
As if this place were his kingdom.
The relationship between student and professor was no exception. Rather, the professor's servility was the Red Magic Tower's 'intentional educational policy' to emphasize the supremacy of power.
The Red Magic Tower worshipped only order through power. The Imperial Academy was an epitome of Imperial society, forcing them to realize that fact to the bone.
The weak lost everything; the strong took everything. The Imperial Academy was a laboratory designed to brainwash the Empire's elites with that reality.
The survival of the strong was the very zeitgeist the Empire pursued.
"......."
Ignoring the laughter echoing from all sides, Dale turned his head. For a moment, his gaze met Leonard's.
"Ah, look who it is."
As soon as their gazes met, Leonard shrugged exaggeratedly, indifferent to the fact that the professor's lecture was still underway.
"Isn't it the 'Black Prince' himself!"
"......."
"I heard you already reached the 3rd Circle at your age? On top of that, you won a great victory in the Black-White Rotation and defeated an 'Orc Warchief' all by yourself!"
Dale did not answer the mockery spat toward him.
"As expected of the successor of the Saxon Ducal House!"
He remained silent. This was not the North. No matter how high the notoriety of the Saxon House might be to the Imperial Capital nobles, here, they were nothing more than great lords of the northern frontier.
For those hiding behind the Emperor's name and the shield of the Red Magic Tower, there was no reason to fear anything. It was closer to recklessness and arrogance—an inability to bow their heads as 'proud mages of the Empire'.
It was a foolish thought. But it was too much to expect twenty-something, hot-blooded youths not to be foolish.
'Kids will be kids, I suppose.'
In Dale's eyes, they were like children whose blood hadn't even dried on their heads yet.
"People's stories are always prone to exaggeration."
He calmly turned his head and remained silent.
He ignored Leonard's expression, which was openly distorting behind his back.
* * *
Magic classes inevitably involved practical training. During the ensuing session, the first disturbance occurred.
"D—do we really have to go this far?"
"So, you're saying you can't follow my orders?"
"A—no. That's not it. But still, to the eldest son of the Saxon House......."
As Leonard tilted his head, a student of the same age panicked and hurriedly bowed.
"Yeah, so that's why you're doing it."
Watching that scene, Leonard burst into laughter.
Some time later, they paired up to exchange offensive and defensive moves using flame magic. Dale, having no interest in fire magic, watched their practical training from afar.
"Professor!"
Leonard raised his voice toward the professor, who hunched his shoulders and gasped.
"Since the Black and Red Magic Towers are exchanging, the young master of the Saxon House has graced us with his presence."
He spoke as if he couldn't hold back his amusement.
"Shouldn't there be a 'mage's exchange' befitting that?"
A mage's exchange. In this situation, that phrase meant only one thing.
"No, even so, is it still too dangerous for Young Master Dale?"
"That's fine."
At the transparent provocation, Dale did not refuse. Instead, he stood up, determined to correct the habits of that damn brat.
"Then......."
Just then.
"I—I will be his opponent!"
A student, hunched over in fear, hesitantly raised his hand to volunteer as Dale's opponent.
'Oh, look at this.'
After grasping the situation, Dale swallowed his words in disbelief. It was a truly petty method.
In a sense, they were likely just exercising their own way of handling things out of fear of the Saxon Ducal House's notoriety.
That was why the pettiness was even more unbearable.
"Da—Dale. You know the rules for exchanging offense and defense with magic, right?"
Dale nodded at the professor's question. Two mages took turns attacking and defending, then switched roles. It was a procedure Dale couldn't possibly be unaware of.
"Do I not need to wear a Life-Point Necklace?"
Nodding, Dale asked.
"A—a Life-Point Necklace?"
A Life-Point Necklace: a protective device that was destroyed simultaneously with the activation of a shield spell when a 'valid hit' close to a fatal wound was sustained.
Usually, it was rare for individual students to use such equipment. Even if an unexpected situation occurred, a skilled mage was present to control the situation.
"In case a victim occurs in this exchange, and a life is lost."
"......?"
Fluttering the 'Shadow Cloak' that mimicked a black surcoat, Dale asked,
"Which side will bear the responsibility?"
"......!"
"Is it really okay to use magic with the intent to kill?"
He created 'Shadow Blades' in the darkness beneath his feet, scattering a cold, murderous intent as if he would strike them down at any moment.
"Professor, in an emergency, can you really block my strike?"
"A—no! Wait, that's not it!"
Following Leonard's threat, the expression of the student who had volunteered to be Dale's opponent turned pale.
Not everyone ignored Dale like Leonard. The situation stemmed from Leonard's pettiness, born of fear regarding the Saxon House's notoriety. Even if their pride wouldn't admit it, many among them believed in the reputation of the 'Black Prince' without doubt.
Furthermore, the Academy professor, as a 4th Circle mage, could not be unaware of the reality of the overwhelming pressure Dale was currently displaying.
It was as if the notoriety and cruelty of the 'Black Prince' were absolutely not a lie.
"A—no, it is not......!"
The professor waved his hands in a panic, mixed with astonishment.
"Le—Leonard's proposal is canceled! I will cancel it!"
"What did you say......?"
Watching the professor who dared to defy his words, Leonard's expression froze.
"What did you just......."
"I will cancel Leonard's proposal! I beg you, please!"
The professor, who should have had them bowing at his feet, was desperately begging before Dale—not Leonard.
As a 4th Circle mage, he could intuit it upon seeing Dale's artifact. That malice was never something a mere brat could withstand. It was a power of a nature that even he dared not handle.
If damage occurred due to Dale, the responsibility would ultimately fall on the professor.
Even for him, who was busy desperately pandering to Leonard, it was an unacceptable situation.
The professor's bowing was not because he feared Leonard himself, but because of Leonard's father: the elder of the Red Magic Tower and 6th Circle mage, 'Walter of the Flaming Blood'.
"P—please, could you just pretend the proposal from a moment ago never happened?"
He bowed his head, begging Dale instead.
"That's fine."
Dale calmly nodded. The shadows that had been running wild along his feet came to a complete stop.
For a moment, he saw Leonard trembling, clenching his fists. Dale turned his head, indifferent.
The sword of darkness vanished back into the shadows of his cloak's hem.
The terrible malice wriggled there.
Just by Dale unfolding the 'Shadow Cloak,' everyone could vaguely intuit it the moment they saw it. They were mages walking the path of magic, called the Empire's leading talents; it was impossible for them not to know.
The fact that Leonard didn't immediately challenge Dale to a duel stemmed from the 'difference in rank' they felt subconsciously.
That was never something a mere mage could handle. However, seeing him handle that dark artifact as freely as if it were a part of his own body, only one thought flashed through their minds.
That the reputation regarding the eldest son of the Saxon House might not be a lie after all.
* * *
It was impossible.
That dawn, outside the Imperial Academy, Leonard Walter drank alcohol in gulps among the women of the red-light district and raised his voice.
"You damn bastard!"
"Aaaargh!"
He beat the student who should have exchanged magic with 'Dale of Sachsen' on his behalf earlier with all his might.
"P—please forgive me!"
"Forgive? Like hell I will, you damn bastard!"
Thwack!
Leonard kicked him as he lay sprawled in pain, indifferent. Even the classmates and prostitutes, scared by the scene, tried to maintain their composure.
Walter of the Flaming Blood: a Red Mage, an elder of the Red Magic Tower, a 6th Circle mage, and a noble holding the title of Imperial Count (Pfalzgraf). Leonard was the eldest son of that very family.
At least in this kingdom, no one dared to defy him. That was how it should have been.
'The sword of shadow the eldest son of the Saxon House showed—it seems the gossip was true!'
'Well, since he's the Black Duke's son, he might really have the Empire's greatest talent.'
'That's right, even that Leonard guy was scared and couldn't do anything rashly.'
'Unexpectedly, that Leonard guy might not be much after all. Even if he's an elder's son.......'
'Well, he can't help it in front of the Magic Tower Master's son.'
Regarding the events of that day, the entire Academy began to whisper. Even the professor, who should have been busy pandering to him, feared 'Dale of Sachsen,' not Leonard.
"Damn bastards!"
He couldn't stand that fact.
He was an elite mage who became a 3rd Circle Master at twenty and was on the verge of reaching the 4th Circle.
Everyone had praised Leonard's talent since he was young; consequently, he believed without doubt that he was the mage with the Empire's greatest talent.
That was the case until the day the name 'Dale of Sachsen' began to be heard from the northern frontier.
Engraving his first Mana Circle at eight, achieving his second at nine—and by ten, he had reached the 3rd Circle.
The 'talent of Dale' heard every year was like a denial of Leonard's existence. That was why he desperately denied it. He couldn't believe it. No, he didn't want to believe it.
He told himself it was merely a story exaggerated and inflated by gossip.
There was no way that level of achievement was possible at that age. The mage with the Empire's greatest talent had to be one person: Leonard Walter.
"......It's me."
After stopping his kicks, Leonard muttered like a drunkard.
"I—I am the Empire's greatest genius."
He spoke desperately, trying to affirm his own existence.
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* * *
That night, at the Duke of Saxony's mansion in the Imperial Capital.
'Did they call me all the way here just to watch a bunch of brats?'
After days of ridiculous commotion, Dale sat cross-legged on his bed, lost in thought.
There was no way the Duke of Blood had invited him to the Imperial Academy for such a trivial reason. He recalled the twelve Purifiers who had ambushed his cavalry unit at the Saxon River that day. Fanatics who didn't even hesitate to burn their own bodies.
Compared to them, the noble scions at the Imperial Academy were mere greenhorns, laughable in their ignorance. They were likely convinced that they would become mages of the Red Magic Tower and, eventually, the elite of the Empire. They didn't even realize they were nothing more than puppets of the Magic Tower.
'In the end, they are just children who don't know how the world works.'
As he mused, a sound interrupted him.
Knock, knock.
"Dale."
A familiar voice followed the knock.
"Teacher Sepia?"
"May I come in for a moment?"
Dale stiffened, holding his breath at Sepia's request.
"Please, come in."
He answered without a moment's hesitation.
As Sepia stepped cautiously into the room, Dale held his breath once more.
She wore a nightgown of pure white silk embroidered with black lace. Her crystal-colored hair was disheveled, still damp from a shower. Through the slits in the silk, her skin, white and fine as jade, shimmered.
"......Ahem, ahem."
Noticing Dale's unfocused gaze, Sepia feigned a blush.
"I intended to change after my shower, but... I didn't have any proper clothes on hand."
With a deliberately exaggerated cough, Sepia sat on the edge of the feather-stuffed bed, right next to Dale.
Silence descended, thick and awkward.
"......Thank you for coming all the way to the Imperial Capital with me."
Dale broke the silence carefully.
"Yes."
Sepia regained her composure, smiling quietly.
"Did you enjoy the Academy classes?"
"They don't compare to Teacher Sepia's teachings."
Dale smiled mischievously, and Sepia responded with a gentle smile as well. Silence fell once more.
"......That day."
Sepia broke the silence.
"I saw the look on your face as you grieved for the knights you lost."
"I failed to protect you properly from the Purifiers."
Though she had summoned a storm of cold to strike the Orc riders and unleashed the Blue Dissonance, her capabilities that day had been limited to 'just barely protecting Dale.' It was by no means the full power she could display as a 6th Circle Elf mage.
"Please, do not blame yourself."
Dale shook his head quietly.
"Teacher protected me, and losing the swords of Saxony was my own mistake."
"No."
Sepia shook her head.
"Did I not promise to stay by your side?"
She reached out.
"That didn't just mean I would protect you."
"......?"
She took the young Dale's hand in hers.
"I simply wish for you not to be sad."
"Teacher Sepia......."
The warmth of the Snow Elf radiated from her hand to his.
"I cannot fathom how someone as young as you possesses such a hollow, empty World of Thought."
Two mages, communing through resonance... even knowing the emotions she felt were merely 'the result of coming into contact with Dale's World,' nothing changed. Desperately suppressing the affection she couldn't control, Sepia affirmed Dale.
It was a form of love that was truly close to Agape.
Because that was the very 'mission' she had resolved to undertake the moment she faced this child's world.
* * *
Meanwhile, at Court Count Walter's mansion.
Leonard returned from the red-light district, drunk as usual. But he did not head to his room.
"Yo, Young Master Leonard!"
Leonard barked at the Walter family's head butler, who struggled to hide his bewilderment.
"Shut up, you old fart!"
"B-but the Count has strictly forbidden entry to the basement......."
"The eldest son of the Count wants to go down, so who the hell are you to block my way?"
Brushing off the butler's pleas, Leonard marched toward the basement room where the elder of the Red Magic Tower, 'Salt Blood' Walter, kept his 'Artifact.' He snatched the key from the butler.
He recalled the look on Dale's face this morning, staring at him as if nothing had happened. Only then did he finally understand. To Dale of Saxony, Leonard Walter wasn't even worth 'noticing' in the first place.
"I have to show that damn brat......."
Reeking of alcohol, Leonard shouted, fueled by his intoxication.
"That I, Leonard Walter, am the mage with the greatest talent in the Empire......."
What the young master of the Saxon House showed a few days ago was not talent. It was merely the result of borrowing the 'power of an artifact.' Yes. The difference between Leonard and Dale was never talent.
There was only one thing: whether or not they had an artifact.
Leonard did not hesitate. He didn't care about the damage he would have to endure himself, even if someone lacking talent used an artifact.
* * *
The next day, at the auditorium for the 3rd Circle top-tier students at the Imperial Academy.
"It seems the monster hunters have finished capturing the 'monsters' for the upcoming graduation exam."
The Imperial Academy's graduation exam was only a few weeks away.
To Dale, it was of no consequence. However, if the 'graduation exam' took place while he was in the Imperial Capital, he couldn't just sit idly by.
'Not that there's anything to worry about, anyway.'
He wasn't the type to struggle with a test meant for a mere 3rd Circle mage. The only thing filling Dale's mind was the sight Sepia had shown him last night.
The emotions she felt were ultimately nothing more than a delusion born from resonating with 'Dale's World.' Even after realizing that, Dale's behavior didn't change. He wanted Sepia to stay by his side.
He didn't want to let her go.
That fact alone brought an inexplicable sense of guilt to Dale.
'Not something to think about right now.'
Dale shook his head to clear the distraction.
Leonard was there.
"......."
Unlike usual, Leonard kept an ominous, silent vigil.
'Has he finally grown up a bit?'
Seeing that, Dale didn't think much of it.
In a sense, this is what they mean when they say a genius cannot understand an ordinary person.
* * *
That afternoon, a mock magic duel class was held in preparation for the graduation exam.
The first participant of the class was Leonard Walter, and unfortunately, his opponent was a 3rd Circle student.
The opponent was neither inferior nor exceptionally talented, just a student who obeyed Leonard. The professor watching the duel couldn't hide his anxiety.
Since 'that day,' Leonard's demeanor had been strange.
He didn't know exactly what had changed. Leonard was just strangely quiet. He, who should have been reigning over the Imperial Academy like a tyrant, maintained a silence whose intent could not be fathomed.
The professor found the silence ominous. Unlike Dale, who brushed it off as Leonard growing up, the professor knew the character of the student named Leonard Walter better than anyone.
"W-well, then...... let us begin the duel between Leonard and Baller."
The professor spoke in a trembling voice.
It was an existence that could not be defied. Strictly speaking, he didn't fear Leonard himself. Even if Leonard's talent far exceeded his own, there was still the wall between the 3rd Circle and the 4th Circle. The professor's fear was directed entirely at the elder of the Red Magic Tower who backed him... 'Salt Blood' Walter.
Like the other elders of the Red Magic Tower, he was a tyrant even worse than Leonard.
The rulers of the Red Tower, whom a mere 4th Circle mage like himself dared not defy.
The magic flame signaling the start of the duel ignited.
"Hey."
Leonard spoke to his opponent. Without bothering to use magic, he reached out and pointed at Dale.
"Use an attack spell on the Saxon brat."
"L-Leonard? Why all of a sudden......."
"Do you want to die by my magic instead?"
The student's face turned pale. Leonard ignored him, blood-red mana swirling around his hand.
The fact that he tried to avoid dirtying his own hands until the very end was proof of his despicable nature.
"L-Leonard!"
"Shut your mouth, you talentless old fart."
The professor raised his voice in bewilderment, but Leonard answered dismissively.
"A guy who's been struggling in the 4th Circle until he's 60, where do you get off flapping your mouth?"
"L-Leonard......!"
"Keep your mouth shut before I tell my father."
The situation was not normal.
"Hey, you damn bastards. Are you saying you're more afraid of that brat than me right now? Huh?"
Leonard asked again.
"So, you're saying you're more afraid of that damn brat than Leonard Walter, right? Isn't that it?"
Addressing all the 3rd Circle top-tier students present.
"Shoot your magic at that brat right now!"
Leonard shouted. The blood-red mana swirling from his hand took the form of a flame—a crimson fire that could never be mistaken for that of a mere 3rd Circle mage.
'An artifact......!'
"Everyone, back off!"
As soon as Dale shouted, a vortex of flames swirled from under Leonard's feet. It was a fire that even a 4th Circle professor wouldn't dare face. Dale plunged his 'Blue Mana' directly into the flames.
He projected mana born of a winter night, a world of void filled with biting cold and ash-gray.
It was a nature that no mere talented person's flame, even one boosted by an artifact, could resist. The swirling flames subsided.
"Ha, haha......."
Seeing the flames die out in vain, Leonard laughed.
"Yes, my dueling partner has finally appeared."
It wasn't a self-deprecating laugh.
"Shall we begin the fight to decide the greatest talent in the Empire?"
Leonard asked at the end of his laughter. Dale stared, dumbfounded.
"Do kids these days hit puberty after they turn twenty?"
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* * *
The three circles wrapped around Leonard's heart began to rotate. Seeing the current of blood-red mana pouring out from him, Dale held his breath.
It was a waterfall of red mana, pouring out like a burst dam. This was far beyond the level a 3rd Circle mage could generate.
Unless, of course, they possessed talent on par with his own.
'Overclock.......'
The act of a mage accelerating beyond the threshold their circle's rotation rate could handle. It was a desperate last stand, a point of no return.
Furthermore, there was the ruby crystal bracelet on Leonard's wrist. While Dale didn't know its true identity, one thing was certain: Leonard Walter lacked the ability to handle such an artifact.
'The artifact's runaway effect is making him lose his mind.'
The artifact had likely played a significant role in Leonard's abnormal state from the start.
Dale clicked his tongue and accelerated his own mana circles. Black-blue mana swirled like a vortex beneath his feet, overwhelming Leonard's red mana, which was already far exceeding the threshold of safe overclocking.
"How......!"
Seeing this, the professors and students could not hide their astonishment.
For mages, it is not difficult to predict a circle's RPM (revolutions per minute) based on the amount of mana generated.
Whether the eldest son of the Saxon House had truly reached the 3rd Circle, whether it was the result of diligent training, and whether his rotation rate could even exceed 100 RPM....... To those who could not shake their doubts in the face of such off-the-charts talent, Dale was finally putting an end to their suspicions.
The average circle rotation rate for normal mages is 300 RPM.
For those considered talented like Leonard, it is around 1,000 RPM. Even while forcibly rotating his circles through overclocking, he barely manages to exceed 2,000 RPM.
However.
3,000 RPM. That was the speed at which Dale's 1st Circle was rotating and generating mana. An absurd amount of mana swirled beneath his feet—black-blue, a mixture of dual attributes.
A biting cold and the essence of refined darkness.
Seeing this, everyone present understood.
The rumors whispered about Dale, the eldest son of the Saxon House, were by no means a lie.
"How on earth......"
As he continued to accelerate his circles, Leonard laughed hollowly. A massive wall blocked his path, one he could not overcome no matter how much he struggled.
"Give up and throw away that 'artifact' right now."
Dale said.
"If you push yourself any further, there will be no turning back."
Dale's expression, as if he were looking down on him, was unbearable.
"There is nothing that can be turned back!"
As the Imperial Count 'Walter of the Salt-Blood'—the eldest son of the proud Red Tower Elder—everyone around him praised him as the mage with the greatest talent in the Empire.
'Ah, my. I have such high expectations for your future as a mage!'
Even the great Marquis Yuris himself had not spared his praise upon seeing Leonard. The Red Magic Tower Master, the Duke of Blood himself, had expectations for his talent! That was Leonard's pride, his self-esteem, and his very ego.
The Red Magic Tower operated solely on the law of power, and Leonard possessed that power. That was why he reigned as the king of the Academy and was guaranteed a fast track to success as an elite of the Red Magic Tower.
──That was how it should have been.
This world is unfair and absurd. And Leonard had always been on the 'winning side' within that unfair world.
That was the case until the 'young eldest son of the Saxon House' appeared before Leonard.
The incarnation of absurdity.
"Don't make me laugh!"
He poured the excess mana generated through overclocking into his bracelet: the artifact of Walter of the Salt-Blood, the 'Chains of Flame-Hell'.
"It's me! I am the greatest genius in the Empire!"
Amidst the raging torrent of emotions, Leonard shouted. The bracelet emitted light, and the red mana swirling in the area finally began to take the form of magic.
Chains of flame whipped around from all directions.
Chains of fire. His heart felt like it was going to burst from the heat, but Leonard did not care. I have talent. I have the capability to handle this artifact. I am not someone who will collapse here. Brainwashing himself, he swung the chains of flame all at once.
However, the chains of flame, whipping around like lashes, vanished instantly. Blocked by the black-blue mana swirling beneath Dale's feet, they were extinguished.
"A Red Mage shouldn't be so quick to let their own fire go out."
"......!"
Dale sneered as if it were someone else's business.
He had fixed the 'molecular motion' of the area to a near-stationary state, sealing off the very prerequisite for flames to burn.
However, no matter how skilled a Blue Mage is, extinguishing a Red Mage's flames is not as easy as one might think. It was only possible because Dale possessed a clear mental image based on 'otherworldly knowledge'.
Because heat is merely a measure of the 'intensity of molecular motion' that constitutes matter.
"......How dare you!"
In the first place, a Red Mage with battlefield experience never easily lets their flames go out. Even without precise knowledge like Dale's, they never neglect to maintain the heat necessary to sustain their flames.
However, his opponent was not a formal mage of the Red Magic Tower or a Purifier.
He was merely a brat whose ego had been unnecessarily inflated by empty praise in a world inside a well.
Moreover, mages do not train on the premise of being active on the battlefield. Practicing magic and 'training to utilize magic on the battlefield' are separate things.
In that regard, Leonard could never be a match for Dale.
"It's not too late yet."
That was why Dale continued.
"Give up at this point and throw away the artifact."
He didn't exactly expect his opponent to listen.
"It's starting to hurt so much you can't take it anymore, right?"
Even now, at the end of the overclocking, Leonard's heart must be writhing in burning pain. Perhaps he no longer had the strength to be stubborn.
"Ugh......!"
Dale's prediction was accurate; Leonard's heart was screaming in pain, as if it were going to burn up.
The only miscalculation Dale made was assuming Leonard's pride would be easy to handle.
The ideology of the Red Magic Tower was close to brainwashing, and those who believed in order through power never doubted it. To them, being weak meant having their very existence denied.
Under the full acceleration he couldn't handle, the mana that had escaped the control of his circles went on a rampage and swallowed Leonard's consciousness.
For an instant, the world stopped.
"......!"
He looked around. Leonard knew this place.
Every mage has a mental world built up through their philosophy.
──Because this was 'Leonard's World'.
A world of enlightenment. The abyss of thought.
"Ha, haha......."
Furthermore, in a situation like this, it meant only one thing. Leonard burst into laughter. Bringing his hand toward his chest, he sensed 'another ring' around his heart.
The fourth mana ring. The mark of the 4th Circle.
"I did it, I did it!"
In his own world, Leonard laughed uncontrollably. At the age of twenty, he had reached the 4th Circle! If this wasn't the 'greatest talent in the Empire,' then what was? Thinking that, Leonard laughed maniacally.
It was right then.
Whoosh!
Leonard's world began to be engulfed in flames.
Hellfire, as if witnessing the end of the world, swallowed his reality.
* * *
"......!"
Dale held his breath in astonishment at the unexpected situation.
Leonard Walter's body was burning, along with the fourth mana circle newly overlaid on his heart.
That was a fact that even Dale had not anticipated.
Just as Dale had done when he reached the 3rd Circle, Leonard was throwing himself with full power to 'break the wall itself.' However, Leonard lacked the capability to handle that stunt.
Therefore, as a result of forcibly building up the 4th Circle, his world of thought was spiraling out of control.
Paradoxically, a tragedy that occurred because Leonard 'had talent'.
Magic is the power to overlay imagination onto reality; when one cannot control that power and causes a runaway, it means only one thing.
'The reality erosion of the world of thought'.
The scenery of the area was distorting as it merged with the 'world of thought' that Leonard possessed.
The world was burning, as if trapped and alienated within a barrier, with the students and teachers of the 3rd Circle faculty caught in the crossfire.
'Things have become troublesome.'
Seeing that, Dale clicked his tongue inwardly.
'But nothing will change because of that.'
He thought, glancing at the 'Shadow Cloak' that was mimicking a black surcoat. The one who had caused the runaway and threatened him was Leonard, and Dale's actions were, after all, 'self-defense'.
It was right then.
'I have to show that damn brat.'
'The fact that I, Leonard Walter, am the greatest genius in the Empire.'
Just as Dale had once caused resonance with the world with Sepia, Leonard's wild emotions were flowing into him.
A massive wall that could not be crossed... the sensation of it blocking Dale's path. An indescribable sense of despair constricted his heart—the weight of the 'Black Prince' felt from Leonard Walter's perspective.
It was the despair Dale's enemies had felt before him, and Dale bit his lip at the sensation.
Just as it had been with Sepia, a sense of agitation that threatened to make him lose his composure washed over Dale's consciousness.
An indescribable massive wall was blocking Dale's path. It was the first time he felt 'Dale's wall' from the perspective of another.
Those facts he had passed by without thinking were, conversely, stabbing him like daggers.
Nevertheless──.
'Was it only this much?'
Facing the wall of despair that could not be crossed, Dale sneered coldly.
"Even the great 'Black Prince' isn't much, is he?"
He recalled the enemies his past self had defeated—monsters that couldn't be fully described even with the word 'strong'. As the Empire's Hunting Dog, he had hunted countless such monsters.
Having fully faced the abyss-like worlds of those monsters, he was not someone to be agitated by a mere resonance like this.
He looked at 'Leonard Walter' and his world, which were burning in front of him.
Nothing would change. He muttered indifferently, as if it were someone else's business.
"Who cares."
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* * *
It is not unheard of for high-ranking mages to intentionally project their 'World of Thought' into reality. After all, that is the context behind calling clashes between high-ranking mages 'a collision of worlds.'
However, that was not the case for Leonard Walter. This was merely the result of a 4th Circle he had forced into existence spiraling out of control, his consciousness running wild.
"How could a piece of shit like you be better than me in any way......!"
He had literally become a 'God of Flame' burning with jealousy and inferiority.
"Look up to me! I said everyone should respect me......!"
The fires of hell raged from all directions. A world of flames that perfectly projected Leonard Walter's inner landscape. This was 'Leonard Walter's World,' and Leonard was the god of that very world.
An incarnation of jealousy and inferiority.
"Dale of Sachsen...... it is you who will disappear and be defeated......!"
That incarnation spewed flames of twisted malice toward Dale.
'What an insufferable brat.'
Dale shook his head, finding it ridiculous. He left his fluttering Shadow Cloak behind and steadied his consciousness.
"Don't look down on me, Dale of Sachsen......!"
The flames enveloping Leonard exploded, surging toward Dale.
Kwang!
"Eek!"
Even the 4th Circle professor caught in the crossfire was insufficient to block the attacks of Leonard, who was rampaging within his World of Thought.
'Looking at the state of things, he won't be of any help.'
The 3rd Circle students were even worse off. Dale clicked his tongue at the situation, which was turning out to be more complicated than he had thought.
'I don't need to take responsibility for it anyway.'
At the same time, a shield of blue mana and frigid air materialized, blocking Leonard's strike.
"Everyone, step back behind me."
Beneath Dale's feet, a horizon of frigid cold and darkness unfolded. A world of a winter night, harboring endless emptiness and nihilism.
"──This is my domain."
Every mage possesses a world that projects their inner landscape. That world is the foundation of the thoughts a mage builds up.
Leonard Walter's world was filled with the flames of jealousy, burning and raging like the fires of hell.
In opposition, Dale deployed his 'World of Thought.' Unlike Leonard, who was running wild, Dale's inner landscape was projected under thorough control, just like that of a high-ranking mage.
A clash of thoughts, a collision of worlds.
Dale took a step toward the burning, raging Leonard, with the white and dark world of a winter night trailing behind him.
The world of frigid cold and darkness collided with the world of flames.
The two worlds interlocked. On the boundary between the two, Dale kicked off the ground.
He accelerated his heart's Circle, generating blue mana and scattering cold air to sap the heat from the area. White, frozen frost scattered. The swirling frost absorbed the surrounding heat and began to reach thermal equilibrium. Like a firefighter suppressing a blaze.
He walked toward Leonard Walter, who rampaged with the mana of flames.
"Leonard Walter."
As he approached, Dale spoke.
"Look around you."
He spoke to Leonard, who had lost his reason and become a shadow of flame, while trailing the darkness and cold of a frigid winter night behind him.
The 'World of the Black Prince' unfolded before him.
"......."
Before he knew it, the world of emptiness Dale projected was swallowing Leonard's world whole. The hell of jealousy and inferiority that was burning and raging was being devoured by the darkness and cold of a frigid winter night.
A mage's fight is, in the end, a fight where thoughts clash with thoughts, and worlds clash with worlds.
In that regard, no matter how much Leonard rampaged with his mana, a 'fake genius' could not struggle against a 'real one.'
"Ah, aaaaaah!"
Leonard let out a scream. The flames of jealousy dancing on Leonard's body lunged toward Dale. The flames of jealousy and inferiority. That was the form of the thought that Leonard Walter held as a mage.
However, the swirling flames of jealousy froze solid.
Unable to melt the 'cold of the winter night' Dale carried, the world of flames froze over. The flames died down, and darkness settled over them. It was an endless darkness, like looking into the bottom of an abyss.
"This is my world."
Dale spoke, maintaining the 'World of the Black Prince' he was deploying against Leonard Walter.
"Do you have the resolve to shoulder this world?"
That day, he projected the landscape of a winter night made of endless nihilism and emptiness.
"Does the 'talent I possess' still look so tempting and shiny like a jewel?"
The flames of jealousy that had been swallowing Leonard were already fading powerlessly.
"Ah, ah......."
Dale took a step.
Leonard stepped back, retreating from the white and dark horizon of the winter night Dale carried behind him.
"D-don't come closer......!"
He fled from the frigid cold and darkness.
"What's wrong?"
Dale asked.
"Here is what you desired."
The source of the talent Dale possessed. The world of the 'Black Prince.' A horizon of emptiness made of frigid cold and darkness.
"Weren't you so jealous of me, so steeped in inferiority, that you couldn't help but crave the talent I have?"
It wasn't something trivial like talent. An incarnation of absurdity? Don't make me laugh.
"I have already paid the price."
He remembered the blade of the holy sword that had pierced his own chest.
"Do you have the resolve to pay that price?"
Dale asked, feigning confusion.
"Here is what you wanted, so why are you trying to run away?"
Leonard did not answer.
"Do the things I possess still feel like a blessing?"
Dale asked.
"P-please......! Don't come closer, please don't come any closer......!"
Terrified, Leonard was trembling and begging. He knelt down miserably. Unable to even muster the courage to gaze at the world Dale was shouldering, there were no flames of jealousy left burning in the area.
The embers that had been scattering had all died out.
Only the bone-chilling cold and frost swirled.
In the darkness that seemed like it would swallow the world, Leonard was by now just trembling in fear.
Leonard's heart and his fourth Circle, which should have been burning at the height of his rampage, were frozen solid.
Click.
Dale snapped his fingers. The world of the winter night that had enveloped the area vanished. When he came to his senses, they were inside the Imperial Academy's auditorium for practical magic.
"W-we're back......."
The professor muttered in shock. Dale lowered his gaze.
"Ah, aaaaaah......."
Leonard Walter was there. Trembling like a madman caught in a persecution complex, muttering unintelligible nonsense.
He still hadn't recovered from the aftermath of coming into contact with Dale's world.
Because that darkness of the winter night was something that even a 6th Circle Elf mage would struggle to endure.
Even if the professor and students who weren't directly exposed were safe, Leonard Walter was not.
The 'World of the Black Prince' is not something that the vessel of a mere talented mage can handle.
It would not be strange if he never recovered from the aftermath for the rest of his life and became a madman. In fact, he likely would. It was a fact he had known from the start.
'Not my concern.'
Dale turned away, indifferent.
It was Leonard who had brought this upon himself, and Dale had simply made him pay the price.
* * *
After that.
The rampage that occurred at the academy came to an end, and it became as if nothing had happened.
A gag order from the Red Magic Tower was issued to those who knew the truth.
Rumors circulated among the students that Leonard Walter had dropped out for personal reasons, and that his mind had snapped.
'They say he challenged the eldest son of the Sachsen house, lost, and went crazy.'
'That Leonard lost to an 11-year-old brat?'
'I guess the rumors among the gossips were true after all.'
'To think that the great Leonard Walter would end up like that.......'
'I heard he was cursed by black magic and went insane from the pain!'
'No, I heard it was magic that destroys the mind!'
Dale's name was by no means an empty reputation. As always, stories were exaggerated, then exaggerated further.
Moreover, because the Red Magic Tower remained silent to conceal the truth, Dale's notoriety grew with each passing day.
They claimed Leonard had gone mad after being cursed by the 'Black Prince's' evil magic.
Consequently, no one at the Imperial Academy dared to treat Dale carelessly. Rather, they were desperate to cater to Dale's whims with extreme caution. Even the professors who were supposed to guide the students were no exception.
In fact, their fear, rooted in their understanding of the 'Black Duke' and the Sachsen house, was in some sense greater than that of the students.
Regardless, it was a good thing for Dale.
* * *
Some time after the eldest son, Leonard, became a madman and was confined to the basement.
The Red Magic Tower.
The tower elder and 6th Circle mage, Walter of the Flaming Blood, bit his lip until it bled. He wept with a sorrow that pierced his bones.
"The bloodline of the Walter house......!"
It was not the sorrow of a father for his eldest son, Leonard. It was the sorrow of a noble; the reputation of the Walter house had fallen, and the bloodline that was supposed to carry on the family's legacy had been rendered useless.
The shame of having besmirched the proud Walter house was unbearable.
"This cannot be, this cannot be happening!"
True to his moniker, 'Flaming Blood,' Count Walter's blood boiled within him.
"Dale of Sachsen...... that damn brat of the Sachsen house!"
Walter of the Flaming Blood. An elder of the Red Magic Tower, he was a red mage who had accumulated 'academic achievements' by conducting countless human experiments as the '6th Unit Commander of the Black-Red Doctrine Unit' during the Empire's Unification War.
"I cannot forgive him, I will never forgive him!"
It went without saying where his roar was directed.
"Ah, Count Walter."
Just then, a voice cut through the air.
At that voice, his boiling blood instantly turned cold.
"To, Tower Master......!"
Before he knew it, the handsome, red-haired man stood there, his presence entirely masked.
"I humbly greet the Tower Master!"
It was the Duke of Blood, Marquis Yuris.
"You must be in great pain of heart."
Marquis Yuris feigned an exaggerated expression of distress. In front of the Red Magic Tower Master who was 'comforting' him, Count Walter's expression froze.
"I, I, I apologize!"
He felt a fear akin to looking at a monster.
It was not strange for a tower elder to revere the Tower Master. However, Walter felt no simple reverence toward the Duke of Blood; he felt only terror, as if gazing at a monster.
Because he understood the man called the 'Duke of Blood' closer than anyone else.
"I, I absolutely do not harbor any ill will toward the eldest son of the Sachsen house whom you invited, Tower Master!"
"Oh, is that so?"
"That is correct! Please, please withdraw your misunderstanding!"
"Hmm, that is a pity."
Marquis Yuris tilted his head, feigning surprise.
"I was, after all......"
He smiled, his true intentions unfathomable.
"Here to help you with your revenge, Count Walter."






Chapter - 54 

Episode 54
* * *
Some time later, at the Imperial Academy.
In the lecture hall for the 3rd Circle advanced course, the usual 4th Circle professor was absent from the podium.
"Ah, it is truly an honor to meet you all."
A handsome man with red hair, his beauty so striking it could bewitch even men. The continent's greatest fire mage, a master of the 8th Circle and the pinnacle of the Red Magic Tower.
"......!"
The Red Magic Tower Master, Marquis Yuris, the Duke of Blood, was there.
"For today, in place of your usual professor, 'my class' will be held."
The undergraduates were stunned, bowing their heads in unison. The legendary Red Magic Tower Master himself was going to teach a class for them! What greater honor could there be?
"Just a short while ago......"
The Duke of Blood continued calmly.
"Right here, a truly disgraceful incident occurred."
He spoke to the students of the 3rd Circle advanced course who knew the truth about what happened to Leonard Walter that day.
"......."
Dale's expression hardened.
'So he's finally going to reveal his true intentions.'
What this man wanted by summoning him here, and why he had sent twelve Purifiers to ambush him.
"Leonard Walter was a student of great promise. Everyone here had been busy trembling and bowing before him."
The Duke of Blood continued, spreading his shoulders in an exaggerated manner.
"Compared to that mere piece of trash who didn't possess a scrap of talent."
At his inscrutable smile, the air in the room froze.
"Let us leave the stories of insignificant bugs for now. Furthermore, what I will teach you here today is......"
The Duke of Blood continued, unbothered.
"History."
He smiled with the flair of a dramatic actor.
"Is there anyone here who knows about the Black-Red Doctrine Unit?"
During the Unification War, an unofficial unit established between the Black and Red Magic Towers for 'academic research and cooperation.'
"During the Empire's Unification War...... it symbolized the bond where the two magic towers of Black and Red joined forces with 'a single purpose'."
The horrific truth of the Black-Red Doctrine Unit flowed from the Duke of Blood's lips, stripped of all sugarcoating.
──The cruel reality of those who abandoned even the principles of humanity under the pretext and grand cause of pursuing power and truth.
The unspeakable shame of the Black-Red Doctrine Unit was laid bare, leaving the students shocked by deeds that would make even demons weep.
"Why do you all look so troubled?"
The Duke of Blood tilted his head as if he didn't understand.
"Are those of you who wish to become mages of the Red Magic Tower feeling guilty over such trivial morality?"
As if it were incomprehensible.
"The Black Duke was the same as you all."
"......!"
The Duke of Blood continued.
"He was constrained by such pathetic morality and abandoned the path to truth."
That was a story Dale also knew.
After the war, the Empire attempted to keep the organization alive in secret, even after the ceasefire. Even if they were a unit of demons, the 'academic achievements' obtained through their atrocities were worth the risk.
However, Dale's father, by his own will, disbanded the Black-Red Doctrine Unit.
The 'bond between Black and Red' came to an end, and the records of the Black-Red Doctrine Unit vanished into history.
"However, Young Master Dale is different."
The Duke of Blood turned his head.
"In Young Master Dale's talent and achievements, I see the true 'appearance of a Black Magic Tower Master'."
"......."
"Is that not so? In fact, the trash here are merely bugs without a scrap of talent."
He didn't care at all about the shock of the students around him.
"Compared to that, a demonic talent that defies comparison to the bugs here......!"
The Duke of Blood continued.
"I was deeply impressed by the notoriety and cruelty of the 'Black Prince' that people chatter about."
He spread his arms in a deliberately exaggerated manner.
"Young Master will stand at the pinnacle of the Black Magic Tower in the future, leading its system according to your will."
The Duke of Blood asked.
"Won't you please join forces for a new bond between Black and Red?"
"Won't you obtain 'ultimate power and truth' with me?"
Only then did he understand.
What the Duke of Blood wanted was Dale's talent, and at the same time, a new bond between Black and Red.
"......."
Dale remained silent. If he were to refuse his offer here, what decision would the Duke of Blood make?
"Truly unfortunate."
He inwardly burst into laughter.
"My father is still far too healthy to be discussing the future."
"Ah, you don't need to worry about that too much."
Emotion vanished from the Duke of Blood's expression. At the same time, he snapped his fingers.
The landscape twisted.
Centered around the Duke of Blood's feet, the 'Duke of Blood's World' unfolded, just as Leonard had done before. However, this was not a disaster running wild on its own. It was a mental barrier cast by a high-ranking mage, entirely under his own will and control.
The world of a mage standing at the pinnacle of the Red Magic Tower revealed itself there.
Before he knew it, the students had vanished. The Duke of Blood's world only permitted Dale's presence.
Snowflakes fluttered.
Snowflakes in the mind of the continent's greatest fire mage? Dale stared at the flakes falling onto his palm, bewildered, until he realized the truth.
It was not winter's chill. It was ash.
Ominous ash choked the sky, fluttering down.
The sky was dyed ash-gray. He turned his head and gasped. He knew this landscape. How could he forget it?
Ruins and piles of ash. Remnants of broken high-rise buildings and crushed cars. A landscape after a nuclear winter.
"......!"
"It is a truly marvelous and wonderful world."
The Duke of Blood gestured to the ruined world. Dale, wary of his hidden motives, feigned ignorance and remained silent.
"In this world, they erected towers of steel that no stone guild on the continent could imitate, and steel dragons spewed flame magic of a realm I dare not approach."
The Duke of Blood turned his head as several fighter-bombers tore through the sky. Light swirled beyond the horizon.
It was a nuclear strike.
Flames of annihilation swallowed the area, and a mushroom cloud rose.
Calling that flame magic cast by steel dragons was a delusion that didn't even make him want to laugh.
After the nuclear explosion, a scream that seemed to tear the world apart rang out. A giant body, visible beyond the horizon, heaved itself up. Tentacles, kilometers in diameter, thrashed madly before finally falling silent.
"Look at this great empire of fire and steel that even makes those giant gods submit."
Dale struggled to suppress the laughter bubbling up in his chest.
"That is the ultimate power and truth that we mages have been searching for so desperately."
"Is that why you summoned the Hero of the Otherworld?"
"That existence was a ridiculous failure."
Dale asked cautiously, and the Duke of Blood answered coldly.
"He was somewhat useful as a soldier, but he was a mere foot soldier who couldn't understand the truth possessed by the great empire of fire and steel. There was no truth to be gained from him."
He felt like bursting into laughter again. The one who couldn't understand anything wasn't the Hero of the Otherworld, but the Empire's greatest fire mage standing right in front of him.
'Yeah, that's actually for the best.'
Amidst the indescribable hatred, Dale's heart filled with a sense of certainty and ecstasy.
This man really knows nothing at all.
That Dale, standing right in front of him, was the very being who inherited the truth of that empire of fire and steel.
The Duke of Blood believed there was no truth to be gained from the Hero of the Otherworld. In a sense, that was true; there was no answer he could give to those who dragged him to an unknown world and demanded he chant the 'flame magic shown by the steel dragon' immediately.
However, when he realized that magic existed in this world and that it was a power that gave substance to the mind.......
For Dale, who had gained enlightenment as a mage, projecting the concept of nuclear weapons was by no means an impossible task.
Struggling to suppress the laughter bubbling up again, Dale answered coldly.
"......Is that the reason you called me here? To obtain ultimate power and truth through the bond of Black and Red once again?"
"That is correct."
At Dale's words, the Duke of Blood nodded and smiled.
"So please, take your time and think about it. Even if it's after the Black Duke's passing, I don't mind."
"......."
"Because to me, time is truly fleeting."
With those words, the Duke of Blood snapped his fingers. Or rather, he tried to snap them.
"Oh, come to think of it."
The Duke of Blood turned his head as if he had just remembered.
"It seems Lord Walter of the Salt-Blood is gnashing his teeth quite a bit at you, Young Master."
"......!"
"He, too, was once one of the deputy commanders of the Black-Red Doctrine Unit."
As if it really didn't matter at all.
"Furthermore, His Majesty wishes for the number of people who know the 'real truth' of the Black-Red Doctrine Unit to decrease, even if by one."
His Majesty. At that name, Dale's expression froze, though the agitation was fleeting.
The real truth of the Black-Red Doctrine Unit.
The story the Duke of Blood told the students was merely a fraction. The Empire would hardly worry about 'cruel human experiments' enough to resort to silencing people.
"However, it doesn't look good to personally eliminate a Tower Elder."
A Red Magic Tower Elder ambushing the successor of the Black, who is staying in the Imperial Capital for the sake of the Black-Red exchange.
He was not someone who would fail to understand the weight of that act.
"This is a transaction, through and through."
"......."
"I don't mind if you refuse the deal and leave the Imperial Capital. However, if you do accept the deal."
That was why the Duke of Blood smiled quietly and continued.
"I promise to gladly pay the corresponding reward."
With those final words, the Duke of Blood snapped his fingers. The landscape of the city turned to ash vanished.
The Duke of Blood's world disappeared, and he was back in the Academy's lecture hall.
"Then, let us meet again."
The Duke of Blood turned his back. Dale, left behind in the lecture hall, quietly gasped.
"......."
Silence descended. It was a very long and lonely silence.
* * *
That night, at the Black Duke's mansion on the outskirts of the Imperial Capital.
Having dismissed his escort knights early, Dale waited to fulfill the transaction with the Duke of Blood.
There, he recalled the world the Duke of Blood had shown him.
The ruins of a city center turned to ash. A world after the apocalypse, as if a nuclear winter had arrived.
"......."
Dale bit his lip until it bled.
BOOM!
A sudden explosion rang out, but it could not erase Dale's thoughts. He rose quietly from his bed.
As if he had been waiting for this moment from the beginning.
"Dale!"
The voice of the 6th Circle elf mage, Sepia, rang out.
"Sepia-nim......."
Dale called her name quietly.
"So you were here, you damn brat of Saxony."
A man blocked their path. Dale turned his head to see, just as Marquis Yuris had predicted, a man gnashing his teeth.
"The brat of the Saxon house who dared to ruin my son......"
Leaving the ruins of the mansion behind, the Red Magic Tower Elder and 6th Circle fire mage spoke.
Walter of the Salt-Blood.
Unable to contain his rage, he flickered with red mana. Dale let out a dry laugh.
It was laughable that he didn't even know he was a butterfly caught in a spiderweb.
The butterfly was caught, and the spider was about to rise to devour its prey.
"Step back."
Sepia blocked Dale's path.
Her crystal-colored hair fluttered as the 6th Circle elf mage and Elder of the Blue Magic Tower stepped forward.
"Didn't you promise?"
With her back to Dale, Sepia replied.
"That I would protect you."
Sepia accelerated her six circles, finally exerting her full power to protect Dale.
"So the rumor that the Blue Magic Tower Elder had taken refuge with the Saxon house was true."
Watching that, Walter of the Salt-Blood answered coldly.
"It doesn't matter. As long as the Duke of Blood has permitted it, no one will be able to block my path."
Hearing those words, Dale couldn't hold back his laughter. It was laughable that the man didn't realize he was nothing more than a discarded chess piece.
"Don't worry, Dale."
"......Thank you."
Sepia opened her mouth, and Dale simply smiled.
The two high-ranking mages of Red and Blue finally began to unfold their own worlds.
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* * *
Following the path beneath Sepia's feet, the 6th Circle elf mage's world unfolded.
It was a different realm of mages, a coliseum of death that blocked out all outside intervention, from which there was no escape until one side perished.
A frozen land where a crystal-colored horizon stretched out endlessly.
In response, Walter of the Flaming Blood deployed his own world. Behind the 6th Circle Red Mage, the projection of his inner psyche revealed itself.
'A surgical ward?'
No, that wasn't it. Stepping back behind Sepia, Dale caught his breath.
A landscape overflowing with medical beds, patients, restraints, and horrific tools. Screams echoed from every direction—not cries for help, but pleas for death.
He realized it soon enough: this was no ward intended for treatment.
Walter of the Flaming Blood, an elder of the Red Magic Tower and 6th Division Commander of the Black-Red Doctrine Unit—the so-called 'Demon's Unit.'
Walter's world was that very Black-Red Doctrine Unit, specifically the 6th Division laboratory he had commanded.
A Red Mage's vivisection laboratory.
A symbol of cruelty that had abandoned all human principles in pursuit of 'power and truth.' A living hell where horrific experiments were carried out on living prisoners.
"Do you know why I am called 'Flaming Blood'?"
Walter of the Flaming Blood asked, his voice echoing through the laboratory. Sepia did not answer; she merely swirled currents of blue mana across the crystal-colored frozen land.
"If you heat a living person's blood to its boiling point... do you know what happens to the subject's body?"
Walter asked again. *Subject.* At that word, Dale's expression twisted.
"......."
"How many prisoners do you think were sacrificed to obtain the optimal explosive formula for lethal purposes?"
Walter asked again. Countless 'subjects' burned in flames behind him.
Burning each subject with varying intensities of flame to determine the optimal efficiency for killing. It made Dale want to vomit.
"Do you know how to mix the bolt magic formula to achieve maximum efficiency with minimum dosage?"
For the sake of academic inquiry, how many prisoners were sacrificed—and how horribly—in that vivisection lab?
"Do you know at what distance and with what level of explosion maximum lethality is exerted?"
Although this was merely the landscape of Walter's mind, the origin of such a vision was clear.
"Progress is directly linked to the amount of blood shed. The wheel of history only rolls through blood."
Walter stated, his belief absolute and devoid of hesitation. A demon wearing a human mask stood before them.
"I understand now."
At Walter's words, Sepia finally nodded.
"At the very least, I understand that you are trash unworthy of salvation."
"What did you understand?"
Walter of the Flaming Blood asked.
"Repeating experiments to verify hypotheses and building a tower of wisdom based on empirical results—wasn't that the attitude of one who explores the principles of magic? Can the Blue Magic Tower, which fears blood in the face of a great cause, dare to understand our spirit?"
Sepia remained silent, as if unable to comprehend his twisted logic.
"Do you think any progress in this world can be achieved without shedding blood?"
"......Truly, the ugliness of a beast whose depths cannot be fathomed."
After a long silence, Sepia spoke. Before a beast unworthy of salvation, she unleashed the power of a 6th Circle elf mage.
Just then, Dale stepped in front of Sepia.
"Dale, stand back!"
Sepia shouted in surprise, but Dale shook his head.
"No, I cannot do that."
Flapping the 'Shadow Cloak' that mimicked a black surcoat, he faced the World of Thought projected by the elder of the Red Tower.
A high-level mage's World of Thought is a landscape of the heart that projects their very life. That scene of a living hell was the psyche of Walter of the Flaming Blood, commander of the Black-Red Doctrine Unit.
The ideology of the Red Magic Tower held that power was the absolute value of this world—a devil's belief that blood shed to gain power was nothing more than 'sacrifice before a great cause.'
The subjects wailed endlessly in the vivisection lab, their cries begging for death in hellish pain. An unforgettable hatred gripped Dale's heart.
He could not forgive the Red Magic Tower or the Empire.
"It is not just you, Master, who cannot forgive that man."
"Ha! Is a mere 3rd Circle brat trying to stand against this 'Flaming Blood'!"
Seeing the black-blue mana swirling beneath Dale's feet, Walter of the Flaming Blood sneered.
"Just because your talent is slightly outstanding, you dare to crawl up without knowing how high the sky is!"
An elder of the Red Magic Tower and a 6th Circle mage. To him, Dale was merely a 3rd Circle mage; the difference in rank was undeniable. At least, that would be the case for an 'ordinary 3rd Circle mage.'
"You will regret your foolishness in the hellfire!"
Walter of the Flaming Blood poured out blood-colored mana, his six circles spinning. At the same time, the countless subjects of the vivisection lab were released from their chains.
"Blood, blood, it is only blood!"
Released from their restraints, an uncountable number of subjects sprinted forward. A group of people engulfed in flames rushed toward Dale and Sepia like a swarm of zombies.
"It is only by shedding blood that the wheel of this world is turned!"
The World of Thought deployed by a high-level mage is by no means an intangible illusion.
Sepia, the 6th Circle elf mage, was no exception.
The frozen land where the crystal-colored horizon stretched out endlessly finally began to move.
Crackle, crack.
The frozen land of ice split, and a storm of cold air swirled.
"Ha! Do you think you can stop the wheel of blood with just that!"
Walter of the Flaming Blood snapped his fingers, and the bodies of the subjects exploded simultaneously. Treating them as living explosives, their blood splattered with the force of the detonations.
To Walter, 'blood' was merely a tool to turn the wheel of the world, and that blood now swallowed Sepia's domain. It glowed like flames—the Flaming Blood that symbolized his moniker.
"Resonate."
However, Sepia snapped her fingers.
A clear, inexplicably unpleasant harmony rang out. Particles of blue mana scattered in all directions.
《Blue Dissonance》.
"Web of Dissonance."
At the same time, the scattered particles of 'Blue Dissonance' connected into blue threads, forming a spiderweb. The wave of flaming blood was blocked by the web and faded away.
Immediately, Dale moved. The Shadow Cloak flapped, and a 'wave of darkness' swallowed the area beneath his feet, submerging the ground like a flood.
「Kieeeeeeek!」
Another power he had obtained the day he defeated the Orc Warchief.
The area where the two high-level mages' Worlds of Thought met was swallowed by a lake of darkness. From beneath the rippling surface, 'Shadow Lurkers' began to rise.
《Shadow Lurker》.
"......!"
Seeing this, Walter of the Flaming Blood caught his breath. As he had said, there was no way a 'mere 3rd Circle mage' should be able to face a 6th Circle mage.
However, his opponent was by no means a mere 3rd Circle mage, and furthermore, Walter was not just facing Dale.
"Be careful, Dale."
"With such a reliable Master guarding my back, what is there to worry about?"
At Sepia's words, Dale replied with a feigned smile. A Blue Mage's specialty was not direct combat; they specialized in sealing the opponent's magic, returning it to nothingness, and providing thorough defensive and auxiliary support.
That very Blue Mage—a 6th Circle elf, no less—was guarding Dale's back. Where else in the world could he find more reliable cover?
Dyeing the area with a lake of darkness, Dale kicked off the ground, charging into the hellscape of Walter's World of Thought.
"You little brat......!"
Seeing this, Walter of the Flaming Blood roared.
"Burn......!"
Six circles swirled, and blood-colored mana churned like a storm. Overwhelming firepower, akin to a missile strike, poured toward Dale.
Despite the bombardment raining down from above, there was not a shred of hesitation in Dale's movements.
"Flare."
From behind, he heard Sepia's voice.
The missiles that were supposed to rain down on Dale suddenly changed targets, drawn to the blue particles scattering around Sepia—like flares deployed to confuse heat-seeking missiles.
The distance narrowed, and with each step, the lake of darkness expanded rapidly.
A mage's World of Thought is their territory; no matter how powerful the Shadow Cloak was, one could not recklessly overlay darkness onto that domain. However, invading the enemy's territory on foot was a different story.
Dale sprinted without hesitation toward the World of Thought deployed by Walter of the Flaming Blood.
With each step, the domain of the shadow lake expanded from beneath Dale's feet.
"Protect me, you slaves!"
The subjects endlessly generated in the Black-Red Doctrine Unit's vivisection lab rushed toward Dale, engulfed in scorching flames, their pleas for death echoing. However, they were merely images within Walter's psyche, not living people.
Without hesitation, Dale created blades from the 'Shadow Cloak.' A hail of blades—unbelievable for a mage—swirled, shredding the subjects. Immediately after, their bodies exploded, attempting to swallow Dale.
Or rather, they tried.
"Blue Quarantine."
Sepia whispered, and the hail of explosions that should have consumed Dale was trapped inside a blue cube.
A prison of magic.
'Precisely designating the coordinates to quarantine all of the opponent's attacks.'
By designating the range of the scattered explosions, she quarantined the attacks that should have reached Dale.
"You damn blue whore......!"
Being an elder of the Blue Magic Tower and a 6th Circle elf mage was a reputation well-earned.
The distance narrowed again, and finally, Walter's world was dyed with the lake of darkness. The thorn-like tentacles of the 'Shadow Lurkers' rose from the shadows.
Facing the swirling tentacles, Walter erected a barrier of flames. He was not an opponent who would be unilaterally defeated by a single tentacle, unlike the 'Orc Warchief.'
Even so, nothing would change.
"Where is the optimal formula for lethal purposes?"
"Don't make me laugh, you damn brat!"
Dale asked coldly. Walter struggled, pouring out a hail of firepower reminiscent of a missile bombardment, but it never reached Dale.
"Reassignment."
Magic quarantine. Literally, a prison of magic. A Blue Mage technique that isolates the opponent's magic, preventing interaction and sealing it. It was not simple cold or water-attribute magic.
As a high-level Blue Mage, she was sealing the opponent's magic and binding his feet. Moreover, she was not even utilizing her 'World of Thought' as a weapon yet. While she had her reasons for focusing on Dale's cover, to speak coldly, they were of different classes.
Elf mage.
Just because they are 6th Circle does not mean they are all equal. Especially when comparing an elf—a 'race loved by mana'—to a human.
"......!"
Only then did he understand. Walter of the Flaming Blood was now nothing more than a fly caught in Sepia's spiderweb.
At the same time, in the darkness swallowing Walter's world, the thorn-like tentacles of the Shadow Lurker began to swirl.
Usually, the outcome of a battle between a knight and a mage is decided at the 'point where distance is closed.'
Furthermore, the martial prowess Dale displayed as a swordsman exceeded that of a mere Aura Knight; even if Walter were a 6th Circle mage, it would change nothing.
However, against a Red Mage of that level, it was difficult for even Dale to easily close the distance. It was only possible because of Sepia's cover, and once the distance was closed, the outcome was inevitable.
"D-don't come......!"
The 'Black Prince' was in front of him.
The conclusion of 'when an ordinary mage allows a knight to close the distance' unfolded right there.
The mage was busy blocking the thorn-like tentacles of the 'Shadow Lurkers' swirling from all directions, and Dale rushed in, aiming for the blind spot. The 'Shadow Blade' swung, plunging toward Walter.
Slaaaaash!
Flesh tore, and blood splattered.
"Aaaaaaaah!"
Walter screamed, and Dale tilted his head, as if confused.
"Why are you screaming?"
Slaaaaash!
The 'Shadow Blade' swung again, and blood splattered from Walter's body. Screams of unbearable pain rang out.
"Wasn't this the 'progress achieved through blood' you spoke of?"
Amidst the screams, Dale asked calmly.
"You said the wheel of history only rolls through blood."
He swung the shadow blade mercilessly again. It was not a clean, fatal blow, but a strike of cruel malice, intended solely for 'pain.'
"The 'wheel of history' is rolling with your blood—shouldn't you be happy?"
"Ah, aaaa......."
Without a shred of emotion, Dale asked. He had forgotten even the existence of Sepia, who watched from behind.
The shadow blade swirled again toward Walter, who groaned and begged in pain. Countless blood vessels were severed, again and again. Blood splattered as if a child were scribbling wildly with red crayons on a sketchbook.
"P-please......."
In pain, Walter muttered weakly.
"K-kill me......."
Blood flowed, and flowed again.
However, a quick death did not come to Walter of the Flaming Blood. The wheel of history just rolled endlessly, and watching the scene, Dale sneered.
"A wheel that can only be rolled through the sacrifice and blood of the innocent... it would be better if it were broken."
The destroyer of the wheel said.
He denied the elder of the Red Magic Tower before him, and furthermore, the zeitgeist of the Red Magic Tower and the Empire itself.
Slaaaaash!
The thorn-like tentacle of the Shadow Lurker pierced through his chest.
The shadow's tentacle split, and like a shredder, it tore his body to pieces.
Before the slaughter of the 'Shadow Lurker,' Sepia merely kept a bitter silence.
Walter's corpse was torn to pieces and scattered in all directions, and his world finally vanished.
What remained was a crystal-colored frozen land, now dyed blood-red.
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* * *
Walter of the Salted Blood was, in the end, nothing more than a disposable pawn for Marquis Yuris—a puppet discarded before he ever realized his fate.
"The 6th Unit Captain of the Black-Red Doctrine Unit...."
Dale spoke quietly. Sepia turned to him, surprise etched on her face.
"How do you know that name?"
He couldn't simply blurt out that he knew it from the memories of his past life.
"Today, the Blood Duke visited the Academy in person."
"......!"
Dale answered, revealing the truth about the Black-Red Doctrine Unit as the Blood Duke had described it. He also explained that the Emperor was attempting to silence anyone who knew the unit's secrets.
He remained silent, however, about the scenery he had witnessed within the Blood Duke's world, and the proposal for a 'new bond of Black and Red.'
"......It is certainly a truth that even the Empire finds uncomfortable."
Sepia answered calmly.
"To think they would plan a chadojigye—borrowing a knife to kill—using our hands, despite everything... how truly wicked."
"Since Sepia-nim was by my side, they must have been certain I could defeat Walter of the Salted Blood."
They must have also been certain that Walter could never defeat Sepia. Walter had simply fallen into the Blood Duke's trap; in a sense, even Dale and Sepia were no exception, played like puppets in his hands.
"......That man is truly dangerous beyond measure."
"I agree."
Dale nodded. He looked around.
A frozen wasteland of crystals. The world of the Snow Elf mage, Sepia.
A mage's World of Thought is a barrier that permits no intrusion—a landscape forged from one's inner mind. When a mage consciously unfolds their world, it signifies one of two things.
First, when facing an enemy that must be eliminated with all one's might.
Second, when facing someone to whom they can truly reveal their world.
And in this case, it was likely both.
"......Thank you for protecting me, Sepia-seonsaengnim."
Her world, where only Dale and Sepia existed. At Dale's words, Sepia did not answer immediately, responding only with her usual warm, gentle smile.
"It is a very beautiful world."
Dale said, gazing at the crystal wasteland that stretched to the horizon, devoid of a single speck of dust.
"As a teacher and a fellow mage, when I first caught a glimpse of your world... seeing the horizon of solitude and emptiness you must feel...."
As the gentle and benevolent teacher she always was.
"I thought it looked very much like my own world."
At Sepia's words, Dale held his breath. She was right. Sepia's world—a crystal-colored horizon, utterly empty. The World of Thought she had constructed while leaving her hometown as an exile, walking the secular lands in the body of a Snow Elf.
Only then did Dale truly understand. She was the same as him.
Two people, a man and a woman, harboring a cold solitude. In the face of that, neither Dale's youth nor the centuries Sepia had lived as an elf posed an obstacle.
A World of Thought is, in the end, a landscape of the heart. Now, they understood each other.
Dale reached out and silently embraced the 6th Circle elf mage. He was not the only one suffering from the cold solitude of the crystal wasteland.
"......I like you, Seonsaengnim."
Dale said.
"So please, wait a little longer."
Carefully, he stood on his tiptoes and kissed her on the cheek.
"......!"
"Until I become a man worthy of you."
After the kiss, he looked up at Sepia's face.
"W-well...."
Sepia stood there, her elf ears twitching as she blushed, as if she had forgotten the person before her was an 11-year-old child.
After the embrace, Dale pulled back.
"By any chance."
After creating some distance, Dale asked again.
"Was there no need to wait at all?"
Understanding the implication, Sepia's expression turned bright red again. Even her pointed elf ears flushed.
"......Sh-shut up."
At Sepia's agitation, Dale smiled quietly.
"Sepia-seonsaengnim."
He muttered, as if speaking of someone else.
"You have an unexpectedly wide range of defense."
* * *
Two mages of Red and Blue had clashed, unfolding their Worlds of Thought. Worlds of Thought deployed by mages of Elder level or higher function as barriers in their own right.
An impromptu arena where one need not worry about outside interference.
In other words, it is impossible to break from the outside until the caster releases it of their own will.
To force entry, the intervention of a mage with equal or greater skill is required.
Those capable of such a feat would not number a hundred across the entire continent.
Therefore, when the two 6th Circle mages, Walter of the Salted Blood and Sepia, clashed, Sir Veil of Baskerville had no choice but to wait.
Immediately after, Dale and Sepia appeared. Fortunately.
Furthermore, 'Walter of the Salted Blood' had become food for the Shadow Lurker; not even a trace of his flesh or bones remained.
"Young Master Dale, are you safe?"
"I am safe, Sir Veil."
Dale answered, leaving Sepia, whose face was bright red, behind him.
"What about the casualties among our knights?"
"They have sustained some injuries, but fortunately, there are no fatalities."
"I see, that is a relief."
Dale nodded calmly.
"To think that an Elder of the Red Magic Tower would launch an ambush......!"
Inviting the 'successor of the Black Magic Tower' to the Imperial Academy, and then attacking that successor.
A situation one would never expect had actually occurred. It was a grave act that could shake the magic towers and the entire Empire. If Sepia hadn't been there, even Dale would have had no chance against an Elder-level mage—at least, that was how it appeared to Sir Veil.
He couldn't even imagine what Dale would look like if he went all-out in a place where he didn't need to worry about prying eyes.
"......Since the Saxon knights were not hurt, I will handle today's matter separately."
Dale said.
"Until you receive further orders from me, you and the other knights are to remain silent about today's events."
"B-but, Young Master!"
"Sir Veil. This is an order from the eldest son of the House of Saxony."
"......Understood (Jonmyeong)."
Dale cut Sir Veil off before he could argue further.
'Because of my agitation, the Saxon knights could have been dragged into this.'
Dale clicked his tongue and turned his head.
Still, even Dale hadn't expected them to launch such a mindless ambush—especially while he was so agitated.
"......."
He recalled the 'landscape of Earth' that Marquis Yuris had shown him earlier. How could that landscape be reflected within the Blood Duke's World of Thought? And after he had disappeared, what on earth had happened there?
A mage revealing their world held a weight that was never light.
A World of Thought was the landscape of a mage's heart—in other words, it was like letting another person peek into one's soul.
Just as Sepia had done for Dale before.
Either 100% reject the opponent or accept them. There were no exceptions.
'Could he have known my true identity.......'
He thought, then shook his head.
'No, absolutely not.'
If he really knew Dale's identity, the Blood Duke's actions wouldn't stop at this level. Dale clearly remembered the treatment the Blood Duke had shown his past self.
And at that time, he had never shown his 'World of Thought' to his past self. He hadn't even brought up stories of Earth.
He, who had never opened his heart to his past self, had changed his mind after Dale became the eldest son of the House of Saxony?
'No way.'
The Blood Duke did not know Dale's true identity. He could be certain of that.
In other words, he truly wanted to join hands with the 'Black Prince'.
By showing his sincerity and fully affirming the existence of Dale, the future Master of the Black Magic Tower, he was hoping for a 'new bond of Black and Red'.
Then what on earth was the Blood Duke's goal in seeking a new bond of Black and Red? What was the 'ultimate power and truth' he spoke of? What was the Emperor aiming for in the silence?
His mind was a tangled mess.
He shook his head. None of that mattered right now. The only thing to do was to immediately leave this goddamn Imperial Capital and return to the Duchy of Saxony.
His role as an Academy student, which wasn't even in his destiny, ended here.
* * *
At that time, the Saxon Ducal Castle.
Just as Dale, the successor of the Black Magic Tower, had visited the Imperial Capital for the exchange between Black and Red, the successor of the Red Magic Tower—the 'son' of the Blood Duke, Marquis Yuris—was there.
In the Duke of Saxony's office.
Ray Yuris.
Strictly speaking, he was not a son of shared blood. He was merely an adopted son whom Marquis Yuris had taken in for 'some reason.' The Black Duke was one of the few who knew that reason.
He was the only survivor after the Blood Duke took in dozens of children with talent for magic, forcing them to kill each other until only one remained.
Having survived, he succeeded in making his existence known to the world as the son of the House of Marquis Yuris.
Unlike Dale, he was not performing feats that shook the entire Empire. He was merely someone who hid in the shadows, acting as an agent for the Blood Duke's will.
Therefore, there was not a shred of emotion in the Black Duke's expression as he looked at Ray.
Far away, beyond the Sea of Death, where even the influence of the Empire did not reach, there was a poison called Godo (Gu poison).
They would put poisonous insects with deadly venom into a jar, making them eat each other, and filter out the last one to extract the most perfectly refined, extreme poison.
Ray Yuris was like that final Godo. Even if he was a child of the same age as Dale, it changed nothing.
"Your Excellency, Black Duke."
Ray opened his mouth.
"As you know, my father and His Majesty the Emperor desire the same thing as you, Your Excellency."
What they desire.
"Speak."
The Black Duke spoke calmly, as the greatest black mage on the continent.
"I have a list of the hardliners in the Black Magic Tower who are cooperating with our Red Magic Tower."
"......."
At Ray's words, a flicker of agitation crossed the Black Duke's expression for a moment.
"What do you want in return?"
Dragging out a conversation unnecessarily was not the Black Duke's style.
"The Devil's Unit, the Black-Red Doctrine Unit."
Ray answered.
"His Majesty the Emperor wishes for the activities of the Black-Red Doctrine Unit during the war to be completely erased."
"......."
"And quite coincidentally, among the hardliners of the Black Magic Tower, a few unit captains of the Black-Red Doctrine Unit were mixed in."
"Hand over the list of hardliners cooperating with the Red Magic Tower."
"I'm glad we understand each other quickly."
At the Black Duke's words, Ray Yuris smiled and bowed his head.
Hardliners who joined hands with the Red Magic Tower and resisted the Black Duke's regime were people who had to be killed anyway.
The fact that among them were 'targets to be silenced who remembered the secrets of the Black-Red Doctrine Unit' would change nothing.
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* * *
"Please, have mercy! I beg you to forgive my foolishness!"
An elder of the Black Magic Tower, a 6th-circle Black Mage, knelt and pleaded. Among the hundred or so high-ranking mages across the continent, he trembled, not daring to even consider resistance.
"I am begging you like this! Please!"
He had been the 8th Squad Leader of the Black-Red Doctrine Unit, a Black Mage who had committed all manner of experiments in pursuit of truth. He was a hardliner who rejected the Black Duke's regime and had not hesitated to become a Monster of Truth.
That very 'Devil's Squad Leader' was kneeling and begging.
He begged before a man who had parted ways with the darkness of the old era and was now attempting to bind himself to such petty things as morality.
"Do you seek my mercy?"
The man asked.
"P-please, grant me mercy! I will offer you my lifelong loyalty! Please, please...!"
"Do you remember what you did to my son?"
After a silence, the Black Duke asked. His expression was devoid of even a shred of emotion.
"I, I, I am..."
He had joined hands with the Red Magic Tower, secretly crossed the Saxon River, and provided the Purifiers with information on Dale. He had informed them that Dale would lead his cavalry and take separate action. After that realization, the elder let out a hollow laugh.
He realized there was absolutely no way the man would grant him mercy.
That did not mean he intended to put up a meaningless resistance or struggle in vain.
As an elder of the Black Magic Tower, he understood the weight of the Black Duke's name better than anyone.
Even while understanding that fact... he laughed, realizing his own foolishness in daring to join hands with the Red Magic Tower.
"...Right, there's no way you'd grant mercy," he muttered powerlessly.
"Black Duke, do you think there is any other hypocrite as hideous as you in this world?"
Feeling as though it no longer mattered, he unleashed a torrent of abuse.
"The 2nd Squad Leader of the Black-Red Doctrine Unit. How many prisoners were sacrificed there for your 'experiments'? How much blood flowed to open the Gate?"
The true purpose of the Black-Red Doctrine Unit, which the Empire desperately tried to hide.
"The real monster is you."
"..."
"Do you think you can run away from your past?"
The Black Duke did not answer.
"Will your son still think of his father with pride after seeing your true self? Ah, well, he's a monster's child, so maybe he would!"
"Grim Reaper."
After a silence, the Black Duke finally spoke. A jet-black current swirled around his feet, forming the shape of a silhouette.
A messenger of death wrapped in a jet-black robe.
Shadows were cast beneath the hood, but one could soon realize the truth: it wasn't a shadow. It was darkness, bottomless and writhing, beneath the hood.
"Black Duke, you are the real monster! A monster that small fries like us couldn't even dare to imitate!"
The two arms made of darkness held a death scythe. The Grim Reaper. The agent of death swung the blade.
It was the signal announcing a bloody purge.
* * *
Some time later, the eldest son of the Saxon House returned safely to the Saxon Duchy.
As usual, gossip followed him, trailing all sorts of heroic tales from his time at the Imperial Academy.
He arrived just in time for the Duchy, where a bloody purge was underway in the name of the Black Magic Tower Master.
* * *
Saxon Ducal Castle.
"Dale!"
At the familiar voice of a young girl, Dale turned his head. A girl stood there, armed from head to toe in black armor. She was clad in custom-made Night Raven Knight's armor and carried the Saxon House's two-handed heavy sword.
It looked as though she had been devoted to sword training day and night.
"Charlotte."
"Yeah, welcome back."
As if she had been waiting for Dale to return, Charlotte smiled affectionately.
"Is the sword training going well?"
"Um, it's alright!"
Charlotte nodded triumphantly, and seeing that, Dale burst into a low laugh.
"Why, why are you laughing?!"
"Just because."
After laughing, Dale continued calmly.
"It's good to see you again."
"U-ugh...!"
At those words, spoken without much thought, Charlotte's tongue twisted and she shut her mouth.
"What's wrong? Did you bite your tongue?"
"N-nothing at all!"
"Well, then that's a relief," Dale answered, feigning indifference. There was no way for Dale to know that her face was turning bright red beneath the black helmet.
"Ugh, really... this idiot."
"Why am I an idiot?"
"Because you are an idiot, you idiot!"
The girl's heart grew fonder of the boy with each passing day.
* * *
When Dale appeared where the Night Raven Knights were training, the knights knelt in unison and drove their swords into the ground.
"You have arrived, Young Master Dale!"
Among the Night Raven Knights armed in black armor, one familiar face greeted him.
"Sir Yones."
"Young Master Dale!"
"The sword training must be going well, right?"
At Dale's question, the Night Raven Knight instructing Sir Yones bowed his head.
"His talent is more outstanding than it appears, and his swordsmanship improves day by day."
The knight in charge of teaching Sir Yones had reached the realm of an Aura Knight. As the instructor did not spare his praise, Sir Yones bowed toward Dale once again.
"It is all thanks to you, Young Master Dale."
"Right, the training of the mercenaries is going well too, right?"
"Don't you worry about my men!"
Sir Yones answered confidently. The hundred or so mercenaries he led—having shared joys and sorrows from the bottom—possessed a loyalty to Sir Yones akin to that of comrades-in-arms.
That was why they were provided with a place to stay within the Duchy and were not neglecting their training, thanks to the knights.
Furthermore, while Dale had been staying at the Imperial Academy following the Demon Migration, it was time to check their growth under the education of the Night Raven Knights.
A mercenary unit of about a hundred men.
It was a scale sufficient to be used as Dale's personal force; the only remaining task was to ensure their readiness.
* * *
Living without settling down, continuing a fight with no promise of an end—the romance of a mercenary is, in reality, nothing more than a fantasy painted by gossipers.
It was the same for the life of a wandering knight, where Sir Yones had roamed the continent holding a single sword as the second son of a low-ranking noble family.
It is not without reason that the dream of mercenaries is simply 'returning home safely.' As is usually the case, the reality of romance is nothing but shabby.
In that regard, the helping hand Dale extended to the hundred mercenaries led by Sir Yones was an indescribable miracle.
A direct private army belonging to the eldest son of the Duke of Saxony.
Needless to say, the pay was appropriate, and they were provided with a place to stay and systematic training from the Night Raven Knights, who were considered the best on the continent!
Not every soldier on the battlefield could be armed with shining black armor like the Night Raven Knights and receive the best education. However, Dale of Sachsen had the power to make that possible.
"You have arrived, Young Master!"
"Call me Captain from now on."
"Haha, understood! Captain!"
"Salute the Captain!"
Sir Yones' mercenary unit lacked the strict, steel-like discipline of the Saxon House's knights, but their informal attitude was rather welcome to Dale. That would be even more true when a few drinks were involved.
"And this guy is the Vice-Captain now."
"Of course!"
The feelings the hundred mercenaries had toward Dale were indescribable.
Sir Yones volunteered for a demotion to Vice-Captain of the mercenary unit without a moment's hesitation, and the mercenaries knelt in unison toward their new Captain, Dale of Sachsen.
They were now proper heavy infantrymen loyal to the eldest son of the Saxon House.
"Right."
Even for Dale, it was impossible to provide a Saxon House warhorse to all one hundred soldiers. However, the intimidation one hundred skilled heavy infantrymen projected on the battlefield was by no means inferior.
"Everyone is training hard, right?"
Dale asked.
The eldest son of the Saxon House wanted to use them as his own people; there was give and take. The things Dale gave them were not freebies.
"We are training them until they don't die," the knight in charge of the mercenaries' education answered.
"Good."
Limbs that moved not for the Saxon Ducal House, but solely for Dale. There were such people among the Night Raven Knights, but that didn't change anything.
"Since you've trained to death like that, it's about time to jump into real combat, right?"
"Leave it to us, Young Master!"
"We are itching to go into battle."
Along with the resources provided by the eldest son of the Saxon House, growing 'Dale's influence' was a task that could never be neglected.
"I'm thinking of starting a new business soon."
Dale's organization, Dale's people.
The one hundred 'Man-At-Arms' here were just the beginning.
From basic combat to establishing strategies, tactics, and intelligence activities—a brain and combat agency that could intervene in the entire operation and exercise supreme command.
He would not let their value rot in a mere mercenary unit. An armed organization that oversaw all of a customer's wide-ranging demands for conducting war.
A War Agency.
To be reborn as the continent's best Private Military Company (PMC).
* * *
That evening.
The sunlight, slanting toward the western sky, was already dyed a deep purple.
Dale was checking the training status of the heavy infantry, lost in thought about what to name their unit.
"Ah, you were here."
An unfamiliar voice spoke. He turned his head.
"You returned from the Imperial Capital faster than I thought."
"..."
With the sunset burning as if it were fading, a blonde boy stood there.
"Who might you be?"
Judging by his age, he didn't seem much different from Dale.
"My name is Ray. The eldest son of Marquis Yuris, Ray Yuris."
"!"
At those words, Dale held his breath.
The son of the Blood Duke, Marquis Yuris. The successor to the Red Magic Tower Master.
Marquis Yuris was not a married man, but the fact that he had a 'son without blood ties' was something Dale knew.
"Nice to meet you."
Ray Yuris's exploits were not known like Dale of Sachsen's. Without even being mentioned by gossipers, he kept an ominous silence. Yet, no one in the Red Magic Tower dared to deny that Ray was the 'successor of the Red Tower.'
"Do you have any other business?"
Dale asked, not letting his guard down.
"Young Master Dale of Sachsen."
Ray smiled.
"The son of the Black Duke, and the successor to the Black Magic Tower."
Ray continued, mentioning the reputation of the 'Black Prince' that was being whispered about.
"..."
"May I ask for your teaching in that talent, which is called the greatest genius in the Empire?"
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* * *
"Are you implying a magic duel between us?"
"As successors of the two magic towers, for the sake of exchange between Black and Red—and since we happen to be facing each other like this."
At Dale's question, Ray Yuris nodded.
"It wouldn't be a bad idea to gauge each other's skills."
"It would just be a trivial squabble between kids."
Dale replied with indifference. After all, the boy before him was nothing more than a child his own age. There was no need to deliberately show his hand.
"Do you truly think so?"
Ray Yuris countered, accelerating the two circles engraved upon his heart.
'2nd Circle...?'
Dale gasped at the flood of red mana the accelerating circles generated. Seeing the rapidly rising rotation of the two circles, he realized.
'This is not the amount of mana a mere 2nd Circle mage can generate.'
Achieving the 2nd Circle at such an age was extraordinary, even if it didn't compare to Dale's own growth rate.
Just as Dale handled high-purity mana with biting cold and refined darkness, Ray's mana held a scorching heat, much like magma.
An absurdly high-purity red mana that seemed to swirl with the fires of hell.
The number of circles is an essential indicator of a mage's capability, but it isn't everything. Dale, a 3rd Circle mage, and Sepia, the 6th Circle elf mage, were proof of that.
He could feel it intuitively. Even if his fame didn't span the continent like the 'Black Prince,' the son of the Duke of Blood, Marquis Yuris—the successor of the Red Magic Tower—was no empty reputation.
Rather, it was a silence maintained while hiding in the shadows.
"Don't you need to take out the artifact 'Shadow Cloak'?"
Ray asked, still generating red mana from his two circles.
"......."
Shadow Cloak. He had accurately grasped the nature of Dale's black artifact. Dale feigned surprise.
"As it happens, I also possess one insignificant artifact."
Ray Yuris continued.
As the son of the Red Magic Tower Master, it was no surprise he possessed artifacts. And unlike the likes of Leonard Walter, he likely had the capability to control them.
The world is vast. While some like Leonard Walter accepted the bottom of a well as the entire world, the young mage before Dale was not one of them.
A meritocracy to the point of cruelty. Yet, the irony that such merit ultimately stems from lineage and wealth is the very nature of the world of magic.
'Yeah, let's see the quality of the silver spoon you're biting on.'
Thinking that, Dale fluttered the Shadow Cloak, disguised as a black surcoat, intending to keep the exchange to a mere probe.
"Although it does not compare to yours, Young Master Dale."
Ray countered, drawing his own red artifact—the prized possession of the Duke of Blood's son, Ray Yuris.
"Have you ever eaten a friend?"
Ray asked before drawing the artifact. At the sudden remark, Dale remained silent.
"I have."
Ray replied, recalling the living hell of that day.
"I was so hungry, and there was absolutely nothing to eat."
Dozens of children were trapped in that underground place, devoid of sunlight, water, or food.
"At first, I survived day by day by catching rats and bugs."
However, a person cannot survive just by eating rats or bugs.
"So I ate."
Ray Yuris said.
"The flesh, blood, and entrails attached to the bones; the marrow inside; the brain and fluid within the skull...."
Leaving nothing behind. Dale did not answer the confession.
"A human is a truly delicious and nutritious creature."
Only then did he realize Ray Yuris had already drawn his artifact.
His mouth ripped open wide, revealing teeth lined up in dozens of rows inside his jaw.
《Dragon's Jawbone》.
Dale finally gasped.
'It's a bio-fusion type artifact.'
The worst form among artifacts, providing the most powerful, horrific, and irreversible power.
Dale knew this well. The grimoire rooting its tentacles into his own heart was, in a sense, a bio-fusion artifact.
'That is the monster of the Duke of Blood....'
Monster. Dale let out a dry laugh.
"What is funny?"
"Just because."
Dale replied calmly, controlling the swarm of shadows glowing beneath his feet.
"Are you not afraid?"
"Of what?"
Dale asked.
"......."
Ray Yuris smiled.
"It seems we will become 'good friends'."
Then, a voice cut through the air.
"What are you doing here."
It overwhelmed the surroundings, silencing the immature squabble of children.
"Your Excellency, Lord Black."
"Father."
Dale's father, the continent's greatest black mage, stood there, black mana swirling beneath his feet.
By now, Ray Yuris's ripped mouth had returned to its normal form.
"I was just talking with the young master of the Saxon House."
Ray replied as if nothing were wrong.
"As successors who will inherit the Black and Red Magic Towers, that is."
"......."
To those words, Lord Black did not answer.
"The evening has grown deep."
At the end of the silence, Lord Black continued.
"Both of you, let us end this here."
As if to say that any further conflict would absolutely not be permitted.
* * *
That night, the Duke and Duchess's bedroom.
"Daddy! Are you back?"
Dale's younger sister, Lise, ran toward her father. She had grown into a little lady, now able to freely express herself and run energetically on her own two feet.
"Oh my, look at her."
Mother Elena smiled contentedly.
"Yes, Lise."
The Duke of Saxony lowered himself to embrace young Lise. She kissed his cheek, and Lord Black smiled silently at her affection.
A lovely wife and daughter.
And a proud son with talent incomparable to any other.
He had parted ways with the old darkness of the Black Magic Tower and wanted to become a father who would not be ashamed before his son and wife.
They were the Saxon family, the precious treasures Lord Black would not trade for anything.
At the same time, he reflected on his own state—forced to submit to the Empire and participate in their evil to protect those treasures.
In the end, he was a weakling who had no choice but to bow his head before the 'justice' of the Empire and the Red Magic Tower.
A coward who had to calculate his own self-preservation while cowering before power.
"Elena."
Lord Black offered a complex, silent smile toward his wife.
"I am truly grateful."
"Oh my, you too?"
Elena burst into laughter, amused.
"Why are you suddenly like this?"
"......."
Lord Black remained silent. He simply drank the wine Elena poured, staring out the window.
Into the bottomless darkness of the night.
* * *
Some time after that. Necropolis, the upper floors of the Black Magic Tower.
When the man arrived, the high elder of the Black Magic Tower and 7th Circle black mage, Edgar, remained unflustered.
The 3rd Division Commander of the Black-Red Doctrine Unit, the Devil's Unit. A rare friend of Lord Black who had trained in the Black Magic Tower with the Duke of Saxony since childhood, never sparing in their competition.
"You've come, Alan."
He accepted the arrival calmly, as if expected, freely using the Duke of Saxony's given name—a name no one else would dare speak so carelessly.
"Why did you betray me?"
The Duke of Saxony, Lord Black—Alan of Saxony—asked.
"You have changed."
At that question, Edgar smiled bitterly.
"You have become weak."
"......."
"Forgetting the spirit of the Black Magic Tower, bound by petty morality like the 'weight of life'..."
He refused to become a monster of truth.
"That day, our Black-Red Doctrine Unit's experiment could have succeeded. No, it did succeed."
Edgar continued, speaking of the true purpose of the Black-Red Doctrine Unit, an identity the Empire desperately tried to hide.
"Beyond the veil of death... did you not reach the 'truth' that lies there?"
The truth the Black Magic Tower has longed for.
"Why did you return from 'that world' without taking anything?"
Edgar asked, as if unable to understand.
"──Why did you give up on reaching the realm of the 9th Circle?"
An unknown realm that even the five mages standing at the peak of the five-colored magic towers—Black, White, Red, Blue, and Green—have not dared to reach.
The experiment to reach the realm of the 9th Circle.
The undeniable truth flowed from Edgar's mouth, and agitation clouded the Duke of Saxony's expression.
The true purpose of the Black-Red Doctrine Unit the Emperor desperately tried to hide. The real reason the Empire risked so much and waged the continent's unification war.
An experiment to reach the realm of gods with a human body.
A ritual to be reborn as an artificial god and a Demon God.
For that, the two magic towers pursuing power and truth joined hands.
"Why did you give up on becoming a god?"
To that question, Lord Black did not answer.
"Is that why you betrayed me? My old friend."
At the end of the silence, Lord Black opened his mouth.
"Thanks to you, look at the Black Magic Tower, weakening and declining day by day."
Edgar replied coldly.
"This tower, where only cowards afraid to get blood on their hands remain, its spirit dead. The weak, ridiculous appearance of the Black Magic Tower Master, trembling at the 'weight of life'!"
"I do not want to kill you."
Alan replied to Edgar's words.
"No, you will kill me."
A 7th Circle mage. Just below the peak, numbering only a few dozen across the entire continent, following the five at the top.
"And I hope that you will return to the monster of those days."
"......."
"What can make you return to the monster of those days?"
The monster of those days.
"Can the sorrow of losing your family turn you into a monster?"
At Edgar's question, emotion vanished from Alan's expression. Pitch-black mana began to swirl, centering around his feet.
"Ah, it seems I've hit the nail on the head."
Finally, Edgar smiled, facing the 'monster of those days' he remembered.
"I will not let that happen."
"No, it will happen."
The 7th Circle black mage, Edgar, continued.
"Because by now, they must have arrived at your castle."
"......!"
The blood drained from Lord Black's face. He thought of his wife Elena, his daughter Lise, and his proud son Dale.
"And no matter that you are an 8th Circle black mage, I can hold you back for now."
"That will not happen."
The Black Magic Tower Master, one of the five mages at the peak of the five-colored magic towers—the continent's greatest black mage—unfolded his 'World of Thought'.
Lord Black's world.
Flap!
─ Caw! Caw!
From behind Lord Black, several birds flapped their wings and took flight. They were the blackest, most ominous ravens, their feathers scattering chaotically.
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* * *
The Duke of Saxony's castle.
The night was deep; they moved through the darkness. The hardline elders of the Black Magic Tower, who did not hesitate to become Monsters of Truth, had arrived to carry out the Black Crusade.
"For the Black Magic Tower."
"And for the Master of the Black Magic Tower."
There was only one mission they had to fulfill.
When he started a family with the woman he loved and Dale was born, the 'Master of the Black Magic Tower' they knew had died amidst the warmth of family. With his death, the ideology of the Black Magic Tower had died as well.
Therefore, they would eliminate the warmth of the family that made the Master of the Black Magic Tower weak, and revive the monster of those days.
"Elena of Saxony, Lise of Saxony, and......"
"The Black Prince is no exception either."
Even though Dale possessed the greatest talent in the Empire and was the material to become the successor to the Master of the Black Magic Tower, the child was the very existence that exerted the most powerful influence on the 'weakness of the Black Duke.'
Having steeled their resolve, the hardline elders of the Black Magic Tower spoke in unison.
"Veritas vos liberabit (The truth shall set you free)."
Behind them, the endless ranks of 'Death Knights' tightened their grips on their sword hilts. The black swords of the House of Saxony, held in the hands of the Death Knights, emitted a pale, black edge—pointed toward the Ducal house they were sworn to serve.
Pitch-black Aura Blades.
The Black Crusade had begun.
* * *
Taking advantage of the darkness of dawn, the raid began.
* * *
Dang, dang, dang.
The bell of the Duke of Saxony's castle, which rarely rang, tolled. It was an alarm signaling an enemy raid.
"Enemy raid! It's an enemy raid!"
"Arm yourselves at once and prepare for the attack!"
"Take up battle positions immediately and draw your swords!"
An enemy raid. Not in the city of Saxony, but from the Duke of Saxony's castle at the city's center. That meant only one thing: those who could enter the castle without suspicion.
The elders of the Black Magic Tower.
And the Death Knights they led.
The Night Raven Knights, the pride of the House of Saxony, leveled their swords at the enemy. They faced immortal knights clad in the same black armor of the House of Saxony, foes who never rested or stopped.
Against their former comrades-in-arms who were wielding pitch-black Aura Blades.
* * *
A girl devoted herself to sword training alone until the dawn deepened.
She was fully armed in black, wearing the custom-made armor of the Night Raven Knights and holding a Saxon two-handed greatsword.
"......."
When the alarm bell rang out, Charlotte felt no hesitation.
Thinking and calculating are not a knight's role. A knight's virtue lies solely in execution. It was time to adjust her heavy sword and execute her duty.
The girl with the greatest talent for the sword in the Empire would test her achievements.
"Wait for me, Dale."
Charlotte Orhardt, daughter of the God Sword, whispered.
* * *
Why were the elders of the Black Magic Tower raiding the Duke of Saxony's castle while the Master of the Black Magic Tower was absent?
Why were the Death Knights, who should be more reliable than anything else, swinging their greatswords toward the Night Raven Knights of the House of Saxony?
Surely, the hardliners of the Black Magic Tower who rejected the Black Duke's system must be staging some kind of coup.
However, to Sir Helmut Blackbear—the Mad Sword, one of the Seven Swords of the Continent, and the pinnacle of the Night Raven Knights—that was irrelevant.
Just as with Charlotte Orhardt, thinking and calculating were not a knight's role.
To swing his sword for his lord. To eliminate enemies and protect the lord and his kin, even if it meant sacrificing his life.
That is execution.
Therefore, Sir Helmut, the Mad Sword, adjusted his beloved blade, 'Madness.' He turned toward the Death Knights who dared to wield the black swords of Saxony as they poured into the castle corridors, and toward the elders of the Black Magic Tower moving forward under their escort.
"Mad Sword Helmut......!"
"You bastards dare."
Sir Helmut, the strongest knight of the North, opened his mouth.
"To dare point the swords of Saxony at my lord without fear, and to soil the honor of our proud Night Raven Knights."
Accelerating the black aura within his body until it felt as though he were exploding, Sir Helmut Blackbear muttered.
"You vermin dare, dare, dare......!"
With a roar filled with madness that seemed to tear the heavens apart.
"I will tear your flesh and bones to shreds!"
Kwajik, kwajik! Udeudeuk!
At the same time, something began to twist.
Sir Helmut's black armor began to buckle, unable to withstand his body, which was growing explosively. No, it wasn't buckling.
The black heavy armor was twisting and distorting along with the shape of his body.......
──Sir Helmut Blackbear's runaway body and his black armor were fusing.
There is a saying: magic is the power to turn imagination into reality, and furthermore, 'a sword that has reached a high level cannot be distinguished from magic.' Therefore, the power to turn imagination into reality is by no means the exclusive property of mages.
Swordsmen who have reached the pinnacle of the sword and aura can imbue their thoughts into their blades to unleash supernatural powers akin to a mage's.
Just as mages who have reached a high level each possess their own World of Thought.
A knight can be reborn into the ultimate form of combat by projecting that thought solely onto his sword, armor, and body.
Armor of Thought.
Avatar.
He had been reborn as a 'monster of black heavy armor,' with his pitch-black steel armor, his runaway body, and the greatsword in his hand all fused into one.
There stood a heavy armored tank in human form, scattering pitch-black aura, his arm fused with the hilt of his black greatsword, 'Madness.'
"Even death will not forgive your foolishness......!"
The black-armored monster shouted as he kicked off the ground, swinging the 'black greatsword' that had become part of his body.
Whoooong!
"I will kill you, I will tear every bit of your flesh and bone to shreds!"
The pitch-black berserker shouted.
Kung! Kung!
An absurd pressure radiated from him, as if a tank had taken human form. It was overwhelming, like an armored vehicle charging through infantry.
It was no metaphor. Sir Helmut's body was the armored vehicle itself, forged of black armor.
The Death Knights, the pride of the Black Magic Tower's elders, were being slaughtered like mere cannon fodder.
Each time Sir Helmut swung 'Madness,' the flesh and bones of the Death Knights were torn to shreds, unrecognizable even to their brothers.
"The mad dog of the Duke of Saxony......!"
Seeing that, the elders of the Black Magic Tower clicked their tongues.
The endless mass offensive of the Death Knights could not touch him, and the dark magic poured out by the elders of the Black Magic Tower could not pierce his black heavy armor.
His body of black armor could not be easily penetrated even by the magic of a 6th-circle elder. Even mages who have reached the pinnacle of the magical arts are 'mere mages' in front of a knight using an Avatar.
Furthermore, the outcome when a mage gives a knight distance goes without saying.
Blood was splattered.
Covered in spraying blood, the berserker in black armor roared.
Even the 6th-circle elders of the Black Magic Tower felt fear in the face of that pressure.
The monster in black armor raced forward, crushing everything that blocked its path.
In front of him, the elders of the Black Magic Tower simultaneously unfolded their 'Worlds of Thought.'
The greatest monster of the North protecting the Duke of Saxony's castle.
From the beginning, the elders' role was to tie down that monster's feet; they had no expectation of surviving or winning.
They would pour out their maximum power to hold the monster back until their comrades finished their mission inside the castle, preparing themselves to willingly become martyrs for the Black Crusade.
* * *
Dale ran through the castle corridors, desperate to protect what he held dear.
A familiar shadow blocked his path in the corridor: the adopted son of the Blood Duke, successor to the Red Magic Tower.
'Ray Yuris......!'
Of all times. Inwardly clicking his tongue, Dale asked coldly,
"Did you come to block my path?"
"Why would you think that? Aren't we friends?"
Ray Yuris asked back as if he couldn't understand.
"It seems the elders of the Black Magic Tower have split into several infiltration teams and entered the castle."
"......."
"Judging by appearances, stopping the main force will be Sir Helmut Blackbear's share... in the meantime, three or four of them must be attempting to infiltrate the upper floors."
After calmly assessing the situation,
"And I am ready to fight willingly for a friend."
He revealed his bio-fused artifact, 'Dragon's Jawbone,' along with two circles rotating around his heart.
'A mere 2nd-circle mage thinks he can stop an elder of the Black Magic Tower?'
The match wouldn't even be close. However, being the son of the Blood Duke was not a title obtained for free.
'He must have something else he's relying on.'
Regardless, that wasn't something to dwell on right now.
"......Thank you."
There was no reason to hesitate. Leaving Ray Yuris behind, Dale crossed the corridor, generating black-blue mana around his heart.
He had to protect them. For the sake of his mother and his younger sister.
* * *
At that time, the Red Magic Tower of the Imperial Capital.
The man stood on the top floor of the tower. He reigned at the pinnacle of the Red Magic Tower: the Blood Duke, the greatest red mage of the Empire.
"I wonder if Ray is doing well?"
Sipping the blood-red liquid rippling in her wine glass, the woman beside the Blood Duke spoke. She was a beauty with red hair.
"That remains to be seen, Lady Scarlet. My lovely sister."
"Oh my. Sometimes, I worry if the expectations you have for Ray are too excessive."
At Lady Scarlet's words, the Blood Duke sipped the blood-red liquid in his hand without a word. It was not wine.
"Hmm, it doesn't taste too bad."
On the top floor of the Red Magic Tower, Lady Scarlet turned her head to see lumps of flesh hanging upside down, like a slaughterhouse.
Blood dripped from the bodies hanging from hooks, collected in wine bottles placed underneath.
At a glance, it might look like the poor taste of a noble who consumed the raw blood of beasts.
However, those beings hanging from the metal hooks on the ceiling were by no means pigs. Nor were they dead.
To the two siblings here, they were beings not much different from the pigs that people slaughter.
Just as it is not strange for humans to eat cows or pigs... a predator above humans eating humans was simply the providence of the food chain. There was nothing strange about it.
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* * *
While Sir Helmut was single-handedly holding back the main force of the hardline elders pouring through the main gate, a few elders took advantage of the opening to scatter and successfully infiltrate the upper floors of the Saxon Duke's castle.
And there stood the guardians of the Saxon House, blocking their path.
"The Agent of Black...!"
A woman in a suit stood there, her monocle gleaming. One of the elders of the Black Magic Tower shouted upon seeing her.
The Duke of Black's secretary, the Agent of Black, Eris.
To be the secretary to the Master of the Black Magic Tower never meant being a "mere secretary."
"To think there would be so many fools opposing the Tower Master."
Eris muttered, her voice edged with bitterness as she looked at the flustered elder.
"How can you say such things even after seeing the current Black Magic Tower!"
The elder of the Black Magic Tower retorted, refusing to back down.
"Agent of Black, can you not see the Black Magic Tower whose philosophy has died after its decline, and the Tower Master who has grown weak!"
"Did you say the Black Magic Tower has died, and the Tower Master has grown weak?"
"That is correct. Led astray by the warmth and affection of family, you have forgotten the spirit of the Black Magic Tower—."
Suddenly, Eris burst into laughter, as if she could not help herself.
"What is so funny?"
"For a mere 6th-circle elder to dare to fathom the vessel of the Black Magic Tower Master."
Eris opened her mouth, her monocle shining coldly.
"Just because a wolf wears sheep's clothing, it does not mean its nature becomes that of a sheep."
"What on earth..."
"It means that no matter how much a devil wears an angel's mask to hide its identity, the devil's wings can never become angel feathers."
With black magic swirling around her feet, Eris sneered, finding the situation too ridiculous to bear.
"High-Rank Annihilation: 《Event Horizon》."
Eris spoke. 'Death Stars' began to orbit around her like satellites. A celestial body said to swallow everything through gravity, from which even light cannot escape. A black hole.
"Th-the Dark Princess!"
She felt embarrassed even thinking about it, so she rarely revealed it herself, but...
Before being the Agent of Black, and further, the secretary to the Black Magic Tower Master, she was a 7th-circle dark mage who was once called by the alias 'Dark Princess.'
"...Be swallowed by the darkness."
Dark Princess.
It was a 'self-proclaimed alias' swept up in the girlish sentiments of her naive childhood, and a dark history that still tormented her to this day, thanks to a naming sense that would make her jump out of bed even in her sleep.
* * *
"You goddamn, you goddamn...!"
A man stood there, his blood boiling much like Walter of the Blood Flame, facing a 6th-circle elf mage.
"I'll kill you, I'll kill you!"
The elder of the Black Magic Tower shouted, veins bulging as his blood boiled to the point of evaporation.
"I will torment you and torment you again until you beg me to stop the pain and kill you...!"
He struggled desperately amidst the 《Blue Dissonance》 echoing from all sides.
"I truly cannot understand why a mage, who should maintain composure, is getting so heated."
Watching that sight, Sepia tilted her head in confusion.
As a 6th-circle water-attribute mage, she precisely sniped every single spell shot at her, turning them one by one into nothingness. Through the neutralization magic she boasted of, she blocked all of the opponent's movements, again and again.
* * *
Contrary to what people thought, Ray Yuris was not a mere adopted son of the Duke of Blood.
He was one who inherited the blood legacy built up by a great clan. One who carried on the legacy of the Red Magic Tower.
《Young Blood》.
The Yuris clan, Ray Yuris, was there.
"N-no way, your identity is...!"
Seeing that, the elder of the Black Magic Tower muttered in disbelief, blood flowing down his body.
"I do not dislike the blood of the wicked."
Ray Yuris smiled lowly. Licking the blood smeared around his lips, he revealed his sharply protruding fangs as if to show them off.
What flowed through Ray Yuris's body was the history of blood accumulated by the 'Yuris clan' and the power of the bloodline, and that could not dare be compared to the bond between a mere parent and child.
"I cannot disappoint Father."
Ray Yuris kicked off the ground and rushed forward; it was an absurd level of physical ability that surpassed that of an Aura Knight. Not by borrowing the power of Aura or magic, but purely based on the overwhelming physical ability he possessed as a species.
In this world, there is no need to speak of the end of a mage who gives up distance in front of a knight.
Furthermore, a mage who gives up distance in front of a vampire was no exception.
Crunch!
Ray Yuris's fangs dug straight into the neck of the Black Tower elder. At the same time, the blood inside his body began to flow backward into Ray's mouth all at once.
"Ugh, ughhh!"
Along the vampire's molars, and further, the bio-fused artifact 'Dragon's Jawbone,' the blood of the 6th-circle dark mage dripped down. This was the true purpose for which Ray Yuris sought the frozen land of Saxon for the 'Exchange of Black and Red.'
"This is the mana of a 6th-circle dark mage..."
After muttering, he rotated the two circles in his heart.
The high-heat red mana, glowing like magma, and the black and dark mana, as if peering into the bottom of the night.
Fire and darkness.
The red-black (赤黑) mana mixed together, swirling like a vortex beneath his feet.
Much like the cold chill and dark mana Dale had shown before... that of black-blue (黑靑).
* * *
"Mother, Lise!"
Dale crossed the corridors of the castle and arrived at the bedroom of the Duke and Duchess of Saxony.
"You have arrived, Young Master!"
In front of that room, along with the castle's Raven Knights, it had become a fortress boasting ironclad defense.
The vassal knights who usually stayed in the Saxon Duke's castle to protect their lord were there. Among them, following Sir Helmut, the best of the best among the Raven Knights stood guard.
The Silent Knights, who did not reveal their existence carelessly because they knew the weight of it, and did not even join the knights' training. Furthermore, knights who had taken the 'Vow of Silence' and sworn to be the shadows of the Saxon Duke's family for life.
The Saxon Duke's direct supreme guard.
The 《Grave Guard》 all knelt before Dale at once and drove their swords into the ground vertically.
Even if an elder of the Black Magic Tower unfolded a World of Thought... they were masters of the Thought Sword who possessed the level to easily break that barrier.
Each one was an Avatar user, in other words, knights who had surpassed even Aura Knights to reach the realm of 'Aura Masters.' Supernatural beings capable of unfolding the ultimate combat form as knights.
Just as the chanting of 4th-circle or higher magic and mass-destruction magic is prohibited in disputes between lower lords, the participation of 'Avatar users' who possess the realm of Aura Masters is also impossible.
Because it brings about too great a sacrifice.
The fact that the highest combat power participating in the black-white rotation was limited to Aura Knights like Sir Veil or Sir Milvas was in that context.
And those very Aura Master knights, the Guardians of the Grave, were guarding the front of the Saxon Duke and Duchess's bedroom. Just as the Duke of Black said, the Saxon fortress was not weak enough to collapse from a few mere tower elders.
"Waaaaah, Big Brother!"
Amidst the sudden commotion, Lise burst into tears, terrified. Even she, too young to know the world, intuited the ominousness lingering within the Saxon Duke's castle.
"Lise, come here."
"Big Brother, I'm scared!"
"Don't be scared. Because there is nothing to be afraid of."
Dale's young sister trembled in fear. Dale approached urgently and embraced her. Lise could not hold back her distress, her voice rising in a sob.
"Big Brother will protect you."
"R-really?"
"Of course."
Seeing that small, fragile life trembling, he bit his lip lowly.
"Dale..."
"You have nothing to worry about, Mother."
Dale smiled at Elena, who was holding her breath. An unknown emotion tightened Dale's heart.
"Because they will never be able to touch Mother and Lise."
Dale spoke calmly, leaving behind the 'tentacles of pitch-black' that were tightening his heart.
"Sir Helmut is binding the enemy's main force, and the castle's high-ranking mages are stopping the elders who are infiltrating the upper floors in the meantime."
Beside Dale, Sir Veil of Baskerville reported.
The castle's high-ranking mages. Including Eris and Sepia, those who were loyal not to the Black Magic Tower, but to the 'Saxon Duke's family' above all else.
To speak coldly, the probability of them daring to reach this place is slim. However, considering the one-in-a-thousand possibility, the Saxon family's knights were guarding this place, and the skill of the Aura Masters here was beyond doubt.
Those very strongest knights were protecting the people of the Duke of Saxony.
However, Dale did not intend to be unilaterally protected by them either. Furthermore, guarding this place was not Dale's role.
That role would be for them, the Grave Guards.
"I leave Mother and Lise to you."
"Dale!"
"Y-Young Master!"
"Please, trust me."
Leaving behind the flustered Elena, Dale gave orders to the Saxon family's knights. He walked straight across the darkness within the castle.
Becoming a hunter looking for 'prey' in every sense, to make those who dare to oppose the Black Magic Tower Master's regime pay the price for their foolishness.
* * *
Belock, the captain of the Black-Red Doctrine Unit and a 6th-circle dark mage, was crossing the castle's corridor.
During the war, the Black-Red Doctrine Unit's bio-laboratory. A utopia equipped with everything needed for the pursuit of truth. A devil's paradise. He recalled the 6th-circle realm and enlightenment he built up there without regard for things like morality.
Beyond the ominously flickering shadows in the castle's corridor, a presence was felt.
'Raven Knight...?'
No. There was only one presence.
'To think he would walk into it himself!'
Seeing that, Belock cheered. His target and prey were there.
"Ah, this is something. Isn't it the Black Prince."
The Duke of Black's son. Belock smiled lowly.
"..."
However, the 'Black Prince' did not answer immediately. He was merely feeling the existence of the tentacles wriggling along his heart, amidst the indescribably ominous darkness and silence.
"Do you still not understand your own situation?"
The hunter who found the monster opened his mouth.
"Does the name of the Black Magic Tower Master's successor feel that ridiculous?"
That dark mage believed without a doubt that he was a monster. Therefore, Dale had nothing to hold back either.
It was finally time to hunt the monster.
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* * *
A world of monsters unfolded there. It was the crystallization of the countless atrocities he had committed as the sub-commander of the Black-Red Doctrine Unit.
"Aaaargh, my foot! My foot is rotting away!"
"Please, spare me, the child in my womb, the child in my womb...!"
The World of Thought projected the inner state of the 6th-circle dark mage, Belock—the biological laboratory of the Black-Red Doctrine Unit.
A man went mad from the agony of his toes rotting away. A mother, unable to bear watching her own legs rot from the tips while trying to protect the child in her womb, began to cut off her own legs with a saw.
"...It was an experiment to understand maternal love."
The monster spoke.
"The man in the control group didn't even dare to pick up the saw while his own body rotted."
The dark mage Belock bragged proudly of his achievements.
"But surprisingly! The pregnant woman was different!"
To protect the child in her womb, she cut off her own legs without a moment's hesitation.
"......"
"Isn't a mother's maternal love truly great?"
Belock shouted, spreading his arms wide as if it were truly marvelous.
"That is why, as a mother, how far can one endure pain for the sake of one's child..."
Dale quietly bit his lip.
"And furthermore, how to utilize that maternal love—a mother's philosophy—as a weapon. I pondered it day and night, racking my brain."
Dale remained silent, listening to Belock's long-winded speech.
The sub-commander of the Black-Red Doctrine Unit, a man who had committed unforgivable evils. This world projected the heart of a monster.
Even Dale could not suppress his nausea.
As the Hero of the Otherworld, he knew the true nature of the Black-Red Doctrine Unit. But knowing was one thing; witnessing the reality was another. He had never had direct contact with the Black-Red Doctrine Unit. He had merely been a 'scapegoat for several painful experiments' at their hands.
The images of his mother, Elena, and his younger sister, Lise, flashed through his mind.
His stomach twisted. Nausea surged, threatening to force him to vomit right there.
"...Don't think you'll die an easy death."
Dale opened his mouth, biting his lip until it bled.
"Because I will show you a real living hell."
"Ah, that is something to look forward to."
"......"
"It seems the 'notoriety and cruelty of the Black Prince' was no empty rumor."
Dale ignored the mockery. He fluttered his Shadow Cloak, overlaying the landscape with darkness. Waves of shadow flooded the area.
"The Shadow Cloak—the artifact of darkness the Black Prince boasts of!"
Belock did not panic as the lake of darkness encroached.
"To think you've expanded the artifact's form to summon a 'Shadow Lurker'."
As a 6th-circle elder of the Black Magic Tower, the dark artifact Dale possessed was no mystery to him.
"I knew the talent you displayed during the Tower Examination was extraordinary."
"......"
"But I never imagined it would be to this extent. It truly lives up to the 'Black Prince's' reputation."
Belock said, sounding genuinely regretful.
"To think I have no choice but to kill a mage with such brilliant talent! Please, blame the weakness of your Black Tower Master."
His father's weakness. Dale smiled bitterly. He flicked his finger.
Puk!
Thorn tentacles of the 'Shadow Lurker' sprouted from beneath Belock's shadow. Yet, the tentacles rushing from all directions failed to reach him. Belock's body blurred into a mass of darkness and dashed toward Dale.
Wraith Form.
Being a 6th-circle dark mage is no empty title.
When Dale defeated the 6th-circle white mage Nikolai in the Library of Hell using the 『Book of the Black Goat』, he had utilized the geographical advantages of a hell twisted by corrupt thoughts and evil philosophies. This place was different.
'The empire's greatest talent, improving day by day'.
That was the reputation whispered about the Black Prince of the Saxon House.
It was no inflated story.
Furthermore, how much time had passed since he defeated Nikolai? To what extent had Dale grown? Even Belock dared not fathom it.
Perhaps a mere 6th-circle dark mage could not even imagine it.
Accelerating three mana circles, a horizon of emptiness unfolded beneath Dale's feet.
A world of a white and dark winter night.
A cold chill and refined dark mana swirled into a vortex of black-blue, and an unforgettable voice echoed.
It was the voice of a pure young girl, untainted by dust.
─ You finally came to play with me?
Suddenly, a girl stood by Dale's side. She was wrapped in a jet-black dress.
Two goat horns rose tall through her black hair.
─ I was waiting, oh so very much.
Underneath her skirt, countless bundles of tentacles were writhing.
* * *
Wraith Form.
Belock had bypassed all of the Shadow Lurker's attacks and closed the distance with Dale.
"......!"
Seeing 'that existence' suddenly by Dale's side, Belock gasped.
The most terrible existence in the world stood before him.
A monstrosity where countless tentacles writhed like earthworms. It possessed a level of repulsiveness that would make even the monsters of the world recoil.
A liquid as black and sticky as coal tar dripped from the jet-black tentacles.
He could intuit the indescribable malice dwelling in that coal-tar-black liquid.
'What on earth is that...?'
Then, those jet-black tentacles plunged down all at once toward Belock, who had become shadow itself in his Wraith Form.
It was a strike of a nature that even he, in his Wraith Form, could not avoid.
Jet-black tentacles. A crystallization of malice, evil and terrible, incomparable to the Shadow Lurker's 'thorn tentacles'. He hurriedly widened the distance and chanted the decay magic he boasted of.
The wind of death swirled toward Dale from the area under his feet.
《Wave of Extinction》.
The wind of death, condensing the extinction of life, rushed forward. Dale did not just watch. Fluttering the 'Shadow Cloak' that mimicked a black surcoat, he kicked the ground and dashed forward.
It was not a combat style that relied entirely on the 『Book of the Black Goat』.
The jet-black tentacles provided cover fire from behind, while the combat itself was entirely Dale's role.
As a swordsman and mage boasting the empire's greatest talent, the 'Black Prince' rushed toward Belock.
He did not even think to avoid the wind of darkness swirling toward him.
'Is he determined to die?'
Belock was puzzled. The wind of death was boasted by a 6th-circle dark mage. Although he had no way of knowing it was 'the process of decomposition of organic nitrogen compounds by decay bacteria', the rotting of corpses was universal.
In response, Dale processed the black-blue mana based on knowledge from the otherworld. A black-blue armor, meant to protect him from the wind of death, wrapped around him.
The two magics collided, and the wind of extinction Belock boasted of faded away in vain.
"......!"
Dale was already dashing, generating blades of darkness along the Shadow Cloak.
'How did he offset the magic of decay?'
It didn't matter. It wasn't something to think about right now. Belock did not panic.
In front of the rapidly approaching Dale, he formed a 'barrier of decay' that blocked the space between them.
Immediately after, Dale's body made contact with the barrier of decay.
'I won!'
Only then did Belock rejoice. At the same time, Dale's body, which should have been rotting away upon contact with the barrier of decay... was...
Wrapped in that 'black-blue armor', he lunged straight toward Belock's face.
Without a scratch.
"......!"
At that sight, shock stained Belock's expression. He felt like a mere mage who had allowed a knight to close the distance.
The blades of shadow orbiting around Dale were all pointed toward him.
"H-h-how did you pass the barrier of decay...!"
As someone who only understood decay as biological rot, he had no way of knowing.
Decay. The process of decomposition of organic nitrogen compounds by bacteria.
Decay magic merely accelerates that act with the 'power of thought'. Therefore, to Dale, who understood the mechanism, blocking decay magic was not as difficult as one might think.
The extinction of the decay bacteria that are the subject of the magic.
It is 'sterilization'.
Nothing in this world is immortal. Even microorganisms like bacteria were no exception.
Puk!
At the same time, jet-black tentacles plunged down from all directions, blocking Belock's belated resistance.
Immediately after, the sword of shadow struck.
"Aaaaaargh!"
It was not a lethal strike. It was a wedge driven in to seal the opponent's resistance. Tendons were severed and veins slashed—painful, but not fatal.
"Aaargh, aaargh!"
Screams rang out.
"My, you're quite the drama queen."
Leaving the screams behind, Dale sneered coldly at a conclusion that was more lackluster than expected.
A battle between mages is, in the end, a contest of whose magic projects a more precise and powerful logic.
Therefore, in a battle of thought against thought, the 'precision of logic' derived from otherworld knowledge was indescribable.
Even against a 6th-circle dark mage, it was no different. Rather, because it was a battle between mages sharing the same attribute, the outcome was even more one-sided.
'I didn't even need to borrow the power of the grimoire.'
There hadn't even been a chance to properly show the grimoire's power.
However, the real reason Dale summoned the 『Book of the Black Goat』 in the first place was different.
"I told you."
Belock knelt, screaming, and Dale continued with an emotionless expression.
"That I would show you a real living hell."
"Ah, aaaa..."
"Do you feel afraid of the Black Prince's notoriety now?"
The girl by Dale's side writhed her tentacles under her skirt once again.
"Do you still find the name 'successor to the Black Tower Master' laughable?"
To Belock, unable to resist, it must have looked as if a colony of disgusting tentacles was slowly descending.
They were very small, thin tentacles. Like surgical nanowires from sci-fi movies.
"......!"
The thin jet-black tentacles plunged down all at once.
Through Belock's ear canals, nostrils, and mouth, tearing through his retinas toward the inside of his skull.
To reach his brain.
"Aaaaaargh!"
Belock began to go mad, shedding bloody tears from his torn retinas.
"It's better to take your medicine early."
Watching, Dale spat out calmly.
"Since it's a hell you'll fall into anyway... before you fall, I'll give you a little tour of hell in advance."
With a hatred colder than anything else.
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* * *
Belock regained consciousness in a demon's paradise: the Black-Red Doctrine Unit's biological laboratory. He occupied the position of the test subjects, his limbs bound to the operating table with iron chains.
The experimenters stood nearby, staring at the 'test subject' with expressionless faces.
"Now, we shall record the pathological processes occurring in the subject's body according to the degree of decay."
With those words, the tips of Belock's toes began to rot into a blackened mess.
"No, no, it's not me...!"
Decay crept from his toes, consuming his flesh. A merciful, quick death did not come; this was merely the prelude to the next test.
"From now on, we will sever the limbs and observe how long the subject remains alive."
"We will extract the organs and replace them with the entrails of beasts."
"We will extract a lethal amount of blood and inject the raw blood of a chicken."
"In cooperation with Marquis Walter of the Salt Blood, we will heat the subject's blood to the boiling point while they are still alive and observe the progression."
"Aaaaaah, aaaah! It hurts, it huuuuuurts!"
No seeker argued for the necessity of sacrifice to turn the wheels of history here. Belock writhed and screamed. His hell had only just begun.
* * *
Finally, the girl withdrew the tentacles that had been burrowing into his brain.
"Hi, hihihi, sob, sob-sob!"
Belock, a 6th-circle dark mage, drooled as he burst into laughter. He wailed like a child, then clung to them, begging for forgiveness.
"Why do you beg for my forgiveness?"
"P-please, please, please, p-p-please...!"
"Before the great cause of truth, wasn't the suffering of the victims a sacrifice worth enduring? Wasn't that the wheel of history you all worship and cry out for so fervently?"
Dale tilted his head as he watched the scene.
"Was the wheel of history you worship so fleeting that it flips the moment your position changes? If so, what meaning does it hold?"
A wheel that can only be turned through sacrifice and blood—it would be better if it were shattered entirely.
His expression remained devoid of emotion.
"Reveal every single experiment the Black-Red Doctrine Unit committed that day."
Belock flinched at Dale's words, bowing his head.
"If you tell the truth, I will end your life here."
He would not have to return to that hellish place; he could die here. Faced with that reality, Belock spoke without hesitation. He recounted the Black-Red Doctrine Unit's actions during the Empire's Unification War, omitting nothing.
"......."
The details were nauseating, yet they differed little from what Marquis Yuris, the Blood Duke, had already revealed. This was not the 'true purpose' the Empire sought to conceal. They would not be so anxious over mere cruel biological experiments.
Dale pressed him.
"I, I don't know the details either!"
"Oh, really?"
"I, I, really... it's the truth!"
"Then you'll have to finish your tour of hell."
Just as Dale prepared to plunge his tentacles back in, Belock shouted in a hurry.
"The Arrowhead Project!"
For a moment, Dale's expression froze.
"It was an experiment to reach the realm of the 9th Circle!"
"A 9th Circle experiment?"
The final destination of magic, a realm no mage in history had reached. The pinnacle of magic—and beyond.
The realm of God that can be reached by human hands. The Demon God.
"W-we, the unit commanders, don't know the specifics! We were mere puppets carrying out the orders of the highest authorities!"
"Then spit out everything you know as a puppet."
Belock spilled everything, his words flowing without hesitation.
"It involved stimulating the test subjects' negative emotions by inflicting pain within a specific location, then concentrating that energy inside a special barrier..."
Intentionally creating a living hell, and using the resulting despair, pain, and negative thoughts—.
"The only fact I know is that they were trying to open a gate to the 'World of Truth' using negative emotions as fuel..."
That was the true purpose of the Black-Red Doctrine Unit, and the biological experiments conducted otherwise were merely secondary goals.
"That is why our orders were always to secure the negative emotions needed for the experiment!"
They were nothing more than living sacrifices needed for the true purpose.
That was the truth known to Belock, a mere unit commander of the Black-Red Doctrine Unit.
"......."
Dale required nothing more.
During the war, the Hero of the Otherworld had been nothing more than an executioner for the Empire—a hunting dog ignorant of the Empire's true goals, including the purpose of the Black-Red Doctrine Unit.
But Dale knew. He knew a man who was not a low-level commander, but a leader of that devilish unit who understood the entire truth. That was why he could not hide his agitation.
He recalled the face of a man who believed himself innocent of the Empire's ambitions. A man who had broken away from the Black Magic Tower's darkness, emphasized the weight of life, and whom he had believed would never affirm the Empire's justice.
"Father..."
Dale muttered in a low voice.
The 2nd Unit Commander of the Black-Red Doctrine Unit, the Black Duke.
Even though the Empire tried to keep the unit in existence secretly after the war, Dale's father had disbanded the unit of his own volition.
He had stood against the 1st Unit Commander and the unit's leader, Marquis Yuris, the Blood Duke, putting an end to the Black-Red... all while being swayed by what he called pathetic morality.
But that could never be a reason for forgiveness.
─ Hey, big brother.
It was right then.
─ Can I play with him a little more?
The girl wiggled the tentacles beneath her skirt, unable to contain herself. Dale turned back to the man, who was now begging for death.
"Ah, ah, aaaah...! No, no, no, please, don't play with me, please, please...!"
"You can play with him as much as you want until you get bored."
Dale replied, his voice devoid of emotion, as if he truly didn't care.
Puk!
Shub's tentacles plunged down, wrapping around the six circles in the dark mage Belock's heart.
"Keuhk, keuk!"
Just as the young vampire had devoured the Black Elder's blood to be reborn as a Black-Red mage, absorbing an enemy's power was not the exclusive property of vampires.
Just as a vampire craves blood, the dark magic within Belock's body was drawn out through Shub's tentacles.
The essence of magic that a 6th-circle dark mage had built up over a lifetime.
The black magic swirling beneath Dale's feet began to grow darker than anything he had ever seen before.
* * *
Meanwhile, on the upper floors of the Black Magic Tower.
Edgar, a 7th-circle dark mage, was there.
His throat was slit, his limbs torn, his abdomen split open, spilling his entrails in a trail. From the start, it wasn't even a fight; it was a one-sided slaughter.
Yet he lived, for the Angel of Death did not permit him to die.
Amidst the scattered flesh and bone stood a man wrapped in six jet-black wings, dark as a raven's.
"......How."
"Do you think I returned from that world having truly obtained nothing?"
That world.
The World of Truth that the dark mages of the Black Magic Tower so desperately craved. The Divine Realm beyond the veil of death.
"Ha, haha."
Edgar burst into a low laugh at the Black Duke's words. It was not a laugh of pain or resignation; it did not matter that he would die here.
His own foolishness was simply too funny.
"Yes, that's exactly how you should be."
Edgar laughed, watching the Angel of Death wrap himself in those six black wings.
"And now, it will be my turn."
Facing the Angel of Death, Edgar laughed calmly, awaiting the veil of death.
"I, too... will finally reach the same world you have reached."
Even if it meant crossing a river from which one could never return.
"Because the truth is always found within death."
"......."
"I'll be waiting in hell, Alan."
"Farewell, my dear friend."
Alan of Saxony replied, spreading his six ominous black wings.
"──Nevermore."
The Angel of Death opened his mouth, and raven feathers scattered. Silence descended. Edgar's mangled body finally fell silent.
And that silence would never be broken.
The silence settled like raven feathers—a deep, dark void.
* * *
In the darkness of dawn, Charlotte Orhardt swung her black sword.
She did not hesitate to become the sword that protects the House of Saxony.
Not all Death Knights are the same. Even those wielding 'Aura Blades' through a 6th-circle necromancer's black magic possessed only crude, fleeting martial prowess.
It could not compare to the Death Knight's sword Dale once wielded.
'It doesn't even compare to Dale's.'
These were not knights. Lacking pride or honor, they were merely cannon fodder relying on immortal bodies.
"For the House of Saxony."
"For Dale!"
Charlotte swung her sword without hesitation, unabashedly calling out her lord's name. She would fulfill her knightly oath, even if it cost her life.
"Do not break the defensive formation!"
"Fight for the Captain!"
Likewise, the hundred heavy-armored infantry—the mercenary unit loyal to Dale—desperately maintained their formation.
The Death Knight's black sword, which should have clashed, stopped dead. Silence descended.
Koo-oong!
In the silence, the Death Knights knelt in unison and plunged their swords vertically into the ground.
"Wh-what is this...?"
A Night Raven knight muttered in bewilderment, though the meaning soon became clear.
"You have fought well."
"D-Dale!"
The successor of black was there.
By reclaiming the Death Knights controlled by the Black Magic Tower's elders, he revived the pride and honor they had forgotten.
"Charlotte, and the swords of Saxony."
Dale spoke to Charlotte and the armored knights.
"Whether in death or in life, we will not forget the honor and pride of the swords loyal to Saxony."
The bloody battles raging across the ducal castle against the elders' raid ceased. As if to prove it, Saxony's 'Black Prince' walked through the ranks of the Death Knights.
"Therefore, I promise that we will not show a shred of forgiveness or mercy to those who try to tarnish their honor."
With a coldness devoid of even a shred of emotion.
* * *
Saxon Ducal Castle.
The darkness of dawn retreated as the twilight of daybreak rose.
In the pale, dim dawn, the 'Black Prince' of the House of Saxony sat on the throne of the ducal castle's grand hall.
He sat with his mother and young sister, leading the swords loyal to the House of Saxony, leaving behind the corpses of those foolish enough to oppose them.
The strongest knight of the North, Sir Helmut Blackbear of the Mad Sword.
The agent of black, Eris, and the elf mage, Sepia. The Night Raven knights of the House of Saxony, including Charlotte.
Furthermore, the 《Grave Guard》—the Saxon Ducal House's direct elite guard—stood by, having not even been given the chance to swing their swords.
Who could say the one sitting on the throne, settling the castle's affairs and issuing orders, was merely an 11-year-old boy?
The 'Black Prince' was, in every sense, the Duke of Saxony himself.
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* * *
Leaving the events at the Necropolis behind, the Black Duke rode hard to return to his castle.
There, on the very throne in the Duke's grand hall, sat his son.
The 'Black Prince' sat upon the throne reserved for the Duke of Saxony, looking down at his father.
"Father."
"Dale."
The two men exchanged names.
Seureung!
"I humbly greet Your Grace the Duke!"
The guardians of the tomb knelt in unison, driving their swords vertically into the floor.
"Mother and Lise are safe."
Dale continued.
"After Mother comforted Lise, they finally fell asleep."
"......I see."
The Black Duke replied calmly.
"That is truly a relief."
Regardless, when the battle raged at the Saxon Ducal Castle, when his home was under attack, he—the Lord of the Castle—had been unable to do anything. It was his son who had protected the Saxon estate for all to see.
Leading the people of the Saxon house in his name, he now sat upon the castle's throne.
"Your Grace the Duke."
Dale rose quietly from the throne meant for the Duke of Saxony, as if acknowledging it was not yet time for him to occupy it.
"May we speak for a moment?"
After rising, Dale said. The Duke of Saxony nodded without a word.
* * *
The top floor of the Saxon Ducal Castle. The Black Duke's office.
Dim early dawn light seeped through the window. The Black Duke stood with his back to the light, casting him in deep shadow.
"It seems you have something you wish to say."
"I faced the elder of the Black Magic Tower who attacked the castle and defeated him."
Dale said. A flicker of agitation crossed the Black Duke's face.
"......Are you saying you faced a 6th Circle mage alone and won?"
Even considering Dale's absurd talent, there were limits. An elder of the Black Magic Tower—a 6th Circle mage—defeated? It was impossible.
It was a feat that couldn't be dismissed as mere 'Imperial talent.' But to Dale, this was the least important thing right now.
"That is correct."
Without denying it, Dale nodded.
"Furthermore, while facing him, I caught a glimpse of the World of Thought he had constructed during his time as deputy commander of the Black-Red Doctrine Unit."
"......."
A mage's inner world. The evil deeds of the Black-Red Doctrine Unit—a devilish organization that could never be forgiven.
"And from his own lips, I heard the true nature of the Black-Red Doctrine Unit."
"......."
The true purpose that the Empire was so desperate to hide.
"The 2nd Deputy Commander of the Black-Red Doctrine Unit, Your Grace the Duke of Saxony."
Dale spoke.
He spoke of the man's past, the cycle of sin from which he could not escape.
"Were all those words you said to me before... were they all lies?"
He recalled the weight of life the Duke had once spoken of.
"Were all the words Father said to me, in the end, nothing more than ugly hypocrisy?"
Dale's voice was laced with agitation he could not hide.
The man before him was not a stranger. He was the blood relative who had fathered and raised Dale.
He had never doubted that his father would reject the Empire's justice.
"Were you, too, Father, in the end, someone who could not escape the ugliness of the Empire?"
"......."
Silence descended. It was a silence so heavy its weight could not be measured.
"That day, when the Empire's grand army, led by the Hero of the Otherworld, fought the Demon King."
At the end of the silence, the Duke of Saxony spoke.
"When the Empire's greatest powerhouses gathered and finally defeated the Demon King...... a certain man came to find me."
After the Demon King was defeated, while the Imperial army was stationed in the North, a man sought out the ruler of the North.
"Was it Marquis Yuris?"
"He made me an offer."
The Duke of Saxony nodded.
"He said he was preparing a 'certain large-scale experiment' and asked for my cooperation."
"And that experiment was......"
"It was an experiment to reach the realm of the 9th Circle."
The Black-Red Doctrine Unit existed solely for that purpose.
"He threatened that if I refused, he would turn the Imperial army gathered in the North...... and destroy the entire Northern Duchy."
"......."
"He threatened to frame me for colluding with the Demon King and turn the army's blades toward me."
That the great Black Duke would succumb to the Empire's threats? I wanted to laugh. But I couldn't.
The Empire's grand army had gathered in the Saxon Duchy under the banner of defeating the Demon King.
It was a cause even the Duke of Saxony dared not refuse. He remembered the powerhouses gathered there clearly.
The Duke of Blood, the White Duke, the Holy Swordsman, the Ghost Sword, and...... the Hero of the Otherworld.
The Dale of the past was there.
With powerhouses so strong that even the great Black Duke could not oppose them alone, all under the banner of defeating the Demon King and saving the Empire from the threat of the Demons.
With them in the very heart of the Saxon Duchy, resistance would have been meaningless.
"So, did you accept their offer?"
"The Pope and the elders of the White Magic Tower were present. I had a Geas engraved upon me to cooperate, along with the details of the experiment."
The binding of the oath: Geas. The absolute contract magic the White Magic Tower boasted of. It was a Geas engraved by the combined power of the White Magic Tower Master and all the elders.
"So you cooperated with the darkness of the Black-Red Doctrine Unit because you had no choice? To protect the Saxon Duchy?"
"......."
He could have desperately tried to defend himself. He could have claimed it was an unavoidable decision for the sake of what he had to protect, and that even the Black Duke was, in the end, just a weak man who could not defy power.
That it wasn't Father's fault.
But he didn't say that. He couldn't. Silence descended.
"I could have risked death and opposed them."
At the end of the silence, the Black Duke said.
"Even if I couldn't win, it would have been possible to use all my power, including the 'Death Order,' to inflict an irreversible wound."
But he didn't do that. No, he couldn't.
"But, quite ridiculously...... the image of Elena came to mind."
Elena, Dale's mother. The woman the Duke of Saxony loved.
"So you surrendered?"
The Duke of Saxony nodded without a word, then continued.
"I was afraid of losing Elena."
His voice trembled faintly. It was the first time Dale's father had shown such weakness.
"I was afraid of not being able to see the face of the child that would be born to us."
The child to be born between the Duke of Saxony and her.
"So I cooperated with the Black-Red Doctrine Unit's experiment. I knelt before the Empire and the Red Magic Tower, submitted to the justice of power, and bowed my head in a cowardly and servile manner."
The Duke of Saxony continued as if mocking himself.
"To reach the realm of the 9th Circle, through the bond of the Black-Red that pursues power and truth......."
The forbidden experiment to achieve the 9th Circle.
"By condensing the thoughts of pain and despair into a special barrier......."
The content of that very experiment flowed from the Black Duke's lips.
"It was a process of creating a gate connected to the world of truth through the energy of negativity that originates from there."
"Are you saying that by reaching that world, one could achieve the realm of the 9th Circle?"
"There was no such thing as certainty."
The Black Duke replied.
"The architect of the experiment was the Duke of Blood, and I was merely a collaborator."
However, it was an experiment that would have been impossible without the Black Magic Tower, which pursues truth, and the power of the Black Duke. That was why the Duke of Blood had so desperately emphasized the new bond of the Black-Red to Dale.
Not to the Black Duke, but to Dale, who would later be reborn as the master of the Black Magic Tower. It meant only one thing.
"In the end, the experiment failed."
"Did you not reach the world of truth?"
"No, reaching the world of truth itself was a success."
The two people in charge of the Black-Red Doctrine Unit... as five mages standing at the pinnacle of magic, the Black Duke and the Duke of Blood succeeded in entering the 'World of Truth' that day.
"Then why did it fail?"
Wasn't it a success? Dale asked, confused, and the Black Duke replied.
"Because I stood in that man's way."
"......!"
"I couldn't stand by and watch his ambition be fulfilled."
If someone filled with malice and ambition were to get their hands on the realm of the 9th Circle, if they were to be reborn as an existence known as a Demon God.
The Black Duke did not know what would happen to this world.
"But the Geas......"
"The fact that the Black Duke blocked the Duke of Blood's ambition hindered the 'cooperation of the experiment,' and there was no way the Geas would remain silent. Wasn't it a Geas the White Magic Tower Master himself had engraved on the Black Duke's heart?"
"Even the binding of the oath that the White Magic Tower boasts of could not exert any effect in that world."
The Black Duke continued with a bitter smile.
"Have you seen the world of truth?"
Dale shook his head without a word.
"In that world, common sense or logic as we know it is meaningless."
An unknown realm that could not be explained no matter how much one tried.
"I just blocked his path, and that was all."
With the truth that mages so desperately crave right before their eyes, they could not reach it.
"Did you face the Duke of Blood and win?"
At Dale's question, the Black Duke nodded. At least in that world, even the Duke of Blood was no match for the Black Duke.
"Then why, Father, did you come out without obtaining anything from that world?"
Dale asked. At that question, the Black Duke smiled bitterly, inadvertently thinking of his old friend.
"I, once in that world......"
It was the same question, and so the same answer returned.
"Do you really think I returned without obtaining anything?"
* * *
The dawn had broken, and the Duke of Saxony was in the Duke and Duchess's bedroom.
His sleeping wife, Elena, and the couple's daughter, Lise. His lovely family.
Things he had to protect even if he had to give his all.
He recalled the day, that white and dark winter night, when his son, Dale, was born.
The image of that small and lovely existence bursting into tears in Elena's arms was still vivid.
At the same time, he recalled the darkness of the Black-Red Doctrine Unit, that terrible living hell. The evil deeds that could never be forgiven. The darkness of the past from which he could not escape.
The wheel had already turned, and there was nothing that could be undone.
Therefore, he recalled what he had obtained beyond the world of truth.
By opposing the Empire, which was mad with blood and madness, to protect the things he loved—and by giving his all to correct the sins of the past.
That day, leaving the Duke of Blood behind, the Duke of Saxony made a deal with a devil. It wasn't some easy metaphor. It wasn't even an existence like the Demons or the Demon King that the White Magic Tower constantly cried out about.
Beyond the boundary of thought...... in the world of truth, an existence reached out to offer him a deal.
The devil truly existed, and he willingly accepted the deal.
Some time later, on a white and dark winter night, a life was born.
His son, whom he loved most in the world.
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* * *
The turmoil ended, and peace finally arrived.
The hardliners were purged in the name of the Black Magic Tower Master, and the remaining elders also swore their oaths of loyalty. Once again, the 'Black Duke's regime,' which none dared to defy, was firmly established within the Necropolis's Black Magic Tower.
A rule of iron and blood, built upon the blood and corpses of those who resisted.
Furthermore, the Blood Duke's son, 'Ray Yuris,' returned to the Imperial Capital, and Dale also continued to grow, endlessly honing himself.
And leaving behind the peace that had finally come to the Saxon Duchy, those who would break the silence against the Empire's tyranny began to reveal themselves one by one.
* * *
At the eastern end of the continent.
Beyond the Calais Strait, there was the Kingdom of Britannia, which had once been composed of four large islands.
And when the Empire began the Unification War with the Hero of the Otherworld at the forefront, and the kingdom fell and was reduced to an imperial province... Orelia was merely the daughter of a common serf.
A girl who lost her family and country to the war, despairing at her own helplessness, unable to do anything.
Several years after the Empire's Unification War ended.
The 'voice of the sister-god Sistina' reached Orelia, the daughter of a common serf.
─ I shall grant you power, so save the Kingdom of Britannia from the darkness of the Empire.
A revelation from the sister-god Sistina. At the same time, 'proof of the revelation' that no one could dare deny was bestowed upon Orelia.
To the daughter of a common serf, a realm was opened that was said to be unattainable even for a knight who spent their entire life honing their craft.
Avatar.
Immediately, Orelia did not hesitate. She willingly took up the sword, volunteering to be the standard-bearer for the salvation of her country.
Saintess Orelia, called the incarnation of the goddess.
She did not hesitate to become the leader of the resistance against the tyrannical Empire, and the patriots of the fallen nation, drawn by her charisma, began to join her one by one.
The curtain rose on the war of independence to reclaim her homeland, the Kingdom of Britannia, from the Empire.
* * *
The Death Knight's black sword swung. An immortal knight controlled by the Empire's greatest genius, Dale of Sachsen.
And facing that sword, there was a girl wielding a black sword.
Charlotte, a girl wearing the black armor of the Night Raven Knights and holding a greatsword, clashed her blade against Dale's Death Knight.
At that time, this was the method of 'new training' that the two were devoted to.
Dale refined the way he precisely projected his swordsmanship onto the Death Knight, and in response, Charlotte also clashed against it as a full-fledged knight to hone her sword skills.
A training method so surprising it was shocking. And in the face of Dale's unconventional approach that made it possible, the knights of the Saxon Duchy could only click their tongues in awe.
A training method that sought to catch two rabbits at once: sword training and necromancy.
Whoosh!
Infusing the martial prowess of the Hero into the tip of the blade, Dale's Death Knight rushed forward rapidly. Charlotte's black sword smoothly parried the swinging blow. She parried and dove in to launch a counterattack, wielding the Saxon House's greatsword as lightly as if it were a rapier.
Two black Aura Blades collided in the air, clashing and locking together endlessly.
A genius of the sword.
Even though Dale could not yet project 100% of his swordsmanship onto the Death Knight, Charlotte's skill in holding her own and even gaining the upper hand against that Death Knight was truly at a level that left one unable to hide their astonishment.
The growth rate of Charlotte, who had reached the realm of an 'Aura Knight' at a young age, was enough to make even Dale unable to hide his surprise.
And to further accelerate Charlotte's growth, the top knights of the Saxon House were attached to her, providing the best gifted education.
After all, the strongest knight of the North, Sir Helmut Blackbear, was her mentor.
It didn't stop at just swordsmanship.
Just as Dale had done, Charlotte was already studying military strategy to command troops from Sir Helmut.
To volunteer as Dale's standard-bearer and to lead the knights of the Saxon House that she would one day command with her sword.
* * *
It was an unbelievable victory.
A battle that truly could not have been won without the protection of the goddess.
That was why the high-ranking knight 'Gilles de Rais,' who assisted Saintess Orelia, could not suppress his overflowing faith.
The difference in military strength was more than four times.
10,000 Britannia Independence Army soldiers led by the Saintess.
Facing them were 45,000 Imperial troops, including reinforcements landed from the continent, and they had even hired 5,000 crossbow mercenaries. Furthermore, the ratio of high-level units, including cavalry and heavy infantry, was overwhelmingly in the Empire's favor.
From the perspective of the independence army, it was a battle they could never win, and from the Empire's perspective, it was a battle they could never lose.
Saintess Orelia led that very battle to a victory for the independence army.
A mere 10,000 Britannia Independence Army soldiers had defeated a total of 45,000 Imperial troops.
What 'Saintess Orelia' showed was that the blessing of the goddess Sistina was not all there was to it.
An unbelievably genius strategy.
She placed longbowmen in a V-shape on the hills, forced the knights to dismount, and based on precise troop placement, literally wiped out the Imperial heavy cavalry that charged in.
As if she were reading their movements and operational systems accurately.
Moreover, even when powerful individuals appeared to try and turn the tide of battle through 'extra-standard power,' it was Saintess Orelia's role to face them.
Is that truly the daughter of a serf who has never held a sword in her life?
A girl who hasn't received even a shred of military education becomes the commander-in-chief of a pitched battle where forces of this scale clash, overcoming overwhelming inferiority to seize victory?
This is truly a miracle that cannot be explained unless it is the will of the goddess.
"For Saintess Orelia!"
"The Saintess, the mercy and compassion of the sister-god Sistina are with us!"
Leaving behind his overflowing faith, the knight 'Gilles de Rais' knelt right there.
Toward the standard-bearer of national salvation, who was armed in pure white armor and holding the flag symbolizing the Kingdom of Britannia.
The morale of the soldiers with the Saintess was also beyond words.
"It was all possible because of your efforts, knights."
In the midst of it, the standard-bearer of national salvation, 'Orelia,' smiled quietly. Humbly, attributing her achievements to her subordinates.
"Please, stand tall and proud."
Her blonde hair scattered wildly in the pouring sunlight. A girl of noble beauty that one could not believe was the daughter of a common serf. A female knight of purity that no one dared to defile.
"Ah, ahhh, Saintess..."
Against the Empire, Saintess Orelia's fight had only just begun.
* * *
That night. When Charlotte finished her training and finally took off her black armor and came out to the courtyard of the ducal castle.
"Charlotte."
"Da, Dale!"
At the unexpected sight, Charlotte gasped in embarrassment. Realizing that she didn't have her black helmet to cover her face.
"A, are you still here?"
Charlotte asked back, trying hard to hide her shyly flushed cheeks.
"Why, should I move aside?"
Dale asked back indifferently, and at that indifference, Charlotte puffed out her cheeks in a pout.
"Th, that's not what I meant!"
"Then do you mean you want me to stay by your side?"
"You idiot!"
At Dale's words, Charlotte couldn't bring herself to answer and got angry.
She just couldn't help it because this boy by her side was so lovely.
She couldn't forget the warmth of the hand he had reached out to her that day. That was why she wanted to become even stronger. She needed the strength to protect Dale's side even more than now.
"......I, I want to become stronger."
After a silence, Charlotte said. Dale smiled as if to say there was nothing to worry about.
"You're doing well even now."
Dale, too, could not be unaware of her efforts to hone her sword for her lord day and night.
"Umm, no."
Even so, Charlotte shook her head.
"I'm going to become, become stronger."
Thinking of the image of the man she held in her heart.
"Until I become the strongest knight on the continent."
God Sword. The continent's greatest sword.
Charlotte steeled her resolve, and Dale nodded silently. After nodding, he quietly took her hand.
Startled, Charlotte's white, slender shoulders trembled. The sight of herself unable to hide inside her armor felt as embarrassing as a girl stripped naked.
"You can become stronger."
Dale said. Holding Charlotte's hand, not understanding even a little bit of the girl's heart she might be harboring.
"Because I, too, am dying to see how far your sword will reach."
As her lord, he remained calm.
"......Yeah."
Charlotte nodded. Her cheeks, not hidden by a helmet and flushed shyly in front of Dale...... felt as embarrassing as if she were exposing her own breasts.
In front of the boy she liked, as if showing a shameful part that couldn't be shown. Her heart was pounding hot and fast.
"Hey, Dale."
That was why, as if drawn by an inevitable surge of emotion, Charlotte opened her mouth.
"Yeah?"
Charlotte tucked her blonde hair back and bowed her head carefully.
Chu.
Toward Dale's cheek, it was a young girl's pure kiss.
"Charlotte......."
"I, it's a kiss of gratitude, that's all!"
Charlotte shouted, trying to sound indifferent while blushing.
"Yo, you helped me a lot, and I owe you in many ways......! So, I just did it as a special service!"
"Is that so?"
Seeing her, Dale smiled. With an expression as if looking at a young girl's childish emotions.
"Thank you."
"Ugh, ugh......."
At Dale's words, Charlotte couldn't continue and closed her mouth. After closing it, Charlotte opened her mouth again.
"You've changed a lot."
"Me?"
"Yeah."
At the unexpected words, Dale tilted his head.
"How should I put it, should I say you have more composure, or that you've grown......."
Charlotte said. Growth. She wasn't talking about swords or magic. At the unexpected words, Dale held his breath for a moment.
"......Yeah, thank you."
"I'm the one who's more grateful."
Dale said, and Charlotte nodded as if shy. Feeling the warmth of their joined hands.
Under the cold night air, without a word, looking up at the stars shining together.
* * *
That night, in Dale's bedroom.
Leaving behind the memories with Charlotte, Dale lifted his head.
'I do not think my actions can be forgiven.'
He recalled the words of his father, the Black Duke, from that day.
'However, the ambitions of the Empire and the Blood Duke will not stop here either.'
It was as he said. The reason the Blood Duke had reached out to Dale as the next 'Black Magic Tower Master' earlier. A new bond of Black and Red.
His purpose was always one.
'The Empire will continue to experiment to reach the world of truth again.'
And they would not care in the slightest about the blood and pain that would be shed for that experiment. Just as the Black-Red Doctrine Unit, called the devil's unit, had done.
'So that the Empire does not repeat such evil deeds again.'
'So that you can stand and fight against them.'
Not as the Duke and successor of the Saxon House, but as partners who share a single justice.
'I will teach you the power I once obtained in that world.'
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* * *
When Dale regained consciousness, he found himself in a world all too familiar.
"You've finally come to see me, haven't you?"
A girl with the horns of a black goat stood there. She danced atop a world of biting cold, the hem of her pitch-black dress fluttering behind her.
"I've been waiting for you, Oppa."
She spoke with a smile that looked just like a child welcoming their father home from a business trip.
Seeing that smile, he recalled the story his father, the Black Duke, had once told him.
"Do you know of the World of Truth?"
It was the forbidden realm one had to reach in order to attain the 9th Circle.
"Kya-hahaha!"
At those words, the girl burst into laughter, unable to contain her amusement.
"What is so funny?"
The girl replied to Dale's question, clutching her stomach, still laughing.
"Well, it's just that."
She seemed to find it hilarious.
"I was born in that very world."
"......!"
Dale swallowed hard. The realization struck him. The 『Book of the Black Goat』 was no mere grimoire. And the incarnation of ideology standing before him was not an avatar created by the thoughts of an ordinary mage, either.
Could it be that the Immortal Duke Frederick had also reached the World of Truth?
If so, how many mages had reached that realm throughout history, and why, despite all of the continent's history, had a '9th Circle Mage' never appeared?
"Then you, too......"
Dale asked again.
"Were you one of the demons in that world?"
"Demons? What are those?"
The girl tilted her head innocently. Then she answered, casting a cold, mocking look—as if peering down at an insect.
─ Do you really think a mortal bound by the shackles of ideology could ever dare to understand 'us'?
"......!"
An overwhelming pressure, unlike anything he had felt before, erupted. Tentacles surged from beneath the girl's skirt, beginning to swallow Dale's world. It was a darkness that felt like staring into an endless abyss.
"You know, I..."
The girl stepped toward Dale's embrace.
"I like you, Oppa."
The girl hugged him, leaning in to whisper against his ear.
"Your solitude, your loneliness—they are so lovely, I can't stand it."
The voice was no longer that of a young girl; it was the voice of a woman filled with ecstasy and obsession.
"So, I will stay by your side."
Yet, there was no warmth to be felt from the body of the girl embracing him.
"I will be a 'good girl' who listens well to her Oppa."
It was the sensation of cold, biting frost and darkness seeping directly into his heart.
"......What is your name?"
Amidst the sensation, Dale asked.
"Shub."
"Shub......."
With her answer, a fierce gale swirled once more. It was a wind so strong he couldn't possibly keep his footing.
When he came to his senses, Dale was back in his bedroom.
His heart was throbbing. His heart, entwined by three Circles.
'Three Circles......?'
No. He realized the truth. Even though they hadn't fully formed yet, there were 'fragments of a Circle' clearly etched above the three existing ones. And, along with them, the presence of tentacles constricting those very fragments.
As a 3rd Circle master mage, the threshold of the 4th Circle had begun to reveal itself before him.
Reaching the 3rd Circle by the age of twenty was a talent bordering on the miraculous, and for those without talent, the 4th Circle was a realm they could never reach even if they devoted their entire lives to it.
And yet, an 11-year-old child had that very 4th Circle right before his eyes.
It was a growth rate that made the term 'the Empire's greatest talent' seem insufficient.
* * *
Some time later, at the barracks of the heavy infantry unit led by Sir Yones.
"Ugh, this booze tastes damn good!"
"It doesn't compare to the taste of a drink after training until you're half-dead!"
"The food is hearty, and it makes all the grueling drills worth it!"
"Hahaha, being able to tear into meat every single day is just incredible!"
Raising soldiers is like raising warhorses. It requires more than working them to the bone; it demands systematic management and high-quality meals.
It was a luxury that one could never dream of in a typical mercenary life.
With their bodies and skills growing by the day, the shabby appearance of common mercenaries was nowhere to be found.
One hundred heavy infantrymen.
While their individual combat power couldn't compare to that of a knight, their systematically organized defensive formation was powerful enough to stop even a cavalry charge.
"As expected, being the eldest son of a Duke isn't just for anyone."
"That's for sure."
As the alcohol kicked in, the mercenaries brought up their commander. Sir Yones nodded, downing his drink.
"At first, I thought he was just an annoying brat who lived for his own brilliance......."
"Oh, look at our vice-commander. It wasn't long ago you were whining about getting thrashed by a kid!"
One mercenary chuckled while drinking.
"Shut up, you damn bastard."
He then recalled the appearances the 'Black Prince' had shown on the battlefield.
"Does that look like an ordinary kid to you?"
"Well, that's because he's the Empire's greatest genius, isn't he!"
"Sir Yones, it's not just about you. Even the legendary Night Raven Knights are intimidated by the Commander."
He recalled the day he stood alone against the Orc Warlord during the Demon Migration.
Furthermore, when they heard the Duke's castle had been attacked by an elder of the Black Magic Tower, the hundred mercenaries had scrambled to arm themselves, fighting alongside the Night Raven Knights.
There, Sir Yones had seen the 'monsters of the Saxon Ducal House' mercilessly slaughtering their enemies.
These were the beings who knelt and pledged loyalty to Dale without a shred of doubt.
It was something that couldn't be described solely by terms like the Empire's greatest talent or genius.
An incarnation of absurdity.
"......Well, for us."
Sir Yones's subordinate mercenaries picked up the conversation.
"A boss who trains us well, feeds us well, and clothes us well is the best."
"Isn't the eldest son of the Saxon House our Commander!"
"It's always best to hitch your wagon to the right star."
"To the Commander!"
"To the Vice-Commander who got thrashed like a dog by the Commander!"
No matter how harsh and brutal the Night Raven Knights' training was, the mercenaries knew better.
They knew the fate that awaited those who lived day-to-day without a shred of discipline or military order on the battlefield.
That was why they understood the value of the Night Raven Knights' rigorous teachings. On top of that, they were provided with luxurious, plentiful meals, and even heavy armor that a mere mercenary could never dream of.
The hundred-man heavy infantry unit was being personally cultivated by the legendary 'Black Prince' himself.
"Plus, he's even got hair down there, so he's already a full-grown man!"
"Hahaha, that's true!"
The vulgar jokes of the mercenaries were cut short by a familiar, clear voice. The commander of the heavy infantry unit had walked into his subordinates' barracks late at night.
His black surcoat fluttered wildly in the night wind.
"C-C-Commander!"
Their new commander, Dale, was there. The mercenaries' faces froze in terror. An awkward silence descended, but Dale didn't care.
He walked calmly among them and opened his mouth toward the stiffly frozen Sir Yones.
"Take the drink."
"......Yes."
Very awkwardly, he took the glass Dale poured for him.
"Down it."
"......Yes."
Silence fell again.
"I remember your performance against the elders' Death Knights."
"We only did what was expected for the Commander and the Saxon House!"
At the end of the silence, one mercenary shouted, and Dale smiled quietly.
"Come to think of it, it's about time we decided on a unit name."
Initially, they had used the somewhat lackluster name of the Kenet Mercenary Company.
It was common for minor nobles to use their family name to bolster their reputation, but a 'Ducal House' was different. Using the Duke's name recklessly carried too many risks.
After thinking that far, Dale opened his mouth.
"From today on, we are the 'Black Armor Company'."
One hundred heavy infantrymen stood before him, clad in the black armor of the Saxon House. Black Armor. A name that symbolized the Saxon House more than anything else.
An armed organization that oversaw all of a client's wide-ranging demands for war. A war-agency corporation.
A name that would be reborn as the continent's greatest Private Military Company (PMC).
"Ohh, Black Armor Company!"
"For the Black Armor!"
"For the Commander!"
At that name, the mercenaries grew excited like children and raised their voices.
* * *
"The Black Armor Company, you say?"
At the Duke of Saxony's question, Dale nodded.
"Do you intend to cultivate a mere mercenary band?"
"It is not a 'mere' mercenary band."
Dale shook his head.
"What I desire is a mercenary organization that possesses 'operational capabilities more powerful than the client themselves.'"
"Operational capabilities more powerful than the client?"
His father tilted his head at the unexpected words.
"Usually, mercenaries were nothing more than filler to increase headcount according to the employer's orders."
Even if they were powerful and famous mercenaries, that concept remained unchanged.
"However, the product that our Black Armor Company intends to sell is not 'soldiers.'"
"Then what do you intend to sell?"
Dale replied.
"Victory in war."
Not even battle. Victory in war.
"We will accept the client's request and intervene in 'every operational process required for the client to win the war.'"
They would be thorough professionals of war, intervening in every operational process.
Usually, a noble would never surrender their pride to a mere mercenary. Planning major strategies or tactics for war was their job, and the value of a mercenary's existence was merely that of a pawn to carry out their orders.
However, the final piece to make that plan possible was right there.
"As the eldest son of the Saxon House, they will have no choice but to submit to the hierarchy."
A minor noble or a second son might be different, but it was rare, if not unheard of, for the eldest son of a Great Duke to lead a mercenary band himself. And wasn't he the heir to the Duke of Saxony, the one called the continent's greatest genius, the 'Black Prince'!
Dale's talent wasn't limited to swords or magic, and now, people wouldn't be unaware of that fact.
Beyond individual capability, the absurd strategy and talent as a military advisor that Dale displayed.
A genius of war.
That was why Dale explained the concept of the 'Black Armor Company' once again. Just as if he were explaining business details to an investor.
He would carefully select each mercenary to cultivate them into an elite force, securing the funds and capacity to carry out missions beyond mere combat.
Furthermore, for organic combined-arms tactics, supplementing the Saxon House's cavalry power could not be left out.
He had to use everything he could. Naturally, the name of the Duke of Saxony was no exception.
"What do you think?"
Dale asked again.
"I believe it is an investment worth taking on."
"That is truly an unexpected form of organization."
At Dale's words, the Duke of Saxony stroked his chin as if intrigued.
"A mercenary band that acts as an agent for war itself, huh......"
Combat could not be excluded from Dale's training, so it was not something the Duke of Saxony would refuse. Furthermore, in the face of the 'investment scale' of a father worried about his son, even Dale had to swallow his surprise.
'As expected, having a silver spoon is best.'
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* * *
War Agency Incorporated. A mercenary organization possessing operational capabilities more powerful than those of their clients.
However, building a massive organization of that scale doesn't happen overnight. First, they had to raise the fame and value of the company itself.
The first employer was a certain noble who wanted to hire mercenaries for a territorial war.
At first, he hesitated at the exorbitant commission fee, but his breath hitched when he saw the mercenary representative standing there.
"......!"
The legendary 'Black Prince' was there.
Why on earth would the successor to the great archduke, who would one day lead the Duke of Saxony's house, be acting as a mere mercenary captain? He couldn't understand it. But it didn't matter.
For a battle upon which the fate of his territory rested, the cost was a pittance.
Some time after that.
The troops of two nobles conducting a territorial war were facing off on a hillside.
And the captain of the Black Armor Company, Dale, was there as well.
They stood not under the night raven symbol of the Duke of Saxony, but under the unit flag bearing the black armor emblem of the 'Black Armor Company.' A female knight, clad in custom-made black armor and wielding a greatsword, served as the flag-bearer.
The Black Armor Company held the unit's left flank. Opposite them, the opposing noble's elite cavalry leveled their spears.
The battle began.
The enemy cavalry launched a charge toward the heavy infantry unit that had taken up a defensive posture on the hillside.
"Do not break the defensive formation!"
"Maintain your positions!"
It was time to reap the rewards of the blood and sweat shed on the frozen lands of the Duke of Saxony's territory.
"「Barrett M98B」, 「8.58x70mm」."
Dale muttered calmly. His Shadow Cloak rippled, shifting into the form of a firearm, and the barrel opened its maw toward the charging enemy cavalry.
This was no mere projection of the formulas Dale had used until now.
Having devoured the mana of a 6th Circle Black Mage, his black mana had drawn closer to the abyss.
A 'Shadow Weapon' of definitive form, incomparable to anything prior, manifested.
《Shadow Rifle》.
Holding an otherworldly weapon that left no room for doubt, he aimed the muzzle from among the heavy infantry. Dale pulled the shadow trigger, aiming directly at the enemy cavalry commander's helmet.
Bang!
"One."
The bullet struck true. The enemy cavalry commander, who had been charging with burning spirit, tumbled from his horse.
"W-what is this?!"
"The captain went down in one hit......!"
"D-did he get hit by an arrow?"
"That's impossible!"
The enemy's right-flank cavalry, unable to halt their charge, were gripped by panic.
"N-no way."
There was no way a 3rd Circle mage, who could participate in squabbles between low-ranking lords, could have the destructive power to pierce a knight's heavy armor. That's how it should have been.
"The Captain took down the enemy cavalry commander!"
"H-how? Is that magic?"
"I heard 3rd Circle mages couldn't pierce a knight's armor!"
Cries of astonishment erupted from among the Black Armor Company's heavy infantry.
"Reload."
As the distance closed, the incantation was performed once more.
The clearer the mental image of the target, the greater the destructive power. It was incomparable to his previous, indiscriminate shadow bullets.
Distance, destructive power, accuracy—every parameter was amplified dozens of times.
Though Dale specialized in close-quarters combat, he had not abandoned the advantages of a ranged mage.
Bang!
"Two."
Dale muttered as he pulled the trigger of the 《Shadow Rifle》. A bullet of darkness struck home. Every time a bullet struck, a galloping cavalryman tumbled down.
Helmets shattered, skulls cracked, brains burst, and brain matter splattered. It was an instant death, leaving no room for doubt.
"Three."
Bang!
Cavalrymen protected by armor could not possibly understand the terror of a battlefield where bullets rained down. The terror of not knowing from where death would fly. The terror of seeing a comrade right beside you die instantly from a single bullet.
The valor that fueled the cavalry charge crumbled helplessly before that terror.
"Four."
To speak coldly, the number of cavalrymen Dale's bullets took away was insignificant. Only a few. But the terror stemming from those insignificant deaths was not.
Terror was spreading like a plague.
The distance had closed, and the fear of death—the dread that it might be their turn next—was spreading rapidly through the cavalrymen's ranks.
"Five."
Bang!
A baptism of death poured down equally. No matter how much one trains and hones one's valor for a battle where one is prepared to die, the unknown terror that summons death is not something to be taken lightly.
After a few more snipes, the distance between the two sides closed.
However, terrified by the fear of death, the enemy cavalry had galloped their horses too quickly, and their formation was in disarray.
The spears of the ragtag cavalry plunged toward the Black Armor Company's heavy infantry. But what was imbued in the cavalrymen's spear tips was the fear and dread spreading like a plague, not a strike meant to drive a wedge.
"For the Captain!"
In contrast, facing the cavalry was the hundred-strong heavy infantry unit, whose morale was at its peak.
From among the heavy infantry, Sir Yones, who was commanding them, raised his voice.
"For the Black Armor Company!"
"We die in place even if we die!"
The Black Armor Company shouted their slogan loudly. It was, quite literally, an unbreakable formation.
* * *
"In this world, the bastard born with a silver spoon has it made."
Dale muttered as if it were someone else's business.
That night, a festival celebrating the victory was held at Roosevelt Baron Castle to honor the main protagonists: the Black Armor Company.
Alcohol, meat, and women—luxuries a mere mercenary rarely enjoyed—were laid out before them.
"As expected of the Captain!"
"To think I'd live to be treated by a noble lord in a castle!"
With a woman in his arms, one mercenary raised his voice boisterously, stuffing his face with meat. For mercenaries, could there be a heaven greater than this?
"You'll see this often enough in the future, so don't get too carried away."
Watching the scene, Dale added as if it were someone else's business.
"Oh my, you really are Prince Dale!"
"I heard about the performance my father told me about in today's battle!"
"They say you wiped out the enemy cavalry with just your wit, Prince?"
He ignored the daughters of Baron Roosevelt, who were desperately trying to fawn over him.
"You are so cool and dignified!"
"It was only possible because of the performance of my subordinates."
They were truly passionate, sparing no effort.
And understandably so, for beside them was the eldest son of the Duke's house. As daughters of a low-ranking noble, they would likely never get the chance to even speak to him in their entire lives. It wasn't that the Roosevelt daughters liked him; it was simply the way of life for the people of this world.
The gap between nobles and commoners, and even the hierarchy among nobles themselves, was absolute. But would it be any different in the world of my past life? It would probably be the same in any world.
It was a truly bitter world, to say the least.
* * *
The next morning.
When Sir Yones woke, staggering from a hangover, their young mercenary captain sat before him.
"C-Captain!"
The place where they had been wallowing in the mud during last night's festival was the hall of Roosevelt Baron Castle. All the mercenaries, including Sir Yones, had their heads buried on the tables or were sprawled out on the stone floor.
"Are you dogs or humans?"
"I-I will wake everyone up and assemble them immediately!"
Dale muttered as if it were someone else's business, and just as Sir Yones was about to raise his voice in a hurry—
"No, forget it. It's not like they've ever enjoyed such luxury in their lives. Let them stay sprawled out a bit longer."
Dale shook his head quietly.
"I was waiting because I had separate business with you."
"W-with me, sir?"
"Yes."
Dale nodded.
"Once we return to the Duke of Saxony's castle, I intend to assign a few people to teach you."
"P-people to teach me?"
At the unexpected words, Sir Yones tilted his head.
"In the future, once we build a reputation, and as long as the eldest son of the Saxony house leads this organization...... based on that trust, nobles will entrust us with their troops and full operational command."
"I-I suppose so."
An organization possessing operational capabilities more powerful than the employer. That was the very purpose of the Black Armor Company's existence.
"But even if that's the case for now, when I'm away, who will lead this mercenary company and seize victory in war?"
"W-well, since I am the vice-captain, that would be my role."
"That's why you need to learn. How to win in battle, in what situation to fight, and where to fight. So that even without me, the Black Armor Company can be reborn as an organization that guarantees 'victory in war'."
Dale continued.
"As soon as we return, the high-ranking officers of the Saxony house will work you day and night. And don't you dare skip sword training with our knights."
"......Why me?"
Hearing Dale's words, Sir Yones asked again.
He knew the weight of the fact that a second son from a mere low-ranking noble family was acting on behalf of the military organization of a great noble house that he couldn't even dare to look up to.
"Because you happened to be there."
A path to success that even his father and brothers couldn't dare to approach was unfolding before him.
"Is that really all?"
"Then what, did you think we were tied together by the threads of love?"
Dale answered as if it were someone else's business. It was an answer no different from that time.
"Then, would it not have mattered if it were anyone else in that position, not me?"
However, Sir Yones asked again, and Dale replied.
"Who else could have been in that position besides you?"
"That is......."
Sir Yones stopped mid-sentence and gasped. He had finally understood the true meaning of what Dale was saying.
When the Duke of Saxony summoned his subordinate nobles to face the Demon Migration, Sir Yones was there too.
Leaving home at sixteen, making a name for himself as a wandering knight, and starting from the bottom to become the captain who built a hundred-strong mercenary company.
He thought that even those who didn't have could defeat those who did. That was why he thought and challenged Saxony's 'Black Prince' and was defeated. At the same time, that was the very reason why Sir Yones could be in that position.
"Captain...... no, Prince Dale."
Understanding the meaning behind Dale's words, Sir Yones knelt down quietly, bowing his head in unspeakable loyalty.
"Vice-captain of the Black Armor Company, Yones of Kenet. I will never let you down, Prince Dale."
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* * *
Just because the Empire has unified the continent does not mean an era of peace has arrived. Power struggles between nobles and lords remain as frequent as the rising sun.
Territorial wars—commonly known as fighting over rice bowls.
However, territorial wars are not the only conflicts plaguing this world.
At the eastern edge of the continent, on the island of Britannia beyond the Calais Strait—once the Kingdom of Britannia, now reduced to an Imperial province after the unification war—a figure known as the 'Holy Maiden' appeared, rallying patriots and inciting an uprising.
Legendary tales of heroism spread, claiming she had defeated an Imperial army of 45,000 with a force of only 10,000.
The daughter of a mere serf had become commander-in-chief, annihilating a massive enemy force nearly four times her size. It was a miracle that could only be explained by the goddess's intervention.
A savior Holy Maiden fighting for her motherland's independence, having received a revelation from the sister goddess, Sistina.
The descent of the goddess.
It was the prelude to the Britannia War of Independence.
* * *
The stock of the Black Armor Company rose steadily.
Furthermore, Dale's vision—the exercise of 'operational capability' far exceeding that of his clients—began to gain prominence.
There were even instances where lords, unable to accept the results of territorial wars, dragged Dale to the Imperial court.
They claimed the magical ability Dale displayed in battle could not possibly be that of a 3rd Circle mage.
In truth, they were right. The performance Dale displayed on the battlefield was absolutely not that of a 3rd Circle mage.
Moreover, Imperial law forbids mages of the 4th Circle or higher from participating in disputes between lower-ranking lords. However, after strict verification by the Imperial court mages, Dale was confirmed to be a 3rd Circle mage without a shadow of a doubt.
Three circles.
"That is truly the ability of a 3rd Circle...?"
"I cannot believe it! He must have pulled some trick!"
"The ability Duke Dale showed on the battlefield that day was definitely not 3rd Circle!"
It was an unbelievable result, yet one they had no choice but to accept.
"Ah, I really am a 3rd Circle, so stop it."
Before the lords who pointed fingers and refused to accept the verdict, Dale muttered as if it were someone else's business.
The lawsuits filed by the lords, who had dragged Dale to court like drowning men clutching at straws, also ended in defeat. Consequently, the suits served as an advertisement, cementing the reputation of Dale and the Black Armor Company throughout the Empire—with the defeated lords footing the bill for the legal fees.
Even after that, Dale displayed his capabilities without reserve as a '3rd Circle mage' in battle.
He scraped up gains whenever he could, using the battles as self-training to reach the realm of the 4th Circle.
Attracted by the Black Armor Company's reputation, the organization grew larger by the day.
Simultaneously, the power and wealth of the Duke of Saxony's house—specifically, the Duke's investment—became the pillar that sustained the organization.
By then, the participation of the Black Armor Company was synonymous with a guarantee of victory.
Therefore, when a dispute broke out between two lords, the outcome became solely a matter of who had the funds to outbid the enemy for the Black Armor Company.
Around that time, mercenary groups suddenly unemployed by the Black Armor Company's success began to band together.
To them, the Black Armor Company was nothing but a bunch of thugs with 'no business ethics'—a dinosaur of a corporation.
* * *
The Imperial Free City of Hamburg.
A hub known as the starting point of the 'Amber Road,' the origin of the amber trade that crossed the continent via sea routes.
However, an unexpected force soon appeared, threatening the Imperial Free City of Hamburg.
Nobles from the central region of the Empire joined forces, eyeing the wealth Hamburg had accumulated through trade.
The central lords formed the 'Robber League,' occupied the lower reaches of the river, and stretched iron chains across it. They closed the Elbe River's waterways, plundering all ships and cargo under the pretext of collecting tolls.
The waterway, the aorta of trade, was blocked—a dire situation for the Imperial Free City of Hamburg.
Moreover, with the central nobles united, they were an opponent the city dared not challenge.
Under that pressure, threats followed: if they did not pay an 'outrageous amount of tribute' annually, the blockade would remain, driving the city to starvation.
The central Empire lacked great nobles to maintain order. Consequently, it had become a de facto lawless zone where small and medium-sized lords wielded power as they pleased.
For that reason, the Imperial Free City of Hamburg made its decision.
Some time later, an emissary from Hamburg crossed the Robber League's territories and headed safely to the Duchy of Saxony.
They sought to hire the 'Black Armor Company' to stand against the Robber League.
A mercenary organization with operational capabilities exceeding those of its clients. Furthermore, the city of Hamburg proposed something Dale himself desired.
They entrusted the entire operational process required to crush the Robber League to the Black Armor Company.
* * *
Around that time.
"Baron Volvar, Baron Basel, Sir Peter... many other lords of the alliance have lost contact."
These were the names of the robber nobles and bandit knights who made up the Robber League.
Hearing the subordinate's report, Count Robert, leader of the Robber League, frowned.
"Did the central government's punitive force arrive, by any chance?"
"They didn't reveal their identities, and there was no room for negotiation."
In any case, if they were from the central government, there should have been proper formality and procedure.
"Come to think of it, there is talk that an emissary from Hamburg reached the Duchy of Saxony..."
The subordinate said, and at those words, Count Robert held his breath.
"Don't tell me they hired the Black Armor Company...?"
"I-it is merely a conjecture, at best."
The Black Armor Company hadn't officially shown itself yet. However, given the gravity of the situation, the matter was too serious to dismiss as mere conjecture.
"You moronic bastards!"
Bang!
At the absurd news, Count Robert slammed the table with all his might.
"Send word to the lords of the alliance immediately to warn them, and summon all troops under our command."
After slamming the table, Count Robert said,
"...I knew this would happen, so I set up a contingency plan."
He prepared to play the trump card he had been keeping in reserve.
"Inform the Mercenary Guild that those bastards have started to move."
* * *
Whenever the Black Armor Company achieved success, other mercenary groups bore the brunt of the backlash.
Therefore, to stand against the 'public enemy' that threatened their livelihoods, several large-scale mercenary groups began to unite.
Around that time.
News reached them that the 'Black Armor Company' had joined the conflict between the Imperial Free City and the Robber League. Upon hearing the news, many mercenary groups belonging to the Mercenary Guild did not hesitate.
It was time to teach business ethics to the thugs who had none.
* * *
The city hall of the Imperial Free City of Hamburg.
"We have already dismantled several of the Robber League's forces."
The mercenary captain of the Black Armor Company, the 'Black Prince' of Saxony, spoke.
"The point where the Robber League is blocking the waterway, and the territory of Count Robert, the leader of the alliance, will be the main battlefields."
He spread out a map and calmly assessed the situation.
"Since the opponent is committing illegal acts, there is no need for us to abide by the 'laws of the Empire' either."
No need to abide by the laws of the Empire. In other words, a battle where Dale could unleash his true power as a mage without restraint.
"I-I heard that Count Robert has also summoned a large number of mercenary groups through the Mercenary Guild..."
"They are forces that feel threatened by the Black Armor Company's reputation."
The mayor of Hamburg spoke cautiously, and Dale nodded.
"I-if a large number of mercenary groups gather... i-isn't it dangerous?"
No matter how famous the Black Armor Company is, the situation is dire.
"As I said, this is a fight where there is no need to abide by the laws of the Empire."
The Robber League's unilateral blockade of a free city is clearly an act against Imperial law. However, the central Empire lacks great nobles to maintain order, and the central government is too far away to restrain their illegal acts.
A world where the law is far and the sword is near. That was this world, and the enemies relied precisely on the fact that 'the law is far away.'
"There is no victory easier to achieve than winning against enemies who cannot appeal to the law."
However, they had no way of knowing that Dale was aiming for the same thing.
"Issue a conscription order to the entire city."
Preparing for the coming battle, the mercenary captain of the Black Armor Company spoke.
"Because for the sake of peace, one must prepare for war."
Recalling the notoriety and cruelty of that very 'Black Prince.'
"U-understood."
The mayor of Hamburg trembled involuntarily at the chill that ran down his spine.
* * *
The Viper Mercenary Group, the Golden Lion Mercenary Group, the Brotherhood Mercenary Group.
The main forces of the continent's best mercenary groups gathered toward the territory of Count Robert, leader of the Robber League.
These were the best elites from the three major mercenary groups. Furthermore, the Robber League, whose business was to rob those passing through their territory, joined them.
To stand against the growing influence of the Black Armor Company and protect their livelihoods, the two forces joined hands against a common enemy.
Small and medium-sized lords—robber nobles and bandit knights—combined with the continent's best mercenary power. This was no longer a dispute between mere lower-ranking lords.
A conflict unfolding outside the realm of Imperial law, without a single rule.
It was a war in the true sense of the word, and that was the battle Dale desired.
In a dispute between lower-ranking lords, Mass Destruction Magic (MDM) is prohibited by Imperial law... but that prohibition was by no means limited to destruction magic that annihilates the enemy.
The dark magic the Black Magic Tower boasts of.
The necromancy a black mage unfolds on the battlefield was also a taboo that met the Empire's definition of mass destruction magic.
Moreover, the fact that there was no room for 'Imperial law' to intervene meant he could unleash that dark magic to his heart's content.
* * *
The lower reaches of the Elbe River. Count Robert's fortress blocked the passage of ships by weaving large iron chains on both sides of the river.
Commonly known as the toll collection station.
In the deep darkness of dawn, one of the guards protecting the fortress turned his head. He froze.
A knight in black armor stood there. It wasn't just an ordinary knight; there wasn't a single shred of flesh on the bones beneath the armor.
"D-D-Death Knight..."
An immortal knight holding the Black Sword of Saxony approached them.
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* * *
A mere single Death Knight was slaughtering the guards of the Robber Alliance stationed there.
'Still not enough.'
Dale's Death Knight was by no means the crude, pathetic excuse for a Death Knight created by mere black mages.
It was the 《Agent of the Sword》, embodying the sword style of the strongest swordsman of the past—the one who struck down the God Sword, known as the continent's greatest. Dale had two goals for his Death Knight.
First, to fully revive the Hero's Sword and truly forge it into an 'Agent of the Sword' in the truest sense.
Furthermore, much like AI deep learning, it was to have his Death Knight swing its sword endlessly to learn every single process and accumulate data.
The development of an 「Automatic Formula」.
Once that was achieved, the Death Knights would be able to swing the 'Hero's Sword' on their own, without Dale's direct control.
Ultimately, he would project the Hero's swordplay via the 「Automatic Formula」 onto the thousands of Death Orders sleeping in the Duke's castle... overlaying the Hero's sword onto thousands of black blades.
He imagined the scene where, by projecting the Hero's Sword onto their blades, the thousands of Death Orders would be reborn into the 'ultimate combat form.'
Death Knights armed with the armor of ideology.
The army of the God of Death... Anubis.
For that purpose, he was relentlessly refining and polishing the Death Knight's swordsmanship, automating the data.
It was a feat only possible because Dale was someone who could bring even the world's greatest God Sword to its knees.
Only then did the guards at the toll collection station scramble to put on their heavy armor and fight back.
However, before the blade of the Death Knight controlled by Dale, they were nothing more than living sacrifices and scapegoats for accumulating data.
* * *
Hamburg City Hall.
"We have intelligence that the Robber Alliance, led by Count Robert, is moving their troops ahead of schedule."
The mayor opened his mouth cautiously, spreading out a map on the table that depicted the surrounding terrain.
"Furthermore, it seems the mercenary companies they've hired have also begun their march alongside the Robber Alliance..."
"Since we burned down their toll collection station and cleared away all their blockades first."
Dale nodded as if he had expected as much.
"They must be feeling impatient and moving early."
If the battle turns from a field battle into a siege where a castle is at stake, the advantage lies with the defenders.
At the very least, things were going exactly as Dale had planned.
Moreover, what mattered to Dale right now wasn't the victory itself, but how cleanly he could achieve it.
There are no mages in the mercenary groups or the Robber Alliance. It goes without saying that mages are a rare resource in this world, and such rare assets would never be loyal to mere mercenaries or low-ranking nobles.
As for opponents, the only one they need to be wary of is Dale, and no matter how you slice it, Dale's level is 3rd Circle. Even if Dale is performing absurd feats, they must think they can easily overwhelm him with numerical superiority.
"You have nothing to worry about."
A struggle taking place outside the realm of Imperial law, without a single rule. It was time to test the results Dale had accumulated so far in a battle between people.
Even if he couldn't be compared to the Black Duke, the Duke of Blood, or a Holy Swordsman, he wanted to see how much he could influence the flow of battle as an 'out-of-spec powerhouse'... and how much he could change the landscape of the battlefield with his individual strength.
How much of a hellscape could he create through the 'mass destruction magic' he was about to unleash?
He was simply so curious, so incredibly curious, that he couldn't hold it back.
* * *
Against the Black Armor Company, there was only one tactic the Robber Alliance and the mercenary groups could take.
To surround the Imperial Free City of Hamburg and force a surrender through a swift, decisive battle.
It was due to the chronic disease of this world: logistics.
Therefore, watching the enemies surrounding the city walls of Hamburg, Dale thought calmly.
'It wouldn't be bad to use the city walls to conduct the battle.'
Besides the Black Armor Company's troops, the city of Hamburg itself possessed no small number of forces.
However, the opposing side had no mages. The quality of the soldiers, including the mercenaries, was no better than that of mere small-to-medium lords.
'It wouldn't be bad to push myself a little.'
Watching them, Dale thought nonchalantly.
There was no harm in being in the spotlight, and above all, it was a decision he could make because he trusted his subordinates as the captain of the Black Armor Company.
"Sir Yones."
"Yes, Captain."
Dale spoke to Sir Yones, the vice-captain guarding his side.
"Shall we go outside and do some sightseeing with the kids?"
He faced an enemy main force of about 2,000 soldiers surrounding the city with only a hundred heavy infantrymen.
* * *
To anyone's eyes, it was a suicide mission.
Count Robert, the leader of the Robber Alliance and commander-in-chief of the force leading three major mercenary groups, viewed it as nothing less than suicide.
To think that the enemy's greatest asset, the Black Armor Company—who he was certain would hole up in the city and defend it—would open the drawbridge and seek a fight 'fair and square'!
It was a force of barely over a hundred, and the only thing covering them were the archers on the walls.
'Are they determined to die?'
No matter how much they boasted of an invincible defensive posture through their dense formation, there is no match for sheer numbers.
Yet, the one being protected by that dense formation of a hundred heavy infantrymen was there. The notorious 'Black Prince' himself.
The mercenary captain of the Black Armor Company, and the successor to the Master of the Black Magic Tower. A monster called the Empire's greatest genius in swordsmanship, magic, and even military talent.
He, too, would know the meaning of having a mage within an unbreakable defensive formation.
Nevertheless, it was nearly impossible for a mere 3rd Circle mage to chant 'mass destruction magic,' which is only permitted in the struggles of high-ranking lords.
In fact, the feats Dale had shown as the captain of the Black Armor Company did not include mass destruction magic. Although they couldn't understand the logic behind the 'sniper rifle' Dale had shown, to them, Dale's performance was merely equivalent to a 'bolt magic with powerful lethality.'
Not mass destruction magic, just a single bolt spell.
They did not know that this was entirely due to the constraints of the law, and furthermore, they couldn't even imagine the performance Dale would show in a battle where the law had no room to intervene.
'In the end, he was just a child who didn't know how the world works.'
Believing the sight to be nothing more than the recklessness of a child, Count Robert shouted.
"The enemy is only a hundred heavy infantrymen!"
"Break through their dense formation!"
"To come out and walk to their own deaths—how truly foolish!"
The mercenaries also raised their voices in mockery and encouragement in unison. As if trying hard to forget the presence of the 'Black Prince,' the captain of the Black Armor Company, inside that dense formation.
It wasn't as if they had any other brilliant options. After all, the battle was waged under the calculation that they could handle the performance of a single 3rd Circle mage.
"Charge!"
"Let's crush those Black Armor Company bastards!"
"For the Golden Lion Mercenary Corps!"
The charge of the Robber Alliance and the mercenary units began.
* * *
"We hold our positions, even unto death!"
"For the Black Armor Company!"
Shouting their slogan, the hundred heavy infantrymen solidified their defensive posture amidst the enemy's charge.
An unbreakable formation.
Under the protection of that very formation, the captain of the Black Armor Company raised his head. He wasn't engaging in close-quarters combat by sticking to the enemies like usual.
True to the standard of a mage, he was being protected by the heavy infantry, calmly calculating the distance.
"Weapon of Mass Destruction (WMD)."
Ignoring the laws of the Empire, Dale muttered under his breath.
However, it was not mass destruction 'magic.' It was a weapon. It was a process of self-suggestion to clearly conjure the image in his mind. In other words, it was, in itself, the mage's 「Incantation」.
An act of self-suggestion to build a clear image and amplify the destructive power of magic based on an understanding of the mechanism.
Weapon of mass destruction. Usually, that term refers to chemical, biological, and nuclear weapons, including radiation. But going back a little further, there was another form in the archetype that the word held.
Human history is a history of war. Human history is destined to roll solely as the wheel of war.
And in that history of war, it was the first weapon of mass destruction they laid their hands on.
"「Gatling-type」, 「20mm」."
The formula of another world, which people of this world could not know, was chanted.
Before long, behind Dale's back, a swarm of shadows rippled and took the form of gun barrels. Black barrels. And the number of those barrels was by no means 'one.'
Those very black barrels opened their maws toward the charging enemy troops.
"Those in front of me."
Dale muttered quietly.
"Split left and right immediately."
"It's the Captain's order! First row, second row! Split to the sides!"
"Split to the sides!"
Simultaneously with the Captain's order, the heavy infantry in the front row of the dense formation shouted in unison.
Dale's people. The meaning of that was largely that they were private soldiers who could move according to his will, but... more than that, it meant they were 'custom-made soldiers' who moved on the premise of supporting Dale's performance.
A form of organization that could thoroughly adapt to Dale's combat style from start to finish.
Following Dale's command, the heavy infantry in the front row began to split rapidly.
* * *
'Are those bastards crazy?'
In front of a cavalry charge, the heavy infantry in the first row of the dense formation split to the sides?
The enemy commander inside the formation was exposed just like that, and Count Robert couldn't hide his bewilderment.
He knew that the captain of the Black Armor Company, Dale of Sachsen, used 'projectile magic with high lethality.'
However, in front of this overwhelming number of cavalry charges, having a few cavalrymen die was within the realm of what could be endured.
The only thing to fear was the fear of death that spreads like a plague, and as long as one is prepared for that, there is no need to fear the captain of the Black Armor Company.
Before the fight, Count Robert had endlessly emphasized that fact to his soldiers, and that was why the mercenary cavalry, prepared to face death, were charging.
"In the end, the world's 'Black Prince' was just a greenhorn who didn't know the world."
It was a fight he could win. Moreover, with the enemy's own blunder added, he didn't doubt it would be a landslide victory.
As a person of this world, there was no way he could know the meaning of the 「Gatling-type」 and 「20mm」 that Dale had muttered.
Behind Dale's back, the black barrels opened their maws.
And understanding the meaning of the 'mass destruction' spewing out from there was not particularly difficult in any world.
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* * *
It wasn't the terror of wondering if the next turn would be their own. No, from the very beginning, it wasn't even terror.
It was literal, unavoidable death, scattered in every direction.
「Gatling-type」, 「20mm」.
Under the protection of his subordinates, Dale focused his consciousness on his incantation, unfolding the essence of slaughter.
The Gatling gun. The first Weapon of Mass Destruction (WMD).
It was something far beyond the 'mass destruction magic' that the people of this world imagined.
Dark bullets sprayed endlessly from numerous black barrels. Shadow Bullets. He didn't need to count them. Beneath Dale's feet, swirling shadows were crafted into hundreds of projectiles, raining down without end.
A baptism of 20mm caliber shadow bullets.
"Aaaaargh!"
"It hurts, it huuuuurts!"
Gunshots rang out, and screams echoed. Skulls were shattered, brains were splattered, bones were crushed, and armor was broken. Entrails spilled out in strings, and a rain of blood poured down.
It would be a mercy to die instantly without even being able to scream.
There were those dragging themselves along the ground with both legs missing, and those desperately clutching their spilling guts through bullet holes in their armor. Some were sobbing and crying out for their mothers.
A river of blood.
The wedge formation, intended by the cavalry to shatter the Black Armor Company's lines, had instead become a target for Dale.
By the time the firing ceased, none of the 2,000 enemy soldiers facing the Black Armor Company dared to approach.
It happened in an instant.
In that fleeting moment, before the cavalry could close the distance of barely a few hundred meters, the entire unit was wiped out.
If this could not be called 'mass destruction magic', what else could it be?
"How could he use mass destruction magic...."
"The, the Imperial Court said so! The eldest son of the Saxon House only has three, three circles...."
"Don't make me laugh! How does that look like a 3rd Circle mage to you!"
That was how it should have been. But what stood before them now was mass destruction magic itself, as wielded by a high-circle mage on the battlefield.
Silence descended. However, the performance of the captain of the Black Armor Company and the 'Black Prince' was not yet over. No, it hadn't even begun.
Dale snapped his fingers, gesturing toward the Shadow Cloak fluttering at his feet.
"Rise, my children."
The 'Shadow Bullets' scattered across the area shifted. 「Kieeeeeeek!」
Following Dale's command, the bullets embedded within the cavalrymen's bodies went wild. They were not mere projectiles; they were swarms of living shadows possessing terrible malice.
Living dark bullets began to rampage inside the bodies of the cavalrymen.
The second form of the Shadow Cloak. Shadow Parasite.
Those who were already dead were the lucky ones. As for those still alive, they had to writhe in the agony of their internal organs being devoured.
"Hungry, hungry, hungry!"
"Hungryyyyy!"
The corpses of the cavalrymen, which should have been lying dead, stood up, emitting screams that seemed entirely otherworldly.
Using the corpses—riddled with holes by the Shadow Bullets—as hosts, the shadows parasitized them, planting roots of darkness. They became puppets dancing in endless starvation, undead.
The Shadow Cloak Dale was wearing fluttered, even in a place without a breeze.
'Even with the distance spread out, I can control them reasonably well.'
He thought as he watched the hosts of the Shadow Parasites rising up here and there.
Without a shred of emotion, Dale was gauging his own capabilities.
'Can I add formulas to this as well?'
He adjusted his consciousness to induce the 'personality and form of magic' that fit his purpose.
The distance was quite spread out, and there were at least a hundred hosts of the Shadow Parasites. And Dale focused his consciousness on them once again.
Crack! Crack! Crack!
The bodies of the dead twisted bizarrely, like something out of a horror movie. For the dead, there was no need to protect their internal organs, and so they moved some of their ribs on the spot.
Crack!
Sharp, white bone-blades sprouted along the arms of the dead.
By erecting bone armor in various parts of their bodies and promoting rigor mortis in areas where smooth movement was unnecessary, they formed 'biological armor' that could be utilized on the spot.
And there was no need to give individual commands to those dead. Because the 'living shadow' already resided in their throats, and further, in their hearts.
Shadow Parasite. Becoming the hosts of those very parasites, the dead began to move.
"Hungry, hungry, hungry!"
An army of the dead. The undead, starving in endless hunger and craving prey.
Even if the opponent was a comrade with whom they had just been joking, there could be no exceptions.
Dale's 'Weapon of Mass Destruction' wiped out the cavalry... and the shadow bullets poured into the cavalrymen's bodies were reborn as parasites, controlling the bodies of the dead.
'To what extent is it possible?'
Watching that sight, Dale calmly calculated.
'How much influence can I exert on the war situation through them?'
Within the dense formation of the Black Armor Company, he focused all his power on his magic. Furthermore, he wielded necromancy on a scale comparable to an elder of the Black Magic Tower.
Dale knew it. The enemies here were nothing more than offerings to test his capabilities.
Sacrificial lambs for an experiment. The darkness of the Black-Red Doctrine Unit flashed through his mind.
"......."
He shook his head. This was a battlefield. Kill or be killed.
It is absurd to enter a war without being prepared for death.
That was why Dale's undead began to rush forward without hesitation. Even if it could not be compared to that of a 'Death Knight', how many infantrymen would have to cling to one of those undead to deal with it?
"Block them, never break the formation!"
"Aaaaargh, it bit my neck! My neck! Aaaaargh!"
Watching the scene where the dead and the living were clashing, he coldly calculated the tactical value of Dale's undead.
'Seven infantrymen for one undead armored in heavy plate.'
'Three infantrymen for one undead without armor.'
'It is not yet possible to pierce armor with bone-blades.'
He observed with the detachment of a researcher gathering data. As a mage, he honed his capabilities, constantly seeking the next level. Then—
"I, I don't want to die......."
"I don't want to die! I don't want to die!"
"We, we can't win! Everyone has to run!"
"Get out of the way!"
Amidst the endlessly swarming undead, another plague began to spread. It was the same plague that Dale's sniper rifle had scattered earlier.
Fear. The fear of not wanting to die was spreading like a plague. In front of barely a hundred undead, despite possessing forces many times that number, the soldiers began to turn their backs and flee all at once.
"Do, do not run!"
"Maintain the front line! Do not show your backs!"
"For deserters, only summary execution awaits!"
The morale of the unit dropped, discipline crumbled, and what awaited them next was only one thing.
Desertion.
The military police (enforcement squads) swung their swords to cut them down, but morale, once collapsed, could not be restored. Furthermore, even the mercenary groups that had resolved to flatten the nose of the Black Armor Company were no exception.
Everyone, in order to survive, was turning their backs and fleeing as one.
However, for a unit to turn and retreat in unison requires more coordination than one might think; in the chaos, they simply exposed their backs to the enemy.
The center of gravity of the unit shifted, and the undead rushed at them as they milled about due to the overcrowding of troops.
Before long, it wasn't even a fight. It was a one-sided massacre.
The Viper Mercenaries, the Golden Lion Mercenaries, the Brotherhood Mercenaries. Despite their names and reputations, they were just busy running away.
'Well, that's what happens to opponents who feel their livelihood threatened to this extent.'
The two organizations that currently form the two major pillars as the Empire's best mercenary groups....
'Landsknecht' and 'Reisläufer' remained silent, which was proof enough.
The symbol of trust that never retreats until the last one dies.
They too must be watching the actions of the Black Armor Company closely, but at least what is in front of Dale right now cannot even be called a threat.
"We won."
Dale muttered in a low voice. However, even at those words, no one could easily raise their voice.
In front of the overwhelming pressure possessed by a non-standard existence, they merely swallowed their astonishment and kept silent.
Dale snapped his fingers again. Then, the Shadow Parasites stopped their pursuit of the enemy soldiers who were turning their backs and fleeing.
They turned their heads toward the walls of Hamburg city and the heavy infantry of the Black Armor Company.
At the sight of the undead silently looking this way, everyone swallowed their breath and remained silent.
"I said we won."
Dale muttered as if it were someone else's business, and the undead knelt down all at once. At that voice, the fear finally vanished.
"We have won!"
A cheer rang out belatedly.
"It is the victory of the Black Armor Company!"
"The Captain has wiped out the enemies!"
"As expected of Lord Dale!"
An ear-splitting cheer. The people within the city raised their voices in unison, praising Dale's victory.
A mere hundred heavy infantry had defeated an enemy unit with a difference of nearly twenty times. And that, too, through non-standard power capable of swaying the flow of the war situation all by himself.
Victory was secured.
It was an undeniable victory for Dale and the Black Armor Company, and furthermore, the notoriety and cruelty of the 'Black Prince' that would echo through people's mouths.
* * *
Around that time, the Britannia Independence Army also began to recover the kingdom's old territories with unstoppable force.
Under the command of the savior of the nation, 'Saintess Orelia', they overcame a difference in power of several times and achieved countless great victories.
The morale of the independence army against the Empire was truly beyond words.
Immediately after, Saintess Orelia crowned the legitimate heir of the Britannia royal family, 'Charles VII', as king. Along with the restoration of the monarchy, they began the fight to drive out the Empire's forces within the island of Britannia.
Recovering their fortresses, cities, and territories from the Empire, the Kingdom of Britannia officially drew the 'territory of the kingdom' on the map.
Since the unification of the Empire, it was the first territory recovery that no one had dared to succeed in.
Leaving behind a bitter defeat, news spread that the Empire was preparing an unprecedented large-scale troop dispatch once again.
Because they, better than anyone else, knew the aftermath that would follow if one independence movement succeeded.
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* * *
"For the Captain!"
"For the Black Armor Company!"
"And for the Vice-Captain who got his ass kicked like a dog by the Captain!"
"Shut up, you bastards!"
The Black Armor Company had achieved an overwhelming victory against the Robber Alliance and the mercenaries—a victory that couldn't have been any more decisive.
With the toll booths cleared and the chains blocking the waterway removed, the Black Armor Company was met with the heat of a passionate festival.
In the Imperial Free City of Hamburg, the artery of continental trade, the populace celebrated, praising the Black Armor Company and shouting their name.
They lauded the Black Armor Company's valor, and above all, the absurd performance of their captain, Dale.
The notoriety and cruelty of the 'Black Prince' would soon ride the merchant ships, spreading along the waterways throughout the Empire.
Amidst the festival's heat, Dale sat in quiet contemplation, leaving his subordinates to tear into meat and alcohol, flanked by two or three women apiece.
He coolly reviewed the results of his combat.
'The combination of formulas isn't half bad.'
The formulas he added during the battle... 「Black Barrel」, 「Gatling-style」, 「20mm」.
Against a cavalry charge, these were weapons centuries ahead of their time; even a high-circle mage would struggle to match that level of destructive power.
Furthermore, the activity of the Shadow Parasites added another layer to the mix.
While not comparable to the 'out-of-spec powerhouses' in the truest sense, Dale's growth rate far exceeded the standard.
"Captain, I haven't seen you touch a drop of alcohol."
Sir Yones, heavily intoxicated, asked.
"Hey, how old do you think I am?"
Sir Yones tilted his head, confused.
"I promised not to touch alcohol until I'm twenty."
"Is there another reason?"
"Just because."
He couldn't exactly explain the rules of his previous world to someone here.
"Haha, well, fair enough."
Sir Yones tilted his head again, then downed the rest of his drink.
"Khaaa! This is what I live for! Kyaaaaa!"
Dale muttered, as if observing a stranger.
"The alcohol is drinking the man."
* * *
It was an impossible defeat.
The mercenaries, once high-spirited and promising victory, had fled, leaving none behind. Moreover, they had ransacked the territory as they fled, causing irreversible damage.
For Count Robert, leader of the Robber Alliance, it was the worst ending imaginable. The alliance would inevitably collapse.
To be defeated by a mere hundred-man mercenary troop. No, that wasn't it. He hadn't been defeated by mere mercenaries.
It was that monster. The rumors of the 'Black Prince' were no lie.
As Count Robert bit his lip, leading his defeated soldiers back into his territory:
"My, oh my."
An unexpected shadow blocked Robert and his soldiers.
"To keep a lady waiting—a noble's name would be put to shame by such behavior."
A mysterious woman with long, blood-red hair stood before them. She wore a blood-red robe that clung alluringly to her body and a matching pointed hat. She was a woman draped in red.
"I feared I might be making a wasted trip, but you've arrived just in time."
Seeing her, Count Robert's expression froze.
"I thought I was going to die of boredom waiting, really!"
The red-haired woman smiled sweetly.
"C-could it be...."
Count Robert glanced around. Even among the defeated, he still had cavalrymen capable of combat and archers with arrows remaining.
"......ra."
Count Robert muttered from atop his horse.
"It's the Witch of the Red Tower! Kill that witch at once!"
He shouted without a moment's hesitation.
Her identity was obvious. A subjugation force from the 'Central Government.' An executioner of the Empire, a Red Mage of the Red Magic Tower.
"Attack now! Kill her before she can use magic!"
Count Robert shouted. They were barely a few meters away. The knights spurred their horses; the archers loosed their arrows.
"A witch, how rude to a lady."
The red-haired woman extended her arm, unconcerned. Red magic swirled beneath her feet.
Simultaneously, the world was dyed in the color of blood.
He realized the truth a moment later. The world wasn't dyed in blood; Count Robert's retinas were bursting, and blood tears streamed down his face.
"Aaaack, aaaaaack!"
Count Robert screamed in agony.
"My sight, I can't see!"
"It burns, it burns! Please, save me!"
Blood tears poured from every soldier. As their retinas burst and burned, they writhed in agony.
"Ah, my brother is really something, too."
The red-haired woman shrugged, as if watching someone else's business.
"To send me to deal with such vermin, it's truly too much."
* * *
The festival's heat continued boisterously for several days.
The city had escaped annihilation, so the courtesy shown to the Black Armor Company was beyond words.
The mercenaries, unaccustomed to such luxury, were dazed.
While such scenes were mundane for a Duke's eldest son, they were not for the mercenaries. When Dale left the festival to walk the city streets alone at night:
"Oh my!"
A familiar, ominous voice called out.
"Could it be Young Master Dale?"
Dale turned.
On the bridge spanning the river, he saw the silhouette of a woman in a blood-red pointed hat. Her blood-red robe clung alluringly to her body, matching her hair. She was a woman draped in red.
'Lady Scarlet.......'
Scarlet Yuris. Master of the Red Magic Tower and younger sister of the 'Blood Duke,' Marquis Yuris. He knew that notorious name well.
"......May I ask for the Lady's name?"
"Oh my, how cute."
Dale feigned ignorance, asking politely. Lady Scarlet burst into amused laughter.
"I heard the world-renowned Snow Elf has been so bewitched by a man that she's lost her mind..."
"As expected of an elf. To think such a young child was your taste."
"......."
"It's truly nothing short of a crime."
Dale's expression froze.
"Do you have any other business?"
"Fufu, of course."
Lady Scarlet smiled and nodded.
"To think I would see the young master of the Saxon House here."
She made no effort to hide her allure, loosening the hem of her robe.
"I am so curious about the technique that bewitched that stiff Snow Elf that I cannot hold back."
"......."
"Is it true that a man's value cannot be judged by his appearance?"
Glancing at Dale's lower abdomen, Scarlet smiled seductively.
"Like having night skills that don't befit your age..."
"I don't know what you are implying."
Dale replied calmly.
"Oh my, was there another 'Blue Whore' fawning over the Saxon House?"
"......Any more than that."
At Lady Scarlet's continued provocation, Dale spoke coldly.
"If you insult Sepia-nim, I will not forgive you."
"Sepia-nim, is it......."
Lady Scarlet laughed, amused.
"There is no relationship easier to ignite than that of a teacher and a student in this world."
"Watch your mouth."
"Fufu, I heard the stories the city folk were chattering about."
Despite Dale's warning, Lady Scarlet remained unconcerned.
"I heard you led the Black Armor Company and defeated the main force of the Robber Alliance all by yourself?"
Lady Scarlet shrugged exaggeratedly.
"It's a gallant, cool heroic tale that no lady could help but fall head over heels for."
"Like brother, like sister."
"......."
"So, it is understandable that she is so bewitched."
Closing the distance, Lady Scarlet extended her arm toward Dale's cheek. Her white, slender fingers moved like a snake, dancing in a flirtatious caress.
"I don't know who is calling whom a 'whore'."
At that movement, Dale sneered coldly.
"Fufu, any woman becomes a back-alley whore in front of the Young Master of the Saxon House."
Lady Scarlet laughed, fawning.
"Casting aside dignity or pride... they would make the face of a bitch in front of you, Young Master, and gladly spread their legs."
Lightly biting Dale's earlobe, Scarlet continued.
"How about it? A night of ecstasy that defies comparison to a Blue Whore—"
A wind of biting cold swirled around Dale's feet. Before she knew it, he held the edge of his blade to Lady Scarlet's cheek.
"Oh my, how cold."
Lady Scarlet was not flustered.
"I don't dislike cold men."
She leaned her cheek into the cold blade without a moment's hesitation.
"......!"
Droplets of blood welled from the wound, and Dale hurriedly increased the distance. Lady Scarlet let out a moan of ecstasy.
"......The night is deep, so I shall return."
There was no point in exchanging further words with that woman. Dale turned.
Focusing on the trace of magic power behind him, he increased the distance. When he glanced back, Lady Scarlet's figure was gone. Only then did Dale exhale deeply.
"......Why did that crazy bitch come here?"
He stated the fact without a hint of exaggeration.
* * *
Some time later, as the Black Armor Company returned safely to the Saxon Duchy after their victory in Hamburg.
An unexpected guest arrived.
An envoy visited the Saxon Duke's castle to hire the Black Armor Company—an 'Imperial Special Envoy,' no less.
"Have you heard the rumors of the Isle of Britannia?"
The envoy continued, smiling softly.
"Are you talking about the story of the Holy Maiden?"
At the Duke of Saxony's question, the envoy nodded.
"Fufu, a Holy Maiden, indeed. How can one believe that without her having even spread her legs?"
It was a woman wearing a blood-red pointed hat, smiling alluringly.
"Furthermore, His Imperial Majesty intends to pay the 'price' to that rag of a whore."
A high-ranking elder of the Red Magic Tower, a 7th Circle Red Mage. Lady Scarlet.
Seeing her, only one thought came to Dale's mind.
'......Why did that crazy bitch come here?'
Once again, it was a fact without a hint of exaggeration.
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* * *
"I am deeply concerned about the situation unfolding on the island of Britannia, but......"
The Duke of Saxony began.
"Our Duchy is currently stretched to its limits just defending Imperial territory against the Demon Migration from the Demon Territory."
He spoke with feigned regret, yet his words were a firm declaration: he would not send Saxon forces to the island of Britannia.
"Hehe, we fully understand. His Majesty is well aware of Your Grace's devotion to the Empire."
Lady Scarlet smiled, as if she had expected this refusal.
"What we desire is not the Saxon family's military, but the invincible mercenary group that has made its name ring out across the continent...... the Black Armor Company."
Lady Scarlet turned her gaze toward Dale, who stood guard beside the Black Duke's throne.
"The legend itself, writing a myth of invincibility under the command of that infamous 'Black Prince'!"
"......."
"They say he is a genius of military strategy who not only possesses talent in sword and magic, but also reads the flow of battle and moves his 'chess pieces' to seize victory."
Lady Scarlet began to recount the rumors surrounding Dale's talent.
"The military genius of the Young Master who once wiped out the dogs of the Holy Sword in the Black and White Battle......"
Dogs of the Holy Sword. She continued, making no effort to hide her cold mockery and derision toward her own allies.
"Against the traitorous rabble of Britannia, would you please display it to your heart's content for the sake of the Empire?"
A moment of hesitation flickered across the Duke of Saxony's expression. He had no desire to send his son to an island nation across the continent, especially when he didn't know which internal enemy might stab him in the back.
However, he could not back down.
The savior maiden of the nation claimed to be the standard-bearer of the independence movement against the tyranny of the Empire. The war for the independence of the Kingdom of Britannia was an opportunity that could not be missed.
Just as Dale was about to nod on his father's behalf,
"Very well."
The Black Duke spoke.
"......!"
It was an unexpected agreement that even Dale had not anticipated.
"However, to hire the Black Armor Company in a situation like this is, as Lady Scarlet said...... the same as buying my son, who is called the greatest talent in the Empire."
The Duke added, surprising even Dale.
"He is my son, a genius of military strategy, and one who dares to contend with the strongest of the Empire in individual martial prowess."
"......."
The Black Duke continued. Much like a foolish father boasting of his child, he heaped praise upon his son to the point where even the peerless Dale felt his face flush.
"Furthermore, the heavy infantry of the 'Black Armor Company' are the elite of the elite, raised under the rigorous training of the Night Raven Knights."
The Duke of Saxony continued.
"Even now, in the Saxon Duchy, there are hundreds of candidates waiting to officially enlist in the 'Black Armor Company'."
As their tales of valor echoed throughout the Empire, the company became a dream workplace for mercenaries. Soldiers from all over the Empire poured into the Saxon Duchy to enlist. The Duke was currently filtering through those applicants, preparing them to be reborn as the strongest heavy armored infantry unit.
It was no wonder the existing mercenary groups felt their livelihoods threatened.
"Is the Imperial Court prepared to pay the price to hire all of them?"
Moreover, the situation was dire. The opponents the Black Armor Company would face were not the cannon fodder they had dealt with until now, but an independence army led by the savior maiden—and on an island at the eastern end of the continent, no less.
This was not something that could be solved with a few coins.
"It would require a thousand gold (千金)."
Lady Scarlet, understanding the implication, smiled.
"But to buy the talent of Young Master Dale......"
She paused meaningfully.
"Even a thousand gold would be a ridiculously cheap price."
She showed no intention of negotiating, accepting the Duke of Saxony's demand far too readily.
"I will pay a hundred million gold (億金)."
"......!"
Lady Scarlet spoke of an absurd amount, one that could not be compared to the cost of a mere mercenary group. It was a payment that far exceeded the imagination of the Duke of Saxony or Dale.
"To buy the talent of that 'Black Prince', this expenditure is nothing at all."
She spoke as if she could easily bear the cost for the sake of Dale's talent.
"Isn't that right, Young Master Dale?"
"......."
A heavy armored infantry unit of Dale, by Dale, and for Dale. To buy the Black Armor Company was to buy the 'talent of the Black Prince'.
The fame of the Black Armor Company had been spreading for some time. He recalled the anecdotes of countless nobles who had hired them in the midst of overwhelming disadvantages, only to seize miraculous victories.
Sometimes that victory stemmed from Dale's own martial prowess, but for the most part, it was a victory of strategy, obtained by Dale moving the 'chess pieces' in his hands.
He did not stop at the power of the Black Armor Company's heavy infantry; he commanded the employer's entire force. With bold and accurate judgment, he seized victory by stabbing the enemy commander in the blind spot like a dagger. The anecdotes of 'miraculous victories' Dale had achieved were already too numerous to count.
As Dale had conceived early on, the greatest value the Black Armor Company held was possessing 'operational execution capabilities stronger than the client' and intervening in every aspect of the war necessary for victory.
There was no way she wouldn't know of Dale's fame, which echoed endlessly.
War Proxy Corporation.
Now, the Empire was preparing for war in the true sense of the word. As the commander-in-chief of that war, they desired the talent of the 'Black Prince'.
It was an offer there was no reason to refuse.
* * *
That evening, in the Duke of Saxony's office.
"You agreed more readily than I thought."
"It was an offer I couldn't refuse."
At Dale's words, the Black Duke spoke.
"And even if I had tried to refuse, you wouldn't have agreed."
He spoke as a father who understood Dale better than anyone else. It was a bullseye.
"You cannot spend your whole life holed up in the frozen land of the Saxon Duchy."
The Duke of Saxony continued.
"It wouldn't be bad to experience the strong of the Empire firsthand."
Regardless of Dale's will, it would be impossible to avoid clashing with the people of the Empire hereafter. Therefore, it was necessary to experience it thoroughly while he had the chance—to see the strong of the Empire in their true forms.
"I understand."
That was the Duke of Saxony's resolution, and Dale had no reason to refuse.
"I will never betray Father's expectations."
* * *
The night was deep. In the darkness, an unexpected shadow blocked Sepia.
"Oh my, well now."
"......."
The blood-colored witch stood there, wearing a see-through red lace gown and a seductive smile.
"To think I would meet Miss Sepia here."
"......Lady Scarlet."
"Are you on your way to serve the Young Master of Saxony for the night?"
Sepia remained silent, the mockery not worth a response.
"Hehe, that's the face of a female burning with possessiveness."
Scarlet continued, amused.
"To think that the upright elf of the world would come to have such a look."
She seemed unable to help herself.
"Because of this, I'm even more curious about Young Master Dale's technique. I can't stand it."
Sepia remained silent.
"A Snow Elf, famous for being so noble and haughty."
Scarlet didn't care.
"Not content with being the shame of your clan, you've fallen to being a concubine who serves a human child for the night."
She made no effort to hide her blatant mockery.
"Mother...... the Crystal Queen must be very heartbroken."
At that name, Sepia's expression froze.
"Isn't that right, Crystal Princess?"
At that moment, a freezing, biting cold began to swirl around Sepia.
"Oh my, how scary."
Seeing that, Lady Scarlet hurriedly stepped back.
"Disappear from my sight immediately."
"Hehe, I got it. I got it."
Scarlet acted with exaggerated fuss.
"Then, for the sake of the two's intimate night, this disturber will quietly disappear."
Turning her back, Lady Scarlet melted into the darkness beyond the hallway.
"......."
Watching her go, Sepia remained silent, biting her lip to hide her agitation.
* * *
A few months later, around the time of Dale's 12th birthday.
A mobilization order was issued throughout the Empire, and a large Imperial army of nearly 40,000 gathered.
The 'Black Armor Company,' led by Dale of Saxony, the Black Prince, officially joined the deployment, having grown into a heavy armored infantry unit of 500.
In addition, some of the Saxon family's Aura Knights, including Charlotte, joined as officers. The 6th Circle elf mage, Sepia, was no exception, joining to assist their leader, Dale of Saxony.
The large Imperial army finally began its landing on the island of Britannia.
Against the independence army gathered under the name of the savior maiden, Orelia.
* * *
"......Please, do not show mercy to me."
In front of the statue of the sister goddess Sistina, the savior maiden Orelia knelt, grasping a wooden cross necklace.
"Please show mercy and compassion only to those I must protect."
It was a simple cross, carved from wood, without a single piece of gold or jewelry—a birthday gift her deeply pious father had given her long ago.
"Intelligence reports that a large Imperial army has begun to move on the continent."
Her adjutant knight, Gilles de Rais, appeared at the entrance of the chapel. The Empire's large-scale deployment. The worst situation everyone had feared had become reality.
"Furthermore, it seems the 'Black Prince' of the Saxon family has participated as one of the Imperial army's commanders."
Stories from the continent rarely reached the island of Britannia, yet she was not unaware of the eldest son of the Saxon family, whose name echoed day after day.
"To entrust such a heavy responsibility to a mere child."
Gilles de Rais tilted his head, unable to understand.
"I, too, was nothing more than a serf's daughter."
"Sa, Savior-nim......"
"What is seen on the surface is not everything in this world."
Not a shred of carelessness could be found in Orelia's expression.
"No matter how young the eldest son of the Saxon family may be, it is no reason for us to be careless."
A 12-year-old child and a serf's daughter. Who would dare to ignore the savior maiden as a mere serf's daughter?
That would be no exception for the eldest son of the Saxon family, the Black Prince.
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* * *
The powerful carry heavy burdens. They understand the military strength their existence holds and the weight of that responsibility better than anyone else.
However, in the Empire following the Unification War, the 'Saint Maiden Orelia' sparked an independence war. Against all odds, overcoming a fourfold difference in troop numbers, she wiped out a large contingent of the Imperial Army.
The newborn Britannia Kingdom was established.
The Empire could no longer afford to weigh the pros and cons or take its time. That is why the 'Purifiers,' led by the high-ranking elder of the Red Magic Tower, 'Lady Scarlet'—the executor of the zeitgeist the Empire prides itself on—were deployed in large numbers.
Furthermore, led by Nikolai, an elder of the White Magic Tower and a Cardinal of the Sistina Goddess Church, the 'White Mages' joined them to discern the truth of the revelations claimed by the Saint Maiden.
Count Brandenburg, a wielder of the Holy Sword and one of the Seven Swords of the Continent—a powerhouse beyond the standard—also set out with his Saint Magdalena Knights. He was accompanied by his son, the lecherous heir, Philip.
Finally, the 'Black Prince' joined the Imperial military leadership. He had carved a 'Geas of Absolute Obedience' into Cardinal Nikolai's heart and had only released the Count family's degenerate son, Philip, after extorting a massive ransom following the 'Black-White Rotation.'
He led five hundred heavy armored infantry of the Black Armor Company, alongside the Night Crow Knights of the Saxon House.
The prodigy of the Duke family, possessing the greatest talent in the Empire. The mercenary captain of the Black Armor Company, whose fame echoes endlessly across the continent.
He was the 'Black Prince,' notorious for his endless cruelty and infamy.
* * *
The wind smelled of salt. Seagulls cried out, "kki-ruk, kki-ruk." Sunlight shattered like gold dust along the undulating horizon.
Dover, a port city on the island of Britannia. It was the landing point for the massive Imperial force facing the continent across the English Channel.
In the fortress of Dover, the Imperial military leadership gathered after completing the landing of every last soldier on the island.
"Ah, Young Master Philip."
"......."
"And Cardinal Nikolai."
"......!"
Dale, the eldest son of the Saxon House, was also there, accompanied by his adjutant and 6th Circle elf mage, Sepia. He stood before the powerful figures of the Empire he despised so much.
"Y-y-you bastard, how dare you show your face here...!"
Seeing him, Philip, the degenerate of the Count family standing beside the Holy Swordsman, raised his voice.
He was the loser of the historical battle whispered about by gossips... the 'Black-White Rotation.' A sacrificial lamb for Dale's fame.
Philip recalled the bitter, crushing defeat on the battlefield that day. He recalled the days spent in the Saxon Duchy, living through unbearable shame and humiliation after being captured.
"Hehe, the world is truly unfair, isn't it?"
Lady Scarlet glanced at Philip and giggled, seemingly amused.
"......!"
For a moment, the lecher Philip's gaze was directed blatantly toward her cleavage. Lady Scarlet loosened her clothes even more, as if to show off, and continued.
"In a single war, there is a scapegoat who experiences unforgettable shame and a crushing defeat..."
She winked with a smile that was nothing short of seductive.
"And there is a wonderful man who, based on that victory and performance, spreads his fame across the entire Empire."
She looked not at Philip, but directly at Dale of Sachsen.
"T-that battle that day was nothing but a cunning and cowardly trick...!"
Philip was about to raise his voice, unable to accept Scarlet's words.
"You trashy loser."
The Holy Swordsman's roar, devoid of even a shred of emotion, cut him off.
"What makes a mediocre fool like you think you have the right to wag your tongue at the 'Black Prince' of Sachsen?"
"F-father...!"
"Please forgive my son's rudeness."
The Holy Swordsman bowed his head calmly toward Dale.
"Forgiveness, you say."
Dale sneered coldly.
"On the contrary, I feel an incomparable gratitude toward Young Master Philip."
He recalled the victory that day that sent his stock soaring vertically.
"The name 'Black Prince' I possess... would never have been earned without Young Master Philip's desperate struggle."
Philip's stupidity in calling for a fight to the death until the very end at the Black-White Rotation had allowed Dale to be reborn as a synonym for malice and cruelty. He was a genius of military strategy and a 'Black Prince' who showed not a shred of mercy to his enemies.
"D-don't make me laugh...! That battle was never my defeat!"
Philip raised his voice, refusing to accept the loss.
"I, I never lost to you!"
He spoke as if it were absolutely not his responsibility.
"It was just those incompetent subordinates who disobeyed my orders on their own..."
He was shifting the blame to the knights who were wiped out to the last man for the sin of having an incompetent commander.
"Certainly, those knights were insufficient to handle 'Young Master Philip's vessel'."
"That's right! That's exactly it!"
At Dale's words, Philip nodded vigorously.
"Those measly knights! Daring to disobey me without knowing their place...!"
Blaming the Saint Magdalena knights who were wiped out thanks to his own incompetence, Philip continued to rant. It was a truly unspeakable disgrace.
"Shut that mouth."
Unable to watch his degenerate son's disgrace any longer, the Holy Swordsman finally broke the silence. He spoke quietly, but he was desperately suppressing the rage boiling like magma.
"Shut it right now."
An incompetent degenerate who didn't even know he was being mocked and was desperately chiming in with Dale's words. Pushing aside the impulse to beat his son to a pulp, the Holy Swordsman continued.
"If you spout any more nonsense at my knights, I will throw you straight into that sea."
"H-hick!"
Count Brandenburg was not a fool. He recalled 'his knights' who had piled up mountains of corpses in that day's crushing defeat.
The eldest son of the Saxon House was a monster that a mediocre fool like Philip could never catch up to, even if he devoted his entire life to it.
That was why the humiliation and self-loathing squeezed his heart even more. At the sight of his incompetent, trashy son, who was flapping his mouth without knowing his place in front of that monster, he felt only disgust.
How could such an incompetent, trashy child be born from his own blood?
It must be because the 'blood of the talentless' was mixed in. That was why he needed Charlotte, the daughter of the God Sword, Orhardt. He believed that by mixing his blood with the blood of the God Sword she possessed, he could produce the 'greatest swordsman.'
He sought to produce the greatest vessel truly worthy of the Holy Sword.
But he failed. The Black Prince currently before him, and the Duke of Sachsen, had made the first move.
Moreover, when he heard the intelligence that the daughter of the God Sword was performing knight training under the Saxon House, and that she had been reborn as a knight assisting the eldest son of the Saxon House and was displaying her sword talent day by day, the Holy Swordsman's rage was beyond words.
However, Count Brandenburg did not care about that anymore.
A 'greatest vessel,' who might be the daughter of the God Sword or even more, had appeared.
Right here, on the island of Britannia.
'Saint Maiden Orelia....'
When he heard the full story of the situation on the island, the Holy Swordsman did not hesitate.
A female knight called the incarnation of the Goddess. A savior of the nation who reached the realm of the Avatar, the ultimate form of combat for a knight.
'I will impregnate that wench with my seed and create the greatest vessel worthy of the Holy Sword.'
Every time he heard anecdotes about her sword, Count Brandenburg could not control his desires.
A man's desire, twisted and distorted toward eugenics. The desire to plant his seed in the Saint Maiden's womb. And he was by no means the only Holy Swordsman with such dark intentions.
Even if their goals were different, this was the 'substance of the great cause' gathered under the name of the Empire.
A nominal unity, hiding their own purposes, which was nothing but a facade. That 'unity of nothing but a facade' was ultimately the nation called the Empire itself, and this is the very reason why the Empire cannot easily deploy the 'powerhouses beyond the standard' residing in the Imperial Capital.
'What a bunch of absolute garbage.'
That would be no exception for Dale either.
"...Then, let us begin the operational meeting."
Organizing his thoughts, Dale opened his mouth quietly.
"W-what right do you have to give orders to the proud Imperial Army, you bastard!"
Philip raised his voice toward Dale. It was an inferiority complex that was truly pathetic.
"Ah, then I shall quietly shut my mouth."
Dale shrugged and closed his mouth.
"Hehe, Philip-gun."
Seeing that, Lady Scarlet opened her mouth softly. With a sexiness and allure that would leave the lecher Philip unable to come to his senses.
"L-Lady Scarlet?"
At Scarlet's meaningful smile, Philip looked at her with a glimmer of expectation.
"Could you please shut that pig-smelling, disgusting mouth of yours?"
Immediately after, a cold reply, devoid of even a shred of emotion, returned.
"You incompetent, culled boar who couldn't even follow the tip of Young Master Dale's toe in anything."
"......!"
"To think you're wallowing in inferiority, oinking like a pig without knowing your place."
It was a cold expression, as if looking at a bug. A coldness that couldn't even be compared to the attitude she had shown in front of Dale earlier. However, the malice in her expression was only for a fleeting moment.
"Hehe, compared to that, Young Master Dale's shining appearance!"
Scarlet turned her head toward Dale.
"Aang, I can't wait to see Young Master Dale's performance already."
At Scarlet's fawning, unable to control her ecstasy while letting out blatant moans, Sepia's expression froze. Dale turned his head away as if he didn't care.
"T-t-this, this...!"
The lecher Philip trembled from the humiliation pouring in from all sides.
'That bastard, he's going to cause a real accident at this rate.'
* * *
On the island of Britannia, the territories of two forces coexisted.
The Imperial territory, which ruled the island under the 'Governor of Burgundy,' and the new territory of the 'newborn Britannia Kingdom,' reclaimed by the Britannia Independence Army under the command of the Saint Maiden Orelia.
It was not difficult to predict the goal of the Saint Maiden, who had begun to advance leading the independence army.
The heart of the old Britannia Kingdom that they had not yet seized. The city where the successor to the Britannia royal family had held the coronation for generations, and which also served as the capital of the kingdom.
It was Reims.
That is why the Imperial Army, which had additionally landed on the island, also began to maneuver in step with the movements of the independence army. They sought a quick resolution, intersecting their own goals and interests.
Leaving behind the dark desires wriggling from all sides, the curtain of war finally began to rise.
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* * *
There was only one reason the Holy Swordsman was forcing his son to participate in the battlefield.
It was for war merit.
He wanted Philip to achieve brilliant feats on the battlefield and make the Count family's reputation ring throughout the Empire—just like the 'Black Prince' of the Duke of Saxony family, whose fame was already echoing across the entire Empire.
Say what you will, Philip was the Holy Swordsman's only son and the heir to the Count family. Until he could produce a 'greatest vessel' worthy of his holy sword and that child grew up, Philip needed to serve as a pillar to support the Count family alongside him, at least in name.
That was how it should have been.
'They say even a tiger doesn't beget a dog, but there's no dog like that one, is there?'
'It seems even the world-renowned Holy Swordsman couldn't do anything about his own offspring!'
'Haha, the time-honored Count Brandenburg family ends here, then.'
'Look at the eldest son of the Saxon family in comparison! The world is truly unfair!'
However, no matter how much one tries to hide a son's incompetence, the truth cannot be covered up.
He recalled the nobles whispering about the incompetence of a wastrel son who only cared for carnal pleasures and showed not a shred of talent for the sword.
If he couldn't wield the holy sword, the prestige of the Count Brandenburg family would inevitably fall to the ground.
Furthermore, the disastrous defeat in the Black-White Rotation had fueled the nobles' gossip. They mocked him behind his back as if the 'downfall of the Count Brandenburg family' were a foregone conclusion. They endlessly prattled on about the eldest son of the Saxon family, that damn 'Black Prince'!
That was why he had to prove it.
He had to achieve war merits that no one could dare insult, and he had to flatten the noses of those who dared to mock the Count family.
In a sense, the Holy Swordsman himself was no exception to being consumed by inferiority, unable to escape the 'shadow of the Black Prince.'
* * *
The Loire River. The border separating the self-proclaimed 'New Britannia Kingdom' in the north of Britannia Island from the 'Imperial Territory' in the south.
For the independence army to reclaim the kingdom's capital, they had to cross the bridge over that very Loire River and head toward the Imperial territory.
That was why the Imperial army split their main force of 40,000, stationing a massive force of nearly 20,000 at 'Bel Fort,' the key fortress guarding the bridge, under the command of the Count family's wastrel, Philip.
"You don't need to do anything."
He had been warned repeatedly. It was enough for him to just sit there and twiddle his thumbs.
"Do not try to do anything."
Even if the Saint Maiden's power was strong, it would be impossible to take a fortress guarded by this many troops. However, one could never reclaim the kingdom's capital without breaking through this fortress.
Even if Philip was a fool without a shred of talent, he didn't care. He wasn't trusting Philip; he was trusting the fortress, 'Bel Fort.'
It wasn't called an impregnable fortress for no reason.
Afterward, it would be the father's role—the Holy Swordsman's—to inflate and spread the heroic tale of the Battle of Bel Fort as: 'the eldest son of the Count family who risked his life to defend the fortress against the army of traitors.'
So that the entire Empire would talk about the heroic tale of the Count family's eldest son, Philip!
It was a father's desperate struggle to establish the prestige of himself, his Count family, and his wastrel son.
* * *
Around that time, Dale's situation was dire.
He was given a unit of barely a thousand men—500 from his own Black Armor Company and 500 Imperial troops that were little more than a token force—and shoved into a corner far from the main front.
It was, in effect, a demotion.
Count Brandenburg, the Holy Swordsman, had pulled strings to sideline the 'Black Prince' beforehand. It was a truly despicable and petty tactic.
"No, that moron is going to defend Bel Fort?"
"Th-that is what I hear."
Immediately after, news arrived that the Holy Swordsman had appointed his son, Philip, as the defense commander of the key strategic point, 'Bel Fort.'
"Oh my, this is something."
Dale burst into laughter, finding it absurd.
It wasn't difficult to fathom the Holy Swordsman's intentions. The lecherous Philip would bravely defend the fortress against the traitorous rabble, then inflate his performance to cement the Count family's prestige.
While the world-renowned 'Black Prince' was shoved into this corner, twiddling his thumbs.
'Everyone is busy looking out for their own rice bowl.'
In truth, not a single person gathered here doubted the 'Empire's victory.' Even if Saint Maiden Orelia had achieved a miraculous victory, a single battle does not immediately translate to winning the war. And the Empire was by no means an easy country to deal with.
Therefore, the minds of the Imperial army were filled solely with how much of the victory pie they could claim.
'This is a total mess, if I've ever seen one.'
In a sense, it was political infighting more intense than the war against the independence army.
"Sir Yones."
"Please, speak, Young Master!"
"Shall we make a bet?"
At Dale's calm tone, Sir Yones tilted his head for a moment.
"A bet?"
"How many days it will take for Bel Fort to fall."
At Dale's words, Sir Yones gasped in surprise.
"No, even so, there are 20,000 Imperial troops stationed at that fortress."
Furthermore, it included mage forces capable of blocking the enemy's wide-area magic.
"Do you know why a genius is called a genius?"
"W-well, I don't."
"A talent bestowed by the heavens, the ability to see the unknown that ordinary people dare not predict."
Was he going to brag about himself all of a sudden?
"In that regard, Young Master Philip is truly a genius bestowed by the heavens."
It wasn't that.
"Then wouldn't there be even less need to worry?"
"No, he's a genius of defeat."
"......."
At those words, Sir Yones was so dumbfounded he shut his mouth.
"How could ordinary people like us dare to understand the thinking of a genius."
Dale continued as if it were someone else's business.
"It's just that a genius's power is to make the impossible possible, no matter how impossible it looks...."
To be honest, by Dale's standards, it was nearly impossible for Bel Fort to fall.
However, a genius is one who makes the impossible possible. At least in that regard, Dale did not doubt 'Philip's genius.'
"The Holy Swordsman wouldn't understand Young Master Philip's genius."
That was why Dale continued.
"So, how many days until the fortress falls?"
"I, I'll bet on one week."
"I'll bet on three days."
* * *
Three days later, Bel Fort.
"The traitorous bastards are retreating!"
Stopping the Britannia independence army's offensive, the feeling filling defense commander Philip's chest was overwhelming emotion.
He had succeeded in the defense. It was a victory.
"It is I, Philip of Brandenburg, who has won!"
Not the eldest son of the Saxon family, but this Philip!
He imagined the heroic tales the Empire's gossipers would tell about this victory. Just as the 'Black Prince' had done in the past. The eldest son of the Count family who bravely risked his life to stop the traitors' offensive and defended the fortress!
The great epic of victory that the people of the Empire would sing of in the future. It would be the heroic tale that graced the first page of his hero's biography.
'No, this isn't enough.'
However, it was still not enough to decorate the first chapter of the heroic tale that would ring throughout the entire Empire.
'I cannot let just this much of a victory decorate the first chapter of my epic.'
He thought of the young eldest son of the Saxon family again. The Empire's greatest genius. The countless anecdotes of victory he had obtained.
Therefore, Philip's victory had to be cooler, flashier, and greater than that.
A heroic victory that would never fall behind the 'Black Prince's' reputation. A victory that wouldn't lose its luster in front of the performance shown by the Empire's greatest genius.
"Don't let those bastards escape alive!"
That was why Philip raised his voice.
"Prepare for a sortie! Lower the drawbridge of the fortress and go out to pursue them!"
"B, but Young Master Philip!"
"Shut up! Do you dare to defy the eldest son of the Count family!"
At those words, one of the Saint Magdalena Knights was startled and tried to stop Philip. However, as Dale had said, the Saint Magdalena Knights were insufficient to handle 'Philip's vessel.'
"Anyone who defies my orders will be dealt with by summary execution!"
Philip shouted.
"Everyone prepare for a sortie! We will wipe out all the fleeing traitorous bastards!"
To escape the 'shadow of the Black Prince' that haunted him like a nightmare and finally grasp a shining victory.
"Everyone follow me!"
Philip of Brandenburg.
"My era begins now!"
His hero's biography was only just beginning.
* * *
One week later. Bel Fort fell, and Philip was captured.
The natural barrier separating the Britannia Kingdom territory from the Imperial territory, the impregnable fortress. The key strategic point of the Imperial army that blocked the crossing of the Loire River collapsed easily without any significant sacrifice on the part of the independence army.
Furthermore, the entire Imperial army guarding the fortress was wiped out, and the fortress defense commander, Philip, also fell into the hands of the Britannia independence army... falling into a position where a huge ransom was demanded.
As a result, the plan to exhaust the Britannia independence army's strength through the long-term defense of Bel Fort, and while the sluggish battle continued, have the main force under the Holy Swordsman execute a detour maneuver to the rear──.
The plan to wipe out the Britannia independence army also went up in smoke.
* * *
After the fall of Bel Fort.
Crossing the Loire River, the Britannia independence army began to advance with unstoppable force.
And the independence army's target... at Reims, the base within the Imperial territory and the former capital of the Britannia Kingdom, the Imperial army leadership gathered once again.
Except for one, the wastrel of the Count family who had been captured by the enemy and become a prisoner.
"My, the saying that a tiger doesn't beget a dog has lost all meaning."
Dale, who had returned from his sudden demotion, spat out a cold mockery.
"It wasn't enough to have 500 Saint Magdalena Knights wiped out in the Black-White Rotation...."
He didn't mind being part of a disorganized group, continuing his mockery toward the Holy Swordsman.
"To drive nearly 20,000 sons of the Empire into a death trap."
"......."
"They say losing is also a talent, but it's not something that can be done with ordinary talent."
The Holy Swordsman bit his lip until it bled.
"I'm curious what the 'people of the Empire' will say about Young Master Philip's historic defeat."
A historic defeat. That was exactly it. An astonishing defeat that would become an indelible disgrace to the Count family, remembered for generations to come.
Blood flowed down the Holy Swordsman's lips, as if he were desperately holding back the impulse to swing his holy sword right then and there.
The end of those who couldn't escape 'Dale's shadow.' It was a truly ridiculous sight.
"I'm genuinely curious, how on earth did it fall?"
"After the first battle began, a little while later...."
Taking over from Dale, Lady Scarlet opened her mouth.
"They say Young Master Philip sent his main force to pursue the enemies who failed to take the fortress and were fleeing."
"No, he sent the main force out of the fortress?"
"Well, that's what they say."
"Then they must have been ambushed and all died."
"As expected of Young Master Dale."
Lady Scarlet smiled calmly as if it were someone else's business. Unfazed even by a crushing defeat that couldn't be laughed off. She was no exception to having 'her own goals' in this battle.
"After that, the Britannia independence army disguised themselves in Imperial armor and entered without a fight, using the captured Young Master Philip as a front."
As if they had pursued the fleeing enemy to the end and returned in triumph.
"So, did they ask to be let into the fortress obediently?"
"That's what they say."
"......."
"I heard he shouted about his victory in a truly dignified and imposing manner."
Because he valued his own life. Once again, veins popped out on the Holy Swordsman's forehead.
That was how the fortress fell, and Philip also fell into the status of a prisoner. They had taken Bel Fort, called an impregnable fortress, with virtually no blood.
One couldn't help but praise the Britannia independence army's strategy. But before that, to think he would fall for such an obvious trick.
"I'm so dumbfounded I have nothing to say."
Not even a few weeks after the Imperial army's main force landed on Britannia Island, 50 percent of that 40,000-man force was wiped out... and they suffered a fatal loss, handing over the key fortress and crossing point of the Loire River to the enemy.
Philip's performance was truly that of an 'extraordinary powerhouse' who turned the tide of the war itself.
That was why.
"It's ruined."
Dale muttered as if it were someone else's business.
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* * *
Around that time.
An envoy arrived from the Britannia Independence Army, which had entered Imperial territory, to negotiate the release of Philip. The "ransom for Philip" they proposed was no mere mountain of gold.
Food and weaponry. They demanded military supplies to continue the war.
"Oh my, that is truly regrettable, Count."
Upon hearing this, Lady Scarlet spoke with a mocking tone. The ransom proposed by the Britannia Independence Army was military supplies.
Granting their demands was effectively an admission of defeat. It meant providing the enemies, who were approaching the culmination of their offensive, the means to continue fighting.
However, sacrificing the Count's degenerate son, Philip, would be akin to severing the lineage of the proud House of Brandenburg.
Above all, even if they captured the 'Saintess,' there was no guarantee that the 'seed' they planted in her would take root. That was the reason Philip, even as a degenerate without a shred of talent, remained alive. It was not out of any lingering affection between father and son.
Yet, paying the ransom in military supplies to retrieve Philip just to preserve the Count's lineage would place the entire responsibility for the war's defeat on the Holy Swordsman. The entire Empire would point fingers at him.
It was an impossible dilemma.
"......."
The Holy Swordsman bit his lip until it bled. Then—
"──Let us pay the ransom and retrieve Young Master Philip."
Dale spoke up. The Holy Swordsman blinked, doubting his ears for an instant.
"What did you say?"
"It seems you are weighing the Count's lineage against the burden of defeat."
Dale spoke as if looking straight into the Holy Swordsman's mind. It was a direct hit.
"However, there is a way to save Young Master Philip without losing this war."
"Wh, what did you...?"
The Holy Swordsman could not doubt the military genius Dale had previously demonstrated.
"Speak at once."
That was why the Holy Swordsman asked again.
"Ah, I cannot do that."
Dale let out a cold, mocking laugh.
"Not after you shoved me into a corner earlier just to monopolize the war contributions."
"......!"
"Don't you think that is rather shameless?"
The Holy Swordsman's expression froze.
"......State what you want."
This was no time to be picky. Even if he was nothing more than a twelve-year-old brat, the world-renowned Holy Swordsman knew he was helpless before the talent of the 'Black Prince.'
"Please promise me two things."
"What is it you want me to promise?"
"First, in all subsequent battles and operations, you will obey my commands absolutely."
In other words, officially appoint Dale as the supreme commander of this battle.
"Second, you will leave the entire treatment of the prisoners captured in this battle to my decision."
"Hah!"
The Holy Swordsman burst into laughter, as if the request were absurd. To dare to spout such reckless nonsense in front of the world's war hero.
"How dare a brat like you forget your place...!"
There is a limit to overstepping. No matter how much the eldest son of the House of Sachsen was a 'genius of military strategy,' he could not accept such an outrageous humiliation.
"Are you not afraid?"
Dale asked, undeterred.
"Of a future where the Count's bloodline vanishes into history, and you are left to bear the full responsibility for the defeat?"
He spoke with an expression as if he were looking into the Holy Swordsman's heart.
"Nobles are truly cunning, despicable creatures."
"......."
"Even for those who currently hail you as the Empire's great war hero, a single trivial trigger is enough to turn that praise into ridicule."
It was a direct hit.
"But you have nothing to worry about."
"What is it that I have no need to worry about?"
"If you accept my proposal, I also intend to bear a 'price' befitting it."
A price.
"Even if you accept my proposal, if this war ends in defeat."
Even the Holy Swordsman could not laugh off the words that followed.
"I will stake my heart."
Heart. A cold silence descended for an instant.
"Ah, that is not all."
"......!"
"Along with my heart, the entire responsibility for the defeat incurred in this battle will be 'my share' alone."
Instead of the Holy Swordsman, he would bear the responsibility for the defeat. A bet staked on his own heart and honor. Even Lady Scarlet could not laugh in the face of Dale's words.
"......."
For the first time, her smile vanished in front of Dale.
"The elders of the White Magic Tower happen to be here."
"Don't tell me..."
It was exactly that—'don't tell me.' The contract magic the White Magic Tower boasts: Geas (Binding of Oaths).
"How about it?"
If he failed to lead the battle to victory, Dale of Sachsen would bear the responsibility for the defeat and stake 'his own heart.'
"Why would you go that far?"
"Because I can win."
He spoke with unwavering confidence.
"What do you gain by doing that?"
"I will monopolize the glory of victory entirely."
Dale replied.
"Not as the victory of Count Brandenburg, but as the 'victory of the Black Prince' through and through."
"......."
50 percent truth.
"However, whether we win or lose, the Count will have something to gain in his own way."
Dale continued.
"If we win, you can safely retrieve Young Master Philip and be free from the responsibility of defeat."
It made no difference even if they lost. The one who would safely retrieve the Count's eldest son and bear the 'responsibility for defeat' would be Dale. His audacity was staggering.
"Can you really win?"
They had already lost fifty percent of their troops because of Philip. Even if the Empire possessed 'out-of-spec powerhouses' like the Holy Swordsman or Lady Scarlet.
The opponent was no exception in having such powerhouses.
Saintess Orelia, and the powerhouses of the old Britannia Kingdom who followed her. Those very powerhouses were refusing to remain silent about the Empire's tyranny and were following the Independence Army.
Thomas Becket, the Archbishop of Britannia and a 7th-circle high elder of the White Magic Tower, was also among them.
In that situation, if they were to retrieve Philip and provide a large amount of military supplies, even the world-renowned Holy Swordsman could not guarantee victory.
"Do you really... think you can win in this situation?"
"It is not that I cannot win."
In that very situation, Dale put 'his own heart' and the entire responsibility for defeat as collateral for the Geas. Confident of victory without a single doubt.
The one who would later become a greater threat to the Empire than any other was staking his own heart.
And that, while being certain of a victory that was near impossible.
Like Dale said, it was a deal where there was something to gain whether they won or lost.
"I accept the proposal."
For Count Brandenburg, it was a proposal he had no reason to refuse.
Just in case Dale truly managed to grasp this near-impossible victory—in other words, if the 'Black Prince' himself were to monopolize the glory of victory entirely alone.
He turned his head away from the repercussions that act would bring.
* * *
Immediately after.
To retrieve the Count's degenerate son, Philip, who was being held prisoner, and to pay the ransom, the Imperial Army's 'new supreme commander' headed to the prisoner negotiation table presented by the Independence Army.
To the heart of the enemy, where the savior of the nation, Saintess Orelia, awaited.
* * *
"Young Master Dale of Sachsen."
She was a noble and graceful female knight.
In pure white armor, her spotless blonde hair fluttered. On her sword belt, she had a sword inserted into a scabbard embroidered with golden thread, tied diagonally.
She was so beautiful and elegant that it was impossible to believe she was the daughter of a serf; even the young ladies of noble houses would fall short of her grace and poise. A princess of a country? An imperial princess? No, that was not it.
There was only one word that could describe her.
"Saintess (La Pucelle)......."
Dale muttered in a low voice. However, the illusion of walking in a dream, overwhelmed by her appearance, was only for a moment.
Soon, cooling his head, Dale bowed.
"I greet Saintess Orelia."
"For a person of the Empire to call me 'Saintess'..."
Saintess Orelia replied as if it were unexpected.
"That is truly unexpected."
"Because this is a war to prove Orelia's claim."
Dale replied coldly.
"Until it is decided which side will shed blood in the end, there is no reason to deny that claim otherwise."
He attributed the blood being shed on this island entirely to her responsibility.
"......."
For an instant, Saintess Orelia remained silent.
"Are you prepared to grant our demands?"
"Do you intend to advance to Reims like this?"
Dale asked back.
"Regrettably, I cannot answer the Young Master's question."
"Recover Reims, and crown Charles VII as king there...."
Dale continued.
"What do you intend to do after that?"
He unilaterally led the topic of conversation.
"That depends entirely on the will of His Majesty the King."
Orelia replied.
"I am merely a servant carrying out the revelation of the sister goddess Sistina."
"Since you say you have received a revelation from the goddess, there is something I would like to ask."
"Please speak."
Dale tilted his head as if he could not understand.
"Why does the omnipotent goddess in the sky care so much about the quarrels between mere secular nations?"
"......."
"The sister goddesses... remained silent even when the goddess's own country was destroyed."
After tilting his head, he continued calmly.
"Is there any reason to consider the Britannia Kingdom special?"
Orelia's expression froze.
"Is the Empire not, in the end, just one of the countless nations that are born and disappear?"
However, the divinity that Dale was blaspheming was not just Orelia's faith. It was a dangerous remark that denied the divinity of both major powers—Orelia's faith and the Empire's faith.
"After Orelia finishes the coronation of Charles VII according to the goddess's will, whose orders do you intend to follow?"
Dale continued calmly.
"Will you revere the orders of Charles VII, the king of the newly born Britannia Kingdom, like a 'revelation from the goddess'?"
"......Thinking is not my role."
She spoke as someone who claimed to be the goddess's sword and the savior of the nation, as if her virtue lay solely in execution.
"No, Orelia, you will have to think."
"Let's end the small talk here."
Orelia coldly cut off Dale's words. This place was, after all, a negotiation table to pay the ransom for 'Young Master Philip.' As if she could not be swayed by the opponent's schemes.
"Ah, the ransom is prepared."
Dale laughed as if he knew it would be so.
"At this point, it is merely a trivial story."
"What is trivial?"
To Orelia's question, Dale replied.
"The capital of the old Britannia Kingdom, where the direct lineage of the royal family has held coronations for generations...."
Reims. The ultimate goal of the Britannia Independence Army. Dale smiled as he spoke the name of that very city.
"I intend to offer that very Reims to Saintess Orelia."
"......!"
Leaving behind the 'Geas' engraved on his heart, from which he could never be free from the responsibility of defeat.
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* * *
The man was wallowing in a bed of scantily clad harlots.
Even in the midst of a fierce war, he remained in a castle bedroom, surrounded by decadent luxury.
"Your Highness Charles."
Despite the call from the Saintess Orelia, the man did not answer. He simply buried his face in the breasts of the harlots and snored with a thunderous, world-shaking rhythm.
The room reeked of stale alcohol. The scene made the grand rhetoric of a "patriotic struggle for independence against Imperial tyranny" sound like a sick joke.
"Your Highness Charles."
After a silence, the Saintess Orelia spoke again. Only after she repeated the 'King's name' five more times did he stir.
"Ugh, hmm...? W-what is it?"
Charles VII, the 'legitimate heir of the Britannia royal line,' staggered to his feet. He immediately clutched a golden, ruby-encrusted goblet and gulped down wine poured by one of the harlots.
It was broad daylight, the sun high in the sky.
"The Imperial army's supply train has delivered the military supplies we requested."
"Is that so...? Hmm, well done, well done."
This was a decisive haul that could determine the course of the war. Charles VII, however, showed no emotion.
"In any case, that means the day I become King isn't far off, right?"
"...That is correct."
The Saintess Orelia nodded. She recalled the words of the 'Black Prince' from the table where she had negotiated Philip's ransom just a short while ago.
"Furthermore, the enemy commander has made a suspicious proposal."
They would hand over Reims, the capital of the Britannia Kingdom, without a drop of blood.
"Well, aren't those bastards just scared shitless and trying to run away?"
Even at that shocking news, Charles VII's attitude did not change. He brushed her words aside with a bored expression, devoid of caution.
"Ah, come to think of it."
"There is something I would like to ask of you."
For a moment, a flicker of uncharacteristic brightness crossed Charles VII's face. Was he finally coming to his senses to perform his duties as King?
"Please speak, Your Highness."
The Saintess Orelia asked, not abandoning a shred of hope.
"Among the supplies the Imperial army handed over, please bring me some wine from the southern part of the Empire."
"...!"
The drunkard's response shattered her expectations.
"Kehehe, I've been craving the taste of southern wine so much I can't stand it!"
Charles VII burst into laughter.
"It's the perfect occasion to pop open some wine to celebrate taking the capital of the kingdom, isn't it!"
At those words, the harlots beside him burst into loud laughter.
'Occasion,' you say? Didn't you have a massive drinking party just yesterday?'
Suppressing the words that rose to her throat, the Saintess Orelia simply bowed her head in silence.
He possessed the royal bloodline, and for that reason alone, he was qualified to be King. That was the 'will of the heavens.'
Once the capital was reclaimed and Charles VII's coronation took place...
The future flashed through her mind.
─ Will you revere the orders of Charles VII, the King of the newly born Britannia Kingdom, like the revelations of a goddess?
The dagger that the 'Black Prince' had once plunged into her chest.
* * *
"You're going to hand over Reims to those independence army bastards for free?!"
At Dale's words, the Holy Swordsman, Count Brandenburg, raised his voice in disbelief.
Reims, the old capital of the Britannia Kingdom and the place where the legitimate royal line had held their coronations for generations.
"Do you even know what that means, you brat of the Saxon House...!"
"I am well aware."
Dale replied, unbothered. Lady Scarlet remained silent, her previous coquetry and fawning replaced by a calm demeanor.
"And Count."
Dale continued, ignoring the Holy Swordsman's roar.
"It seems you still haven't figured out your place."
"W-what did you say...?"
"Did you already forget our contract?"
Dale continued, his voice steady.
"I am your superior."
"...!"
The covenant of restraint bound them. At Dale's mockery, the Holy Swordsman erupted in rage.
"The day you get cocky won't last long...!"
"I get it. Just stay there and keep your head down."
Dale replied as if it were someone else's business.
"If your superior tells you to do something, you do it. Why are you so talkative?"
* * *
Just as Dale had promised, not even a single rat could be seen blocking the advance of the Britannia independence army.
The main force of the Imperial army stationed in Reims also withdrew their troops early, in step with the advance of the independence army.
When the Britannia independence army reached their goal, the old capital...
In Reims, awaiting a bloodless entry, someone stood to welcome the independence army forces led by the Saintess.
It was the commander-in-chief of the Imperial army, the 'Black Prince' of the Saxon House.
* * *
Dale was right there.
He lowered the drawbridge of Reims, standing alone as if to block the enemy forces.
Like Zhang Fei on Changban Bridge.
However, that was an impossible feat, even for Dale.
Because even the Imperial army, which possessed the Holy Swordsman, and furthermore, a 7th Circle Red Mage and their subordinate Purifier units, could not guarantee victory against the powerhouses of the independence army led by the Saintess.
In other words, there was no guarantee they could win even if they fought an all-out war.
──It wasn't that there were no odds of winning from the start. No, rather, it was an overwhelming advantage for the Imperial army.
If one assumes knights are the 'flowers of war,' there was a core military force called the 'gods of war' in terms of troop types.
High-level mages.
That was the case until a certain genius of defeat squandered the majority of that 'high-level mage power.'
A force that could intervene and exert influence even in the battles of out-of-spec powerhouses, assuming they were providing cover from the rear. To think that stationing them in the impregnable fortress 'Bel Fort,' considering their importance, would conversely become a self-defeating move that led to their total annihilation.
"Young Master of the Saxon House."
In that dire situation, he faced the enemy forces alone. Dale of Sachsen, the 'Black Prince.'
"Will you hand over 'Reims' to our independence army as promised?"
Therefore, dealing with Dale was, in every respect, the Saintess Orelia's role.
The Saintess faced the 'Black Prince' along the city walls, surrounding the moat and the drawbridge.
"I will hand over Reims as promised."
Dale opened his mouth.
"But before that, there is something I would like to ask of you."
"Please speak."
"Would you please grant me a lesson of one move with the sword of the Saintess?"
A lesson of one move. Just as countless opponents who challenged the 'Black Prince' had done in the past. However, now standing in the position of the challenger, Dale spoke.
"Does that mean you are asking for a fight where we risk our lives?"
"No, what I desire is, in every respect, the Saintess's 'lesson.'"
The Saintess tilted her head as if puzzled, and Dale replied.
"Because in front of the Saintess's sword, my magic would be nothing more than that of a child."
It was clearly understandable. The Saintess Orelia was a powerhouse that even the current Dale could not handle. He wasn't hoping for victory from the start. He was just like a child who couldn't suppress his curiosity in front of the martial prowess that the 'Saintess's sword' would show.
But hiding a pitch-black scheme within it.
"Very well."
The Saintess gripped the hilt of her sword, which had a scabbard embroidered with gold thread.
Even if Dale were to exert 100% of his power, he could not win right now. The Saintess surely knew that fact as well. Rather, 'that was why it was a proposal she could accept.'
Sreung.
From the sword belt at her waist, her sword emitted a chilling sharpness.
"Does it have a name?"
"It is the iron sword of an unnamed old soldier who fought honorably and died in battle for the independence of the kingdom."
The Saintess replied.
"Therefore, I hold this sword to honor his dying wish."
The sword of an unnamed soldier.
"I have been calling this sword the 'Nameless Sword.'"
At the same time, under Dale's feet, black-blue magic began to swirl.
It was an overwhelming amount of magic that even those watching from afar could grasp the meaning of. The independence army in the rear was flustered and hurriedly took a combat stance, but the Saintess Orelia did not.
She simply reached out her arm calmly to restrain them.
"Everyone, stand back."
Stand back. With those words, light shimmered along Orelia's Nameless Sword.
It was not the pure white pursued by the Holy Swordsman and the Saint Magdalena Knights.
A brilliantly shining golden light. A golden glow so bright one could not look directly at it began to wrap around Orelia's sword and armor.
The act of projecting one's philosophy onto one's sword, armor, and body. The realm of an 'Aura Master' that talented knights could not be sure they would reach even if they dedicated their entire lives to the sword.
A transcendental power indistinguishable from magic was being unfolded there by the daughter of a mere serf.
The ultimate combat form pursued by a knight's sword.
Armor of Philosophy, Avatar.
──A Valkyrie armed in golden armor was there.
The maiden of war. A token of revelation referred to as the descent of a goddess.
'So that is the appearance of the Saintess...'
After thinking that, Dale composed his consciousness. A mock duel with the Saintess. While this was, in every respect, 'part of a strategy for victory,' there was also another purpose that could be called extremely personal.
Things that can be gained by facing an out-of-spec powerhouse. The realm that the current Dale has right before his eyes.
4th Circle.
'Honestly speaking, there are no odds of winning.'
Because he hadn't requested a challenge from her with the intention of winning in the first place. Furthermore, even if it is a mock duel, a fight between powerhouses is one where your head can fly off at any moment. A moment of carelessness can lead directly to death.
However, one in a hundred. Even if he were to obtain the 4th Circle realm here, the possibility of winning is by no means 0%. Even if he were to set it as high as possible, it would be no more than a mere 1%.
'If that happens, the story becomes even easier.'
If he wins, the war will end as it is, and even if he doesn't win, Dale had a next move. It was a match where he had nothing to lose from the start.
However, the Saintess Orelia also... would surely consider Dale's proposal the optimal path to obtain Reims without sacrifice.
"Let us begin the duel."
On the face of the Saintess facing Dale, there was no carelessness like treating a 12-year-old child.
At the same time, the black-blue magic swirling under Dale's feet spread throughout the area.
Orelia also knew the meaning of that. Just as high-level knights wear the 'Armor of Philosophy' called an Avatar, it was the act of a high-level mage consciously overlaying the 'World of Thought' onto this world.
A mage's world.
The essence of magic that one could not even dream of unless they were a 6th Circle mage or higher was being unfolded by the hands of a 12-year-old child who was merely a 3rd Circle mage.
It was unbelievable. However, the Saintess Orelia was not flustered. Because the irregular who had obtained 'out-of-spec power' was by no means just Dale.
──A white and dark winter night world wrapped around the two.
A horizon of nothingness and emptiness.
"...!"
It was the 《World of Death》 itself, where chilling cold and darkness were swirling.
However, even that chilling cold and darkness could not seize the existence of the Saintess, who was shining with golden light.
'So that is the Avatar...'
The Saintess's Nameless Sword was scattering brilliant golden light. Along with the golden armor, a cloak made of light fluttered.
"Prepare yourself, Young Master Dale."
The Saintess Orelia opened her mouth.
However, this was Dale's world, and Dale, who was projecting the chilling cold and darkness of this world, was not an opponent who would be defeated easily.
"I look forward to it."
Dale bowed politely. At the same time, chilling cold and darkness swirled from under his feet. Behind the fluttering of the Shadow Cloak, which was raving like mad.
"──Shub."
Dale called the name of a certain girl.
The golden Valkyrie rushed in like a flash of lightning.
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* * *
A golden flash surged forward. It was divine speed, as if light itself were sprinting. For the first time since his reincarnation, he was facing the pinnacle of a knight—an Avatar user.
However, this was 'Dale's World'—a realm of death projecting the biting chill and suffocating darkness of that winter night. It was an arena that trapped them both.
For a mage, the act of projecting a World of Thought carries a specific meaning when exerting full power. It is akin to building a 'Mage's Fortress'.
For instance, in the case of a mere 6th Circle mage—the ordinary elders of the Magic Tower who do not fully grasp that meaning—it stops at a basic level: amplifying their inner thoughts to optimize incantations, strengthening formulas, and raising the purity of their mana's color. But Dale was different.
He understood the true meaning of a World of Thought... the 'Mage's Fortress', and he knew how to utilize that power.
In the first place, mages do not train for the purpose of active warfare. Even if their power is of a transcendent nature, no matter how high their Circle, they do not build their thoughts specialized for combat.
Just like the 6th Circle elders who fell at Dale's hands after his reincarnation.
They were nothing more than 'scholars' who had merely obtained power a bit stronger than the average person.
Even if the logic of their studies was terrifying and cruel, and even if they had obtained transcendent powers beyond the dreams of ordinary men, a scholar could never defeat a warrior.
However, Dale remembered the 'worlds' shown by the greatest combat mages who had once fallen at the hands of the Hero. Mages who did not hesitate to become warriors. And high-level mages at that, who had reached the realm of the 6th Circle and beyond.
He remembered the true power of those worlds—the form of a 'world strictly for combat' that they had demonstrated.
A world of slaughter. The ultimate realm that could, in itself, become a fortress.
And there was an attacker rushing forward to tear down that fortress.
Saintess Orelia, the Golden Valkyrie.
A battle between a knight and a mage who had both reached a high level of mastery. It was, in itself, a siege.
Biting cold and darkness swirled, blocking the path of the rushing Saintess Orelia.
At the same time.
Shuuuk!
─ Kya-hahahahat!
Jet-black tentacles struck down.
To Dale's ears, it was the innocent, spotless laughter of a young girl.
"■■■■──!"
To Saintess Orelia's eyes, it would be nothing more than a screech emitted by a horrific, otherworldly monstrosity.
'......!'
The Golden Valkyrie swung her blade in a single flash. Golden light swirled. A sword that purifies the ugly, cleaves through darkness, and brings the dawn of the morning.
That sword severed 'Shub's' tentacles, and a liquid as black and dark as coal tar sprayed from them. Right in front of her.
Taat!
However, as if ignoring the laws of physics, Saintess Orelia stopped her charge, kicked off the ground, and widened the distance.
She avoided the essence of evil and impurity that even the Saintess's golden armor could not handle.
"──This is my domain."
Immediately after, the 'Shadow Cloak' that was mimicking Dale's black surcoat began to flap madly.
From the bottom of the night that was dyed pure white, a lake of darkness spread out. At the same time, the 《Shadow Lurkers》 crouching within the shadows simultaneously unleashed thorn-like tentacles.
Beside Dale, the girl with the black goat horns lifted the hem of her dress. Jet-black tentacles struck down in unison.
Tentacle Hell (觸手地獄).
The 'world filled with malice' was exhaling that malice without restraint. However, Saintess Orelia did not panic.
She ignored the malice radiating from the young child, focusing instead on the ominous presence that felt like staring into a seed of pure evil.
She simply swung her golden sword in silence.
It was not a Holy Sword. It was the sword of a nameless soldier. Yet, in front of the brilliant golden light wrapped around that blade, even the light of a Holy Sword would feel fleeting.
Like the light of dawn raising its head through the dark twilight.
In front of the baptism of tentacles striking down to defile the Golden Valkyrie, the battle-maiden, light swirled.
"......!"
Nothing remained.
Annihilation.
Even the lake of darkness was no exception. As if a river had dried up and been exhausted, revealing the bottom.
'It's not easy, as expected.'
An opponent against whom he could not guarantee victory even with all his might. And the '3rd Circle mage' began to accelerate the Circle of his heart once again. Three Circles, and the jet-black tentacles wrapping around those Circles... The 『Book of the Black Goat』.
The mana erupting from the two black sources spread throughout Dale's world.
To turn the landscape of the white and dark winter night into his own fortress.
Knights hone their swords with the sole purpose of standing on the battlefield. Therefore, what a knight projects onto their sword, armor, and body is the 'thought of slaughter' they have accumulated. Even if that power was obtained through the revelation of a goddess, it would be no different.
A warrior.
A mere scholar can never win against a warrior. But Dale was by no means a mere scholar.
"......!"
For an instant, a look of wariness flitted across Saintess Orelia's expression. Turning her back, the Golden Valkyrie swung her sword.
Ka-ang!
The Saintess's nameless sword collided. With what?
It was a Black Blade.
"......!"
A jet-black Aura Blade symbolizing the Saxon House. The sword of a Death Knight, who was nothing but bones and armed in the black armor of a Night Raven Knight. A sword imbued with enough martial prowess to block the strike of an Avatar user, the Saintess.
That very Death Knight rushed forward and swung a blow toward the Saintess.
It was not a corpse revived as 'material' for a Night Raven Knight. Because such restrictions meant nothing in this world.
This place was, after all, a world where a mage was projecting his own thoughts, and Dale was the god of this very world.
Dale possessed the capability to make that possible.
A realm that a 6th Circle elder, who is nothing more than a mere scholar, would not dare to even dream of.
──A white and dark winter night.
Where white sleet fluttered, and biting cold and darkness swirled, the undead army was appearing one by one.
The Death Knights wielding the black blades of Saxony, to protect their lord and the 'master of the world'.
* * *
Death Knights built with the power of thought (思想). What was projected onto each and every one of them was the martial prowess of the one once called the Hero.
Data endlessly accumulated since raising the Death Knights and acting as the captain of the Black Armor Company. The essence of the sword, built up through countless trials and errors while training with Charlotte, the genius of the sword.
The 'formula' melting down that very essence was overlaid onto the Death Knights.
「Automatic Formula」.
Although it was still only at a test level, it was an opponent with nothing to complain about for its first real-world deployment.
'How far can I stand against you?'
An out-of-spec powerhouse he was facing with his full strength for the first time. Against her, Dale was currently unleashing 100% and more of his power without a shred of restraint.
Amidst the overclocking of his Circles, which felt like his heart would burst, each Circle was accelerating, exceeding thousands of RPM. As if that weren't enough, the jet-black tentacles were acting as another 'black source', injecting power into his heart and Circles.
Right now, Dale was the master and god of this world.
However, he was neither omniscient nor omnipotent. To use power, he had no choice but to consume a corresponding amount of mana.
And raising Death Knights of this scale, and projecting the Hero's martial prowess onto each one of them with an automatic formula, was not free.
His heart felt like it was going to burst from the pain. But without caring, Dale raised his head.
At the same time.
─ Ah, big brother....
The girl with the black goat horns wrapped herself around Dale's shoulder as if she couldn't help but find him adorable.
Her white, slender fingers caressed Dale's cheek.
"......!"
However, to Saintess Orelia's eyes, it would have looked as if a horrific colony of tentacles was wrapping around Dale.
A scene where a disgusting, otherworldly monstrosity was dripping black, dark mucus like coal tar while wrapping its tentacles around him.
Putting aside the nauseating sight, she gripped her sword hilt tighter.
"──It seems."
Orelia said, shining the golden edge of her sword toward the Death Knights rushing from all sides.
"It will be difficult to deal with you 'moderately' any longer, Young Master."
"I do not mind that much."
"I do not wish to betray the favor of the Young Master who handed over Reims."
The Golden Valkyrie said.
"If I use any more of my full strength, I cannot guarantee the Young Master's life."
"I was prepared for that from the beginning."
Dale replied.
"But before that, there is one thing I would like to ask."
"Please speak."
"Do you think the one who will become the King of the nascent Britannia Kingdom will be a good king?"
"......!"
"Seeing as the Saintess is so desperately trying to hand over the throne to Charles VII."
Dale asked calmly.
"He must surely be a sage king with no flaws."
"......."
"He must be concerned for the people suffering from the Empire's tyranny, know justice, and be genuinely worried about the future of the kingdom."
Dale said.
"Is that worth doing?"
And Saintess Orelia could understand the meaning hidden in that question. It was not a question. The eldest son of the Saxon House already knew the answer.
The true nature of the man called Charles VII.
"Just because that man was born with the blood of the royal family...."
As if everything else didn't matter.
"Does the Saintess intend to offer everything in this country to that man?"
"Thinking is not my role."
"No, Lady Orelia, you must think."
That phrase again.
"About the meaning of the words 'I will save the Britannia Kingdom' that Sister Sistina desires."
"As I said."
However, Saintess Orelia did not care.
"I am merely executing the 'will of the Goddess'."
Save the kingdom from the Empire's tyranny and hand the throne to the most qualified person. Charles VII possessed those qualifications—the innate right of royal blood.
"Are you claiming to be a puppet of the heavens?"
A puppet of the heavens.
Although hidden by her golden helmet, her expression could not be read. But even in this world where biting cold swirled, one could feel the air in the area freezing over.
"Our destiny is not our own."
Saintess Orelia said.
"That is truly a correct statement."
Dale also nodded without denying it. Because it was very similar to what Dale had once said to Sir Yones.
There is no destiny that can be changed by our own hands.
"However, just as destiny is not our own."
Nevertheless, Dale said.
"Likewise, it is not 'the heavens'' either."
As if to say he could never be a 'puppet of the heavens'.
"......Is that so."
At those words, Saintess Orelia nodded silently. She adjusted her grip on her nameless sword.
"Then the conversation ends here."
Centered around her feet, a golden vortex swirled. Six wings made of light spread wide.
Before long, it was no longer even a Golden Valkyrie. An executor of God was there.
Seraph.
"■■■■■■■■──!"
At the same time, the girl with the black goat horns let out the most horrific scream in the world.
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* * *
The pitch-black tentacles of the 『Book of the Black Goat』, wrapped around his heart, thrashed as if glowing with madness.
"......!"
Escaping Dale's control, it triggered a runaway reaction, greedily devouring the black mana from the source, and fueled by that power──.
─ Sistina's dog, I will never forgive you......!
Sistina's dog.
"......!"
With hatred beyond words, Shub spat out the Goddess's name.
Sistina, the sister goddess. He had merely thought of her as a fictional deity constructed by the people of this world.
'It's not a product of fiction......?'
Calling the name of the goddess who should have been just that, Shub lifted the hem of her dress.
Chwaaaaak!
The pitch-black tentacles writhing beneath it erupted all at once. Dale had no reason to hesitate. Ignoring his heart and circles, which screamed as if about to burst, he pushed his overclocking to the limit.
The Death Knights of the Black Sword kicked off the ground, surging forward in unison.
Toward the 'Holy Maiden' who was wreathed in six wings of light.
The Golden Seraph.
The true form of Holy Maiden Orelia's Avatar.
Just as a mage's World of Thought reflects their state of mind, the projection Holy Maiden Orelia cast upon her sword, armor, and body was the manifestation of her very heart.
The Goddess's Executor. The Apostle of Fanaticism.
'This is dangerous.'
Dale felt it instinctively. The current situation was by no means good.
It was the first 'wall' Dale had ever felt.
It was different from the glimpse he'd caught of the Black Duke's abilities. That was his father; surpassing him was a future with no set date.
But now, the existence of that Holy Maiden before Dale—even if it took the form of a 'mock duel'—was a formidable foe who could take his life with a moment's carelessness.
No, the killing intent she exuded in response to Dale's provocation had long since transcended a mock duel.
'Should I just surrender and end the duel here?'
Dale thought for a moment. His 'true purpose' was by no means to defeat the Holy Maiden here. Even if victory was the best outcome, a secondary option in case of defeat was prepared. That had been the original plan from the start.
'......No.'
However, as he stood on the edge of the cliff, a competitive spirit filled Dale's chest.
This was not a match on a stage where the scenario was decided from the beginning. The opponent in front of him was not some sacrificial lamb to show off and prove Dale's talent.
It was an opportunity to clash his full power against that very 'out-of-spec powerhouse.'
He stood on the boundary between life and death—a tightrope where one wrong step meant slipping into the abyss.
'Yes, that's how it should be.'
Right there on that tightrope, Dale smiled coldly.
Flapping his Shadow Cloak, leaving behind Shub, who did not hide her malice, and leading the 'Death Knights of the Black Sword' that filled the horizon of the void.
Spreading her six wings, the Holy Maiden surged forward. Dale, too, generated 'Blades of Darkness' following the shadows of his Shadow Cloak.
Ka-ang!
The first sword clashed.
Orelia's golden sword met Dale's blade of darkness. He barely deflected the blow by maneuvering twelve 'Shadow Blades' at once.
That was all he could do. As a swordsman, he wasn't even a match for her.
But as his swordsmanship mentor, Sir Helmut, had once said...... it was enough to just parry one strike.
Until the mage, who had given the knight distance, could regroup.
Immediately after, the black swords of the Death Knights surged from all directions. Furthermore, a barrage of tentacles from 'Shub' and the Shadow Lurkers poured out to cover Dale.
The Holy Maiden had no room to launch the next attack. She simply used her six wings to spin like a swallow and widen the distance. Following the retreating Holy Maiden, pitch-black tentacles rained down endlessly.
From beneath Shub's dress, pitch-black tentacles erupted and swirled.
Each time, his mana depleted amidst pain that felt like his heart was being crushed. He accelerated his three circles repeatedly, generating just enough mana to continue.
His consciousness grew hazy from the pain. But he understood. The 『Book of the Black Goat』 was not causing a runaway; it was simply whipping him with cruel intensity.
It was leading him to the realm beyond the three circles wrapping around his heart.
4th Circle.
The pitch-black tentacles wrapped even more tightly around the three circles that continued to accelerate.
The 3rd Circle Dale possessed was by no means that of an ordinary 3rd Circle mage. In terms of the 'absolute amount of mana' purely generated, it rivaled that of a 6th Circle mage.
But even Dale's circles, which were generating such high-density mana, were not properly drawing out the power the 『Book of the Black Goat』 possessed.
─ Not enough, not enough, not enough—it's woefully insufficient!
Even the amount of mana generated by the great Dale could not satisfy Shub's thirst. That was why she was trying to force open the 'next realm' even if it was unreasonable.
"Fine, let's go to the very end."
For Dale, too, it was a conclusion he couldn't wish for more.
4th Circle. For a mage, a realm 'beyond being a full-fledged person.' He fathomed the secret realm of magic he would see when he grasped that very realm.
Just as the current Dale was, it would by no means stop at the realm of an 'ordinary 4th Circle.'
That was why Dale did not hesitate.
To overcome the two walls in front of Dale: Holy Maiden Orelia, and the wall of the 4th Circle.
"《Singularity of Radiance》."
Orelia spread her six wings wide.
The wings of light began to amplify their radiance, much like the sun. A light so intense it could burn away the biting cold and darkness swirling in Dale's world.
Much like a rider of the dawn illuminating the dim morning.
As soon as he saw it, he understood the meaning of that light.
'Optical amplification by stimulated emission of electromagnetic waves.'
──Laser.
'......!'
Immediately, Dale kicked off the ground and surged forward.
From the six wings, lasers erupted like artillery fire in all directions.
Death Ray. Focused bombardment.
Pillars of light, as if straight out of a science fiction movie, were destroying Dale's world.
He couldn't even laugh at the sight. Even Dale's Death Knights, who possessed the martial prowess of a hero, felt like mere cannon fodder in the face of such overwhelming power. What meaning did strategy or military tactics have in front of that?
None.
Even the pitch-black tentacles swirling toward her, even the black blood scattered as the tentacles were annihilated, could not reach the baptism of light the Holy Maiden was exuding.
That is what an out-of-spec powerhouse is.
Overwhelming destructive power capable of overturning the battlefield itself with individual strength. One who makes possible the very 'knight literature' that even the people of this world would laugh off as absurd.
This is it. This is the reality of the powerhouses that his past self had defeated countless times, and must defeat again.
'Still not enough.'
That is why he cannot reach that existence with his current level.
The convergence of light swirling from all directions rained down in an indiscriminate bombardment. It was truly like holding a sword and facing a weapon from science fiction.
He had to reach her.
While 'Shub's' tentacles were desperately acting as meat shields to protect Dale against the light of annihilation, and before Dale's circles—which were increasingly revealing their limits—ceased to function entirely.
'How?'
A laser is light, and mirrors have the property of reflecting light.
Refraction of light. However, there was no way a mere mirror could block that high-output laser.
Something flashed through Dale's mind.
'LDAL.'
Laser Developed Atmospheric Lens system.
A weapon that actually defends against high-output lasers was not a concept of imagination. An optical weapon that induces the refraction of light by forming a layer of hot air to counter laser weaponry.
'It's worth a try.'
Something Dale knew, and the Holy Maiden did not. Knowledge from another world.
For Dale, who uses black and blue mana, it is impossible to generate flames like the mages of the Red Tower.
But there is no need to burn scorching flames. Because heat is, after all, merely an indicator representing the 'intensity of molecular motion.'
Just as coldness represents the 'absence of molecular motion,' heat and cold are ultimately concepts of the same coin.
Dale stopped his movement right there. The light swirling along the Holy Maiden's wings was aimed at the stationary target.
The light of annihilation designated Dale as its target, and Dale, too, focused his consciousness without even a twitch in that spot.
He grasped the flow of the area, scattered his mana, and kept his eyes on the wings of light the Holy Maiden possessed.
Nothing in this world can be faster than light. However, it is possible to predict the movement before pulling the trigger.
The wings of light amplified their radiance brilliantly once again, and.......
'Now.'
Dale projected a mechanism derived from solid knowledge of another world.
"──Light, refract."
An incantation from another world to solidify the concept. By accelerating the molecular motion of the surrounding area and heating the air, he constructed a 'shield of light' to refract the high-output laser.
Toward that very shield of light, the light of annihilation descended.
"......!"
Spear and shield.
The light of annihilation fired as a focused bombardment was deflected just like that. Deflecting, and in turn, toward the Holy Maiden's wings──.
Clang!
There was a sound of something breaking.
The movement of the circles accelerating around his heart stopped. The pain in his heart, which was screaming as if it would burst at any moment, ceased.
Shub's figure vanished, and the scenery of the winter night surrounding the two also disappeared.
Before he knew it, Dale was on the drawbridge of Reims.
The circles of his heart, after the overload, ceased operation.
'To think I would be defeated here.......'
Facing a desperate situation, his energy had run out. Without even reaching the wall right in front of him, the realm of the 4th Circle. A truly ridiculous ending. Smiling bitterly, Dale lifted his head.
The angel with six wings was there.
"......!"
Her wings were torn to shreds and riddled with holes. Her golden armor lay shattered, revealing the flesh beneath. She was in a truly miserable, battered state.
That very Holy Maiden was kneeling in front of Dale.
──Dale's counterattack had succeeded.
'......!'
However, the wound-covered Holy Maiden stood up, staggering. As if squeezing out her very last bit of strength.
She had not fallen.
In front of everyone watching, Orelia took steps toward Dale, who had exhausted all his circle power and had no strength left to resist. The tip of an unnamed soldier's sword was pointed at him.
"I don't think there is any meaning in fighting further."
The Holy Maiden said. At that absurd conclusion, Dale gave a bitter smile.
"It is my defeat."
"That is not so."
The Holy Maiden, pointing her sword, shook her head calmly. After shaking it, she knelt in front of Dale just like that.
Stabbing her sword vertically into the ground.
"This match is a draw."
The Holy Maiden said. A draw.
"That can't be......."
Dale had already exhausted his energy to the point where he couldn't move a finger. Compared to that, even though she had allowed a fatal counterattack, the Holy Maiden's 'Avatar' had not yet vanished. It was still a situation where she could continue the fight.
Holy Maiden Orelia, too, would not be unaware of that fact.
"I express my awe at your martial prowess, Young Master."
Nevertheless, the Holy Maiden was kneeling in front of Dale and performing a knight's salute.
"The stories of the gossips were not false."
"The stories of the gossips were not false."
At the same time, the same words flowed from both of their mouths.
Dale smiled quietly. The Holy Maiden smiled as well.
"I, Dale of Sachsen."
Immediately after, Dale raised his voice and shouted.
"As promised, this place, Reims, the capital of the Britannia Kingdom."
Dale's voice, amplified by magic by squeezing out his final bit of mana, rang out loudly.
A voice loud enough to be heard by the people of the city, and all the independence fighters watching the two's duel.
"I swear to dedicate it before the sister goddess Sistina and Holy Maiden Orelia-nim."
Not the legitimate heir of the Britannia Kingdom, Charles VII, but mentioning the name of 'Holy Maiden Orelia' to the very end.
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* * *
They had managed to secure a draw against the infamous 'Black Prince' and reclaimed Reims without shedding a drop of blood.
This was entirely due to the efforts of the Holy Maiden Orelia; Dale, too, had handed over the kingdom's capital in her name.
"The Holy Maiden has reclaimed the capital of the kingdom!"
"Waaaaah!"
"The mercy and benevolence of the Sister Goddesses are with the Holy Maiden!"
"The Goddess is watching over us!"
The people of Reims, and the Britannia Independence Army, roared the name of the Holy Maiden at the top of their lungs.
They cheered not for the rightful heir of the Britannia Kingdom, 'Charles VII,' but for the Holy Maiden Orelia and the Sister Goddesses.
'Th-th-these bastards...!'
How did that sit with Charles VII?
'I am the one who is supposed to be the king of this kingdom!'
However, no one cared about the likes of Charles VII, the rightful heir to the Britannia royal line.
It was the Holy Maiden Orelia who had rallied the Britannia Independence Army against the tyranny of the Empire, and the powerhouses of the old kingdom who followed her lead.
The Holy Maiden Orelia had simply crowned him king, and that was the only reason Charles VII could hold the throne. That was all.
In other words.
──What happens when the Holy Maiden no longer wishes for Charles VII to be king?
For a moment, Charles VII felt like a puppet dancing on the Holy Maiden's strings.
There was no way the foolishly honest Knight of the Goddess could harbor the dark intentions or political schemes that Charles imagined. But that changed nothing.
After all, people always see what they want to see.
* * *
Immediately after the Britannia Independence Army reclaimed the capital, the coronation was performed by 'Thomas Becket,' a 7th-circle White Mage and Archbishop.
It was the ceremony to officially announce his legitimacy as the king of the Britannia Kingdom, marked by the application of consecrated oil.
The Empire no longer faced a ragtag Independence Army. They faced the 'Britannia Kingdom Army,' bolstered by the kingdom's powerhouses—Aura Master knights and 7th-circle White Mages assisting the Holy Maiden.
The end of the war was finally approaching.
The time to drive the Empire's last forces off the Britannia island.
* * *
Burgundy, the last bastion of Imperial territory on the Britannia island, governed by the Imperial Governor.
"Y-y-you foolish and utterly incompetent loser...!"
Leaving behind the endless stream of tragic news for the Empire, Philip pointed a finger at Dale.
"To dare hand over Reims to the enemy without a fight—what the hell are you thinking!"
He reprimanded Dale for his incompetence.
"Your stupidity, which cannot even begin to understand war, leaves me speechless!"
"Oh, is that so?"
Dale remained unbothered, as if it weren't worth the effort to respond.
"As expected, the likes of you are woefully inadequate to lead this war..."
Seeing Dale remain silent, Philip gained momentum. Or rather, he tried to. Then.
Snap.
A flame bloomed inside Philip's mouth.
"Ugh, ughhh!"
The flame seared his tongue.
"If you spout any more nonsense, I will burn that pig-like tongue of yours to a crisp."
Lady Scarlet, a high-ranking elder of the Red Magic Tower, spat coldly. No one cared about Philip, who was writhing in pain.
The Black Prince, Lady Scarlet, Cardinal Nikolai, the Governor of Burgundy—even Philip's father, the Holy Swordsman Count Brandenburg, ignored him.
Upon hearing Dale's plan to hand over the capital, Reims, the Holy Swordsman's thoughts were initially no different from Philip's.
But along with the absurd tale of how the 'Black Prince' had managed to secure a draw against that very Holy Maiden at the drawbridge of Reims... came the composure Dale had shown since returning to Burgundy, the last bastion of the Imperial territory.
"As I promised, I will lead this war to victory."
If he failed, Dale had staked his own heart on the outcome. Despite that, how could he maintain such calm?
"Do you truly have a way to win?"
"One cannot destroy what does not exist..."
To the Holy Swordsman's question, Dale nodded.
"But one can certainly do so for what does."
Certainty dwelled in that expression, as if the direction of the war rested in the palm of his hand.
Seeing that, Count Brandenburg could not smile.
He only thought of the fame of the 'Black Prince' that would ring throughout the entire Empire once this war was won.
The conclusion that would come when, despite the historic defeat where the good-for-nothing Philip squandered 50% of the Imperial army, he commanded the cornered Imperial forces to destroy the 'Britannia Kingdom' and seized victory.
But there was no other way.
A 'Geas' was already carved into the Holy Swordsman's heart, forcing him to absolutely obey Dale's orders in all subsequent operations and entrusting him with the treatment of prisoners captured in battle.
* * *
No battle is without wounds. Even the Independence Army that had seized victory was no exception.
Perhaps it was a miracle in itself that they had achieved victory with inferior forces.
If they hadn't captured Philip and seized a massive amount of military supplies just before the offensive reached its culmination, the advance of the Independence Army would have stalled.
Capturing Philip, taking Bel Fort—the impregnable fortress that was never supposed to fall—and reclaiming the royal capital, Reims, without a fight: it was no exaggeration to call it a miracle of the Goddess.
But that was as far as it went.
War is moved by gold.
Around that time, King Charles VII of the Britannia Kingdom was gripped by a profound anxiety.
The Holy Maiden, who threatened his position by carrying the name of the Goddess on her back, was a problem. Furthermore, the finances Charles had poured into the independence war were hitting rock bottom.
The investment, akin to filling a bottomless pit based on a single revelation from the Holy Maiden, had finally run dry.
"We must advance to the Imperial territory of Burgundy and drive those bastards out of the kingdom completely."
Nevertheless, the Holy Maiden Orelia did not bend her stance.
According to the will of the Goddess, the fight of the Holy Maiden Orelia would not end until the Empire was completely driven off the Britannia island, until they took Dover, the port city where the Imperial army first landed, and painted the entire island as the territory of the kingdom.
She did not hesitate to carry out her mission. That fact was an indescribable burden to Charles VII.
"But Holy Maiden, the remaining Imperial territory is only a tiny fraction now."
To be honest, he was sick of the war.
"Due to the excessively repeated battles, the royal treasury is hitting the bottom."
Though that was only the case when excluding the 'expenses for the King's luxuries'.
"...Is it not because of Your Majesty's luxuries that the royal treasury has been squandered?"
Orelia could not have been unaware of that fact.
"Please postpone the 'construction of the new royal castle' that Your Majesty ordered, and invest those funds into the military."
When the Holy Maiden Orelia pointed that out, only one emotion gripped Charles VII.
Fear.
"──Constructing a new royal castle in the current situation is, as Your Majesty said, nothing but a luxury that squanders the national treasury."
The daughter of a mere serf was giving orders in front of the King without fear. Without bending her will. And everyone in the Britannia Kingdom was agreeing with her.
"H-how dare you..."
To be a king who had to bow his head in front of the daughter of a mere serf!
"How truly insolent in front of the King!"
"...Please forgive my rudeness."
Charles roared, and the Holy Maiden bowed her head and turned her back.
"A mere daughter of a serf, daring to, daring to..."
Toward the receding back of the Holy Maiden, Charles VII muttered under his breath. His voice was distorted by unbearable humiliation and shame.
* * *
Some time later, just as the seeds of discord sown by Dale began to sprout.
A special envoy from the Empire visited Reims, the capital of the newly born Britannia Kingdom.
It was the Commander-in-Chief of the Imperial Army, Dale of Sachsen.
* * *
A room in the royal castle, the capital of the Britannia Kingdom.
It was not the Holy Maiden Orelia who greeted the Imperial envoy, Dale. Charles VII, the King of Britannia, was there.
Dale had personally proposed a one-on-one conversation—a dialogue between the 'highest authorities' of this war.
"What our Empire desires is peace."
Dale opened his mouth, acting on behalf of the Empire's will.
"Peace, you say?"
"It is a way to resolve the conflict rationally without the need to shed any more blood."
Dale said.
"After several major defeats, our Empire no longer has the capacity to carry out any more battles."
"Isn't that proof that the Goddess is watching over our kingdom?"
"I suppose so."
Dale nodded without denying it.
"It is virtually impossible for the Empire to threaten the Britannia Kingdom any further."
As if they were truly on the verge of defeat.
"──Therefore, our Empire would like to propose an 'indefinite ceasefire agreement' to His Majesty King Charles."
"An indefinite ceasefire agreement, you say?"
Not an end to the war.
"Please consider it as a gesture to maintain the Empire's dignity."
Dale smiled as if there were nothing to worry about.
"A-an indefinite ceasefire agreement..."
Certainly, Dale's words had a point.
In the form of an indefinite ceasefire, the Empire would not officially permit the independence of the Britannia Kingdom. At the same time, as long as the ceasefire was maintained, a situation virtually equivalent to independence would be maintained from the perspective of the Britannia Kingdom.
Charles's deep contemplation continued.
"B-but there is one thing that bothers me."
After long deliberation, Charles opened his mouth cautiously.
"It would be the existence of the Holy Maiden Orelia, wouldn't it?"
Dale answered as if he had expected it.
The Holy Maiden Orelia. The savior of the country who rallied the soldiers of the fallen nation and became the focal point to achieve independence.
"Do you trust her?"
"I am expressing gratitude that cannot be described in words for the Holy Maiden's performance."
Charles VII answered confidently.
"She is like a treasure of our kingdom."
Knowing the weight that the existence of the Holy Maiden held externally, Charles answered while hiding his inner thoughts.
"Do you truly think so?"
However, Dale asked back coldly.
"The reason Your Majesty Charles could become king is solely because she wished for it."
"...!"
As if he were looking straight into Charles's heart.
"Then what do you intend to do when she no longer wishes for it?"
"I have no doubt in her faith."
Dale remained unbothered by Charles's bluffing.
"That is exactly what I wanted to say as well."
As if he had expected that, he took something out from his bosom.
"The Holy Maiden's faith is truly beyond doubt."
It was a letter that had been secretly sealed.
"Wh-what is this?"
"Archbishop Thomas betrayed the White Magic Tower and willingly volunteered to become the 'Knight of the Holy Maiden'."
Dale said. Archbishop Thomas Becket. A 7th-circle White Mage and a high-ranking elder of the White Magic Tower. A man who willingly volunteered to become an independence fighter for his home country, Britannia.
"'Cardinal Nikolai' of the Imperial Army... was caught trying to hand this secret letter to Archbishop Thomas."
"Wh-what did you say?"
"Please, read it."
Dale handed over the secret letter, and Charles VII accepted it cautiously.
─ ... (omitted) The day the Goddess's nation stands tall on the Britannia island is not far off.
After reading the contents.
"Ah, ahhh..."
"That is correct."
Finally, the suspicion and paranoia that had been tormenting Charles revealed its true form.
"The Holy Maiden's ultimate goal is not the independence of the Britannia Kingdom."
"D-don't tell me."
"Amidst the secret maneuvers of the White Magic Tower, she intends to revive the Goddess's nation... the Theocracy."
Only then did the puzzle scattered in Charles's head finally fit together.
"In other words, Archbishop Thomas never betrayed the White Magic Tower."
The reason why Archbishop Thomas, a high-ranking elder of the White Magic Tower, volunteered to be the Holy Maiden's knight.
"Because the White Magic Tower never pledged loyalty to the Empire in the first place."
Cardinal Nikolai of the White Magic Tower, who is joining the Imperial Army, is colluding with Archbishop Thomas.
"The victory of the Britannia Independence Army is not the 'victory of the Goddess,' but merely the result of a traitor within the Imperial Army cooperating thoroughly."
Dale said.
"Therefore, there is no need to mention what will happen after the Holy Maiden drives the Empire out of this country."
Charles VII could not say a word.
"After the Empire, the one the Holy Maiden will drive out of this land will be none other than Your Majesty, Charles."
That's right. It was just as Dale said. The miracle-like victory the Holy Maiden showed was never achieved by her own hands.
It was only possible because of the secret maneuvers of the White Magic Tower for the revival of the Goddess's nation... the Theocracy. Only then could he finally understand.
"How about it, Your Majesty Charles."
"..."
"What our Empire desires is peace, above all else."
A whisper as cunning as that of a snake.
"Please, shall we join forces for the sake of peace?"
To Charles, whose heart had grown dark, gripped by paranoia, it was a proposal he had no reason to refuse.
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* * *
─ ......(omitted) The day the Goddess's nation stands tall on the island of Britannia is not far off.
It was, in fact, a handwritten letter from Cardinal Nikolai, an elder of the White Magic Tower. In reality, however, it was nothing more than a plausible lie Dale had concocted to deceive Charles VII.
From the very beginning, there had been no cooperation between the White Magic Tower and the Saintess.
Even if Charles were unable to believe the contents of the secret letter, Dale was prepared to go as far as offering up Nikolai's head as 'proof of a traitor' if necessary.
Beheading an elder of the White Magic Tower and a Cardinal is not something that can be done with a common excuse. It would require a charge of betraying the Empire and colluding with its enemies.
'Fortunately, it didn't come to the worst-case scenario where I'd have to break my insurance policy.'
It was a truly fortunate outcome for both of them.
The Geas of absolute obedience engraved upon Cardinal Nikolai's heart. Dale's puppet, planted in the heart of the Sistina Goddess Church. The value of this piece was far too great to be discarded here.
He still had a mountain of tasks to complete while he was alive.
* * *
"......Did you say a truce?"
"That is correct."
At Charles's words, the Saintess Orelia was left speechless.
"The Empire will never stop until they have brought the Kingdom of Britannia to its knees!"
"Haven't they already paid a heavy price themselves?"
Charles VII spoke in a tone as if he were soothing a child.
"Too many of the Kingdom's sons have already shed their blood."
"......."
"Our sister-goddess Sistina emphasizes such benevolence and mercy to us......."
He spoke as if sick and tired of war.
"Why must we defy the Goddess's will and continue this cruel slaughter!"
"It is the Empire that brought this upon us."
"And aren't they the very ones who desire peace now?"
Peace.
"The supreme commander of the Imperial forces has proposed an 'indefinite truce agreement' and promised to withdraw their troops within a few weeks."
"Do you believe the Empire's words?"
"I merely desire peace."
"Peace, you say......."
The Saintess tried to speak.
"Officially, our Kingdom will accept the Empire's 'truce agreement,' and there shall be no more war."
Charles cut her off, as if to say he would not allow a single objection.
"The war is over, and now the era of peace has arrived."
Charles VII's conviction regarding peace was incredibly firm.
He wanted only to be steeped in pleasure and luxury, burying his head in the breasts of whores while savoring wine.
It was time to put an end to the tiresome war, just to get his hands on that very peace.
* * *
Some time later, as the Imperial army began preparations for a withdrawal that would take a few weeks, reports arrived that soldiers had deserted their units and begun looting across the Kingdom of Britannia.
Imperial deserters committing looting and arson throughout the Kingdom. A unit of outlaws.
The Kingdom responded with a mobile warfare strategy, deploying small strike teams to raid the bandit groups. The Saintess Orelia volunteered to lead them, swinging her sword for the Kingdom's peace.
A few weeks later, the Imperial army, numbering less than 20,000, began their withdrawal from the port city of Dover.
Just as Charles VII had said, it looked as if the era of peace was drawing near.
Furthermore, to root out the remnants of the Imperial army within the Kingdom, the Saintess led a small force and repeatedly launched rapid dispatches.
* * *
A few weeks later.
News arrived that a group of Imperial deserters had raided Orléans, one of the key cities along the Loire River. The Saintess immediately led her small mobile strike team to set out once again.
And as soon as the Saintess Orelia left the royal capital of Reims, Archbishop Thomas Becket was arrested in the name of Charles VII.
On charges of treason.
Using the 'secret letter of the White Magic Tower' that Dale of Sachsen had previously handed over to Charles as evidence.
* * *
Immediately after that.
When the Saintess Orelia, having annihilated the Imperial deserter group besieging Orléans and secured victory, entered across the drawbridge with her knights.
"......."
Orelia held her breath, struck by an inexplicable sense of incongruity. The stillness enveloping the city was an ominous silence, as if walking through a city of the dead.
"You have arrived."
From within the silence, a very familiar voice was heard. It was a voice she could never forget.
The Imperial Commander-in-Chief, who should have been turning his ship's bow toward the Empire by now, stood before her.
"......Young Master Dale."
It was the 'Black Prince,' the man who had fought the Saintess to a draw that day.
With countless Imperial powerhouses at his back.
One of the Seven Swords of the Continent...... the Holy Swordsman and the Saint Magdalena Knights.
The high-ranking elder of the Red Magic Tower, the 7th-circle Red Mage 'Lady Scarlet,' and the Purifier unit.
Even the White Mages led by Cardinal Nikolai of the White Magic Tower.
The Imperial army's supreme combat power, gathered there to deal with a single 'out-of-spec powerhouse.'
"His Highness Charles has sold you out, Lady Orelia."
At Dale's words, the Saintess Orelia smiled bitterly.
"Furthermore, by now in the royal capital of Reims, Archbishop Thomas will have been branded a traitor."
"......!"
Archbishop Thomas. A high-ranking elder of the White Magic Tower and a 7th-circle White Mage. She couldn't even laugh. To think that the Kingdom's greatest powerhouses, each one worth their weight in gold, would vanish so futilely.
"Did I not tell you?"
Dale spoke toward the Saintess, who was smiling bitterly.
"Lady Orelia, you should have thought about it."
The meaning of the words to save the Kingdom of Britannia.
"Handing the throne over to that man was, in the end, the same as choosing not to save the Kingdom of Britannia."
Dale sneered coldly.
"Is this truly the will of the heavens that the Goddess desired?"
The end of one who claimed to be a puppet of the heavens. The Saintess Orelia could say nothing.
She could only smile bitterly, until the very end.
* * *
The sword of an unnamed soldier snapped.
* * *
"Keu, keu-heu-heu-heu......!"
The man laughed like a madman.
──It was a man with a pig's head.
The flesh bulging beneath his armor was massive, heavy enough to burst at any moment.
A pig in human shape. A beast so ugly it made one want to vomit.
However, the sword emitting a 'pure white brilliance' from his hand was not. It was one of the strongest artifacts on the continent, forged by the first Master of the White Magic Tower.
It is the 'Holy Sword Durendal.'
In other words, that man wearing armor over a pig's head was the war hero the Empire boasted of...... the 'Avatar of the Brandenburg Count,' the Holy Swordsman.
The ultimate technique of a knight who projects his ideology onto his sword: the Armor of Ideology. The result of layering his ideology over his sword, armor, and flesh was precisely this.
The true form of the Holy Swordsman: a beast that had abandoned humanity, twisted by the desire for eugenics. People called that form the 《King of Pigs》, with a mix of mockery and awe.
And that very King of Pigs was standing before the Saintess.
The steel plates on his lower abdomen warped and expanded. Having abandoned the principles a human should possess, he had become a pig faithful only to his desires.
Kwajik, kwajik!
Unable to withstand the desire that began to bulge increasingly, the armor burst open. Beneath it, heavy pink flesh was exposed.
"......."
So ugly and hideous, a crystallization of the grotesque that seemed to have condensed all the ugliness of this world.
The King of Pigs.
Pig fat poured from his body like broth. Saliva dripped from his mouth.
The King of Pigs, the Holy Swordsman, rushed toward the Saintess, who was resisting until the very end.
Six wings amplified the light, striking down a pillar of annihilation; gunfire raged within the concentrated bombardment.
An overwhelming annihilation that could shatter the surrounding city.
Nevertheless, the pig-headed Holy Swordsman remained.
"......!"
The heavy flesh was clean, without a single scratch.
An 'out-of-spec powerhouse' was not the exclusive trademark of the Saintess Orelia. Moreover, the 7th-circle White Mage who could amplify that power by several times...... Archbishop Thomas was not here.
In a situation where high-ranking Red and White mages were supporting the Holy Swordsman, talk of winning odds was meaningless.
Led by the pull of desire, the King of Pigs kicked off the ground. Regardless of his body's weight, he added acceleration to it, and the Holy Swordsman's strike came crashing down.
A clash of Avatars. But the result was far too one-sided.
The pig's sword was overwhelming the angel's sword.
The Holy Sword of a pig, which possessed both weight and speed, yet lacked even a speck of nobility.
"Keu, keu-heu-heu-heu-heu!"
The wings of light were torn by a single stroke of the sword. The wings were torn, the armor was shattered, and the Saintess's noble body was torn, scattering blood.
A pig defiling an angel. A scene that was nothing short of grotesque.
Aside from his ugliness, the martial prowess of the pig-headed Holy Swordsman was not something to be taken lightly. After all, the title of the Seven Swords of the Continent is never gained for free.
"Keuk, keu-heok......!"
The Holy Swordsman reached out his arm. The pig's hand clamped around the Saintess's throat and lifted her up.
"You look like you'll make a good female."
The pig opened his mouth.
"Keu-heok, ke-heok......!"
The 《King of Pigs》 spoke to the angel struggling in the pain of suffocation.
"Bear my children, female."
It was a voice twisted by the desire and obsession of eugenics.
"Bear my children, and bear them, and bear them, and bear them, and bear them again......!"
The pig let out a laugh filled with madness.
"You'd best not think of resting until you've borne ten, no, a hundred!"
He revealed his pig-like, ugly desires without restraint.
"Buhi, buhi-hi-hit!"
He slammed the Saintess to the ground and crushed her with his pig body.
"......!"
In the pain of being crushed, the Saintess turned her head. A broken sword lay by her head.
The sword of an unnamed soldier who had once died fighting for her.
She no longer had the strength to face the enemy. But she had enough strength left to plunge the tip of the blade into her heart to escape further shame and humiliation.
So the Saintess reached out her hand. Or rather, she tried to.
"Stop."
The voice was heard again. For a moment, Orelia's hand froze. But the pig-headed Holy Swordsman did not. He was about to crush the Saintess right there and pour out his desires.
"By the covenant of the Divine Command—I said stop, you pig bastard."
Dale continued.
Geas (Covenant of Restraint).
Dale's voice, appealing to that very covenant, rang out across the area.
The contents of the covenant that Dale and the Holy Swordsman had engraved upon each other's hearts that day regarding the direction of the war: that he would absolutely obey Dale's orders in the process of all subsequent battles and operations.
At the same time, the pig crushing the Saintess turned its head toward Dale.
──It was a split second.
Immediately after turning his head, the tip of the Holy Sword Durendal reached Dale's chest.
"......!"
It was fast. A speed so divine that even Dale dared not predict the movement. But in the end, that was as far as it went.
"......You goddamn pig bastard."
Dale spat out a curse under his breath. The hilt of the Holy Sword trembled faintly. The restraint of the Geas was gripping the pig's heart.
Immediately after, a vortex of Aura swirled, and the Holy Swordsman's Avatar vanished.
A naked man stood there.
A naked man whose armor and clothes had all been torn and burst apart.
"Oh my."
Seeing that sight, Lady Scarlet sneered coldly.
"With a farmer's plow that pathetic, there's no way the crops will grow properly."
She spoke casually of the Holy Swordsman's lifelong complex.
"It's smaller than mine."
Dale, too, muttered as if it were someone else's business.
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* * *
The kingdom was burning.
The looting across the entire island of Britannia was no longer the "work of a few deserters."
There were no deserters to begin with. It had been nothing more than a ruse by the Imperial Army to disperse the kingdom's forces.
Furthermore, the fleet carrying 20,000 Imperial troops had never actually crossed the English Channel to return to the continent.
While the kingdom was lulled into a false sense of peace, believing the Empire had retreated, the fleet had simply turned its bows, scattering along the outskirts of Britannia Island to seize key landing points. Immediately afterward, a large-scale pillaging of the entire island by the main Imperial force began.
That is what war is.
Killing and being killed, taking and being taken from. Kill before you are killed, or take before you are taken from.
A torrential downpour began to sweep across the entire Kingdom of Britannia.
* * *
It was raining.
"We die where we stand!"
Amidst the pouring rain, the Black Armor Company shouted toward the approaching cavalry.
On both flanks, Imperial longbowmen drove stakes into the ground to build barricades, and the Imperial cavalry was ordered to dismount en masse to fight alongside the Black Armor Company's heavy infantry.
An unbreakable formation.
The Imperial unit was deployed to hold the hill.
Between the two sides, a deep quagmire of mud blocked the way, thanks to the torrential rain that had been falling for days.
Immediately after, the Britannia Kingdom's cavalry attempted a full-scale charge.
They were the kingdom's mobile strike force, intended to stop the Imperial looting and swiftly annihilate the enemy. As long as the Imperial troops were scattered across various regions instead of gathering, they should not have been a match for the kingdom's cavalry, which held the advantage in unit type and mobility.
That was how it should have been.
"Wipe out those Imperial bastards!"
Right before the charging cavalry, from within the dense formation of the Black Armor Company, the 'Black Prince's' black surcoat began to flutter. He gathered black magic at his fingertips.
"Black Barrel, 「Gatling-style」, 「5.56x45mm」."
A living, writhing malice was fired.
He had deliberately dampened its power.
Dale's goal was not to wipe out the cavalry. There were several reasons for this.
The enemy cavalry was too numerous to be wiped out by a single spell from Dale. Sometimes, 'keeping them alive' brings about a greater effect than killing them.
But above all, he needed a victory achieved by moving his military forces, not a victory won solely by his own prowess.
Death swirled. A hail of shadow bullets sprayed out. Armor was pierced, skulls were shattered, and blood, brains, and entrails were scattered.
"W-what the hell is that...!?"
"It's him, it's that 'Black Prince's' magic..."
"We're going to die, we're all going to die!"
Fear spread like a plague among the cavalry.
"Retreat, retreat! Everyone turn your horses around!"
The first wave of cavalry broke their formation and collapsed right there.
"Second row cavalry, charge! Cover the retreating cavalry!"
Immediately after, the rear cavalry, attempting a successive charge, became entangled with the retreating cavalry and sank into the quagmire.
In the mud, made slushy by days of torrential rain, the retreating soldiers and the advancing soldiers became locked together.
They collided in the muck, pushing and falling over one another.
The mud clung to the high-adhesion plates of their armor, dragging at their ankles like a swamp.
A swamp of death.
Desperate to escape, the knights reached out their arms to their comrades like vengeful spirits. It was not uncommon for them to pull each other down and be crushed to death by the weight of their own armor. An enemy force several times their size was self-destructing.
The exact same tactic the Saint Maiden had used to defeat an Imperial force four times her size in the past.
"..."
Dale watched the enemies' self-destruction with indifference.
"How is it?"
He turned to the 'prisoner' silent by his side.
"Is this the kingdom's ideal that Orelia-nim wished for?"
"..."
A swamp of death. Stuck in that very swamp, the kingdom's knights were struggling.
The Saint Maiden Orelia was there as well.
Before that hell, where the kingdom's knights were being slaughtered, she stood paralyzed, unable to twitch a finger due to the white mages' binding magic. She bit her lip.
It wasn't a restraint in the form of handcuffs or chains, but the current Orelia was nothing more than a 'helpless maiden.'
A mere daughter of a serf who could only watch the destruction of her motherland.
"The time has come."
Seeing the enemy cavalry in chaos within the mud, Dale spoke.
"Kill them all."
As if to show off the cruelty and notoriety of the 'Black Prince' himself.
"By the Commander's order!"
"Kill them all!"
The Black Armor Company, which had been maintaining a dense formation, finally began to move. Five hundred heavy cavalrymen who existed solely for Dale.
Immediately after, Dale gave orders to the rest of the Imperial troops.
"Put the knights in the first row back on their warhorses and carry out a charge."
"Prepare for a rear ambush by the enemy's detachment."
"Archers, hold your positions behind the barricades, but cease fire."
Orders were given precisely, in the right place at the right time.
The dismounted Imperial knights, who had stopped the enemy cavalry's charge alongside the Black Armor Company, climbed onto the warhorses waiting in the rear to begin the encirclement maneuver according to Dale's orders.
"Charging!"
It was not a victory won by overcoming an overwhelming disadvantage.
Even if there was a difference in force of several times over, it made no difference. The opponent was feeling anxious, and this side had the leisure to utilize the geographical advantage.
It was a battle they were bound to win.
Winning a battle that you are supposed to win is easy.
But at the same time, there is nothing as important as winning the battles you are supposed to win.
Like the Empire, which wiped out a force four times its size in front of the Saint Maiden's independence army. Or like the idiot who gave away the impregnable fortress 'Bel Fort' for free and lost 50% of his troops.
That is war, and Dale understood that fact more painfully than anyone else. Because usually, defeat in war begins with 'failing to win the battles you are supposed to win.'
"Orelia-nim, you should have thought about it."
Dale spoke calmly, as if to say that this scene was the conclusion brought about by her blindness.
"..."
In the pouring rain, the Saint Maiden Orelia bit her lip quietly.
Following the orders of the Imperial Commander-in-Chief and the 'Black Prince,' the Imperial Army was slaughtering the kingdom's knights as they struggled in the mud.
* * *
20,000 Imperial troops scattered throughout Britannia Island to carry out looting.
Every time, the cavalry that pursued to repel the Imperial Army was defeated, and the entire kingdom territory was engulfed in the flames of looting.
'It couldn't be helped.'
Soldiers must eat to fight. However, the war had dragged on longer than necessary, and the Imperial Army's supplies were also reaching their end.
The large amount of military supplies given up to release Philip was also fatal.
Therefore, there was only one easiest way to solve the supply issue in war.
Stealing someone else's rice bowl. Looting.
* * *
Around that time, an Imperial messenger arrived at Reims, the capital of the Kingdom of Britannia.
It was to deliver a letter from Dale, the highest authority of the Imperial Army, to King Charles.
And on that letter, only one sentence was written.
── Si vis pacem, para bellum.
(If you want peace, prepare for war.)
Around that time, the Imperial Army also stopped the indiscriminate looting across the entire kingdom territory and began to gather at one point to end the war.
The capital of the Kingdom of Britannia, which the Saint Maiden Orelia had taken bloodlessly while facing the Black Prince.
It was Reims.
* * *
Some time later. Burgundy, the Imperial territory on Britannia Island.
The Saint Maiden Orelia was in a room in that very fortress.
Although the white mage's binding magic was suppressing her abilities, she was treated with more courtesy than if a high-ranking noble had been taken prisoner.
"Soon, the Imperial Army will enter the battle to reclaim the royal capital, Reims."
Dale spoke.
"There is no need for meager mercy."
At Dale's words, the Saint Maiden Orelia replied.
That day, she had seen the Holy Swordsman revealing his ugly desires toward her.
The King of Pigs.
To be reduced to a broodmare for pigs for the rest of her life, or to commit suicide before that. That was the conclusion the Saint Maiden should have faced.
"...Why are you protecting me?"
It was the 'Black Prince' who stopped that conclusion, and so the Saint Maiden asked back.
"Surely you must have something else you wish to gain through me."
"..."
"Are you planning to put me on trial for heresy and deny my revelations?"
"If I had intended to deny Saint Maiden-nim's sanctity," Dale replied, "there would be no surer way than handing Orelia-nim over as that pig's broodmare."
It was true.
"Then what do you want from me?"
"I just," Dale replied, "hope that Orelia-nim will watch the end of this war."
The end of this war.
"The end of the one who claimed to be a puppet of the heavens."
"..."
"And I hope you think about it with Orelia-nim's own will."
"Think about what?"
To Orelia's question, Dale replied.
"About the true 'way to save the Kingdom of Britannia'."
* * *
At that moment, in a room in the Burgundy fortress.
"That damn brat of Saxony...!"
The Holy Swordsman, Count Brandenburg, raised his voice in unspeakable rage.
He was not unaware that his avatar was the embodiment of unspeakable ugliness.
However, that was the undeniable ideology of the Holy Swordsman himself, and the pig-headed beast was, in a sense, his true self.
That was why he had tried to get his hands on the 'Saint Maiden' even at the cost of that humiliation. But he couldn't get her.
Because of the binding contract engraved on his heart.
That very day, the Geas that the brat of Saxony had made, putting his own heart and the responsibility for the defeat on the line.
'One, in all future battles and operations, you will absolutely obey my orders.'
'Two, you will leave the entire treatment of the prisoners captured in this battle entirely to my decision.'
Did he know from the beginning that it would turn out like this? Was even he, the great himself, nothing more than a chess piece playing on the palm of the 'Black Prince'?
Unbearable humiliation constricted his heart.
Furthermore, it went without saying that his lifelong complex had been exposed in front of everyone.
Not to mention that there wasn't a single Saint Magdalena Knight who didn't know that secret.
"Absolutely, absolutely I cannot let this slide..."
Staring at the hilt of the Holy Sword Durendal, the Holy Swordsman bit his lip.
* * *
Dung, dung, dung.
The sound of war drums was echoing. It was the sound announcing that the curtain had risen on the Battle of Reims.
20,000 Imperial troops surrounded the capital of the Kingdom of Britannia.
The 'Black Prince' of the Saxon House was there as well.
As the Commander-in-Chief leading the large Imperial force, he kept the Saint Maiden, who was in the status of a prisoner, by his side.
"I will give the people of Reims a chance."
Dale spoke.
"A chance...?"
"Orelia-nim, please persuade them yourself and urge them to surrender."
"..."
"I swear on the name of Saxony," Dale continued. "If they surrender obediently and give up Reims, there will be no more slaughter or looting by the Imperial Army."
"Are you telling me to trust your words?"
"There is no need for you to trust my words," Dale replied as if it didn't matter. "I just want Orelia-nim to think with her own will."
"..."
Silence descended.
"Give me a chance to persuade them."
At the end of the silence, Orelia nodded and walked forward, escorted by Imperial soldiers, toward the capital of her motherland.
Then, the voices rose.
"──It's the Empire's whore!"
"It's a witch! The traitorous witch has appeared!"
"Get lost, you Empire's slut!"
The mockery, she heard it.
It wasn't the mockery of the Imperial Army. It was the voices of the people of the Kingdom of Britannia, whom she was supposed to protect.
"Why..."
At first, she couldn't understand the meaning of those words.
"When Saint Maiden-nim was captured at Orléans," the voice came from behind her again, "I leaked false information."
"..."
"That Saint Maiden Orelia had betrayed the kingdom and colluded with the Empire to save her own life."
"..."
"It didn't even take a few weeks for them to deny everything that Saint Maiden-nim had built up."
It was only a few weeks.
"To them now, Saint Maiden-nim is nothing more than a traitor who sold her motherland to the Empire."
Until the entire Kingdom of Britannia turned its back on the savior of the nation.
"Was it worth it?"
Dale asked back.
"To become a puppet of the heavens and fight for the kingdom by sacrificing everything you had."
"..."
"──Was it really 'worth it'?"
Dale asked back. Orelia could not answer.
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* * *
The capital of the Britannia Kingdom was burning.
Leading the charge were the high-ranking elders of the Red Magic Tower, including the 7th Circle Red Mage, 'Lady Scarlet', followed by Red Mages dressed in blood-red uniforms.
Purifiers—the elite combat mages that the Red Magic Tower prided itself on.
Without hiding their identities, they let their proud blood-red uniforms flutter as red magic swirled around them.
"Become ash."
"Become ash."
The mages in blood-red uniforms shared a single mental image and began a joint chant. Immediately after, flames descended to burn this world to the ground.
Hellfire.
The standard-bearers of the Unification War, the gods of war, and the executors of the Empire.
That was exactly what the Red Mages of the Red Magic Tower were, and hellfire began to pour down from the sky.
It looked like the end of the world.
And Archbishop Thomas, the 7th Circle White Mage who could have stopped that apocalypse, was no longer of this world.
* * *
The city was burning.
The Britannia Kingdom's army and its people resisted to the very last, burning with the will of the Lodge, but it was nothing more than a meaningless struggle.
The city walls fell, and the Empire's forces poured in without end.
Although not all of the Britannia Kingdom's powerhouses had vanished, now that the Saintess and the Archbishop—the core forces that rallied them—were gone...
It meant nothing in the face of Lady Scarlet, the Holy Swordmaster, and the Imperial powerhouses they commanded.
This scene, again.
The city burning, people screaming, and in the midst of that carnage, things like military discipline meant nothing. Plundering, violating, burning—a landscape of hell was unfolding there.
Then.
─ People of the royal capital, Reims! I, in the name of Charles VII, command you!
From far away at the royal castle, Charles's voice, amplified by magic, boomed loudly.
─ We, including myself, the Britannia Kingdom, shall fight valiantly until the very last one of us falls!
It was a resolve that spoke of breaking, but never yielding.
"Your Highness Charles......"
At that voice, Orelia muttered weakly. Further fighting was meaningless. Yet, the unreliable Charles was shouting so desperately for the kingdom.
He was not yielding even in this hell, risking his life to encourage the people of the capital.
"It was my foolishness......"
She felt ridiculous for having been caught in doubt, even for a moment. She should have trusted her king a little more.
Then.
"Do you truly think so?"
Dale opened his mouth.
He burned with hatred toward the Empire, yet paradoxically acted as the standard-bearer executing its ambitions.
"I have something to show you, Saintess-nim."
* * *
Immediately after.
The Imperial army camp surrounding the capital, Reims.
Leaving the burning city behind, Dale was there.
He sat in a large tent prepared for the 'supreme commander' of the Imperial army, like a king on a throne watching the tide of battle.
"As ordered, I have captured Charles VII."
A subordinate soldier reported, as if he had been waiting.
"Bring him here."
"I shall follow your command."
Before long, a man was dragged before Dale. He was disheveled, stripped of any shred of royal dignity.
"Ah, Your Highness Charles."
Dale called his name, and Charles VII's expression twisted.
"Y-y-you bastard, how dare you......! You deceived me......!"
"Did I not tell you?"
Leaving behind Charles, who was struggling in the soldiers' restraints, Dale sneered.
"──Those who desire peace, prepare for war."
As if he found it too ridiculous to bear.
"In this world, there is nothing as untrustworthy as the peace promised by the Empire."
"......!"
"Come to think of it, your appearance is truly pathetic."
Wearing rags, a miserable sight with no sign of his proud golden crown.
"The soldiers captured him while he was trying to flee, taking advantage of the chaos of the siege by loading a carriage with a massive amount of luxury goods."
The subordinate soldier reported next.
"Oh, is that so?"
Dale sneered coldly, as if he had known it would be like that from the start.
"Then the voices of desperate resistance echoing from the royal capital......"
Were nothing more than a ploy to buy time to escape.
"You sold out all the people of the capital just to protect your own safety."
"W-what of it!"
"Do you think that is what a king of a nation should do to his people?"
Dale asked.
"Ha!"
Charles VII laughed as if it were absurd.
"What do I care about this kingdom or the people of this kingdom!"
It was none of his concern.
"From the beginning, I never cared about this kingdom or being a king!"
Charles VII raised his voice.
"That swindler wench just claimed she received a revelation from the goddess and sat me on the throne as she pleased!"
"For someone who says that, you were quite desperate to keep the throne."
"Because this country, this country could have been mine!"
Afraid of losing the royal seat, he fell into Dale's trap. Charles's paranoia drove the Saintess and the Archbishop to their deaths.
"Because I, Charles, could have become the ruler of this Britannia island!"
"Is that why you abandoned the people and fled?"
Dale asked back.
"To that extent, were the Britannia Kingdom and its people worthless to Your Highness Charles?"
"Goddess's revelation or whatever, even if that damn whore hadn't spouted such nonsense......!"
Charles VII nodded desperately.
"To hell with this king or kingdom!"
"Well, is that so."
At those words, Dale nodded calmly and continued.
"──He says so."
"......!"
Behind the tent, a shadow that had been silently waiting finally revealed itself.
"Ah, ah, ahhh......!"
Seeing that figure, Charles VII's expression froze for an instant.
The swindler, the traitor, the witch, the Empire's whore.
The Saintess Orelia was there.
"......Was it all a lie?"
Silence descended like a feather. In the stillness, Orelia opened her mouth.
"Even urging me, who was conflicted after receiving the goddess's revelation, to fight for the kingdom."
Her voice trembled faintly.
"Even making a vow to save the country to rescue the people suffering from the Empire's tyranny......"
"N-no, i-it's a misunderstanding!"
"Was it all a lie?"
Saintess Orelia asked back. Only then did Charles shake his head desperately in confusion.
"Why did you flee?"
Saintess Orelia asked back.
"Using your own people, the people of the kingdom, as shields for the Imperial army."
As if she couldn't understand.
"──Why did you survive alone so uglily?"
It was a cold voice, devoid of even a shred of emotion.
"S-Saintess! P-please, forgive my lack of virtue!"
Charles began to beg.
"I swear in the name of the goddess that I will confess my sins and repent! Please, I beg of you!"
Dale silently drew the stiletto from his waist. He spun the hilt around and handed it to Saintess Orelia.
"P-please, spare me......!"
The Saintess, who couldn't move a finger due to the high-ranking White Mages' restraints, gripped the hilt of the stiletto.
The sharp blade of the stiletto was already emitting a faint glow.
A brilliantly shining golden light wrapped around her body.
Clang!
The binding magic of the White Mages shattered and scattered in vain. A golden light, too bright to look at directly, wrapped around Orelia's sword and armor, projecting her 'ideology' onto her equipment and body.
The golden light shimmered, and pitch-black darkness seeped through it.
The Avatar of the Saintess, who had once claimed to be the standard-bearer of national salvation, only to be abandoned by that very kingdom and king.
A Valkyrie armed in black-gold armor stood there.
Pitch-black and brilliantly shining black gold.
At the same time, Dale's World enveloped the area. It was no longer the Imperial army's tent surrounding Reims.
A world of a white and dark winter night. A barrier that existed solely for the 'three people'.
On the snowy bottom of the dark winter night, there was Charles VII, trembling. The black-gold Valkyrie was there as well.
"P-please, forgive me......"
At those words, Orelia turned her head toward Dale.
"Think with your own will."
Dale said. As if teaching a child.
"What you desire, the desires you crave."
Not a puppet of the heavens.
"Even if our fate is not our own."
"......."
"That does not mean it denies our will."
Dale said, and Orelia gripped the hilt of the stiletto again.
The maiden of war wearing black-gold armor. That very Valkyrie took a step. Toward Charles VII, who was kneeling and miserably begging for his life.
"P-please, I beg of you! By the goddess's mercy and compassion, let me......!"
"I hate you."
Orelia replied.
"I hate you, and I hate the Empire."
The blade of the stiletto plunged down.
Thud!
It was not the restrained strike of a swordsman. As if she couldn't control her emotions and was recklessly stabbing the blade down, the stiletto's blade plunged into Charles VII's stomach.
Thud!
"Ugh, ughhh......!"
The blade was pulled out, blood splattered, and the blade plunged down again.
Thud! Thud! Thud!
Entrails spilled out, blood spilled out, but the Saintess didn't care.
Covered in the blood spilling onto her black-gold armor, the blood-red Saintess turned her head.
"But what I hate most of all is......"
The distance closed. Before she knew it, the Saintess's stiletto was touching Dale's chest.
"I must hate myself."
"Are you not afraid?"
"Revenge is like a dish that tastes best when served cold."
"......."
"I, too, hate the Empire."
Dale continued.
"I hate this country so much, I hate it so much that I cannot stand it."
The Emperor, the Duke of Blood, those who drove his past self to this state.
"However, the Empire is not as weak as you think, Saintess-nim."
"......."
"Shub."
At the same time, Dale called upon the 『Book of the Black Goat』.
─ Hehe, poor thing.
"......!"
The Saintess gasped for a moment. The colony of terrible and disgusting tentacles that Dale had shown her before. That very monstrosity was extending its tentacles and wrapping them around Dale.
Dripping with black, tar-like slime along the tentacles, as if embracing a loved one.
And those tentacles began to creep toward Orelia at the same time.
"You have nothing to fear."
Dale, wrapped in the tentacles, spoke in a low voice.
"She is a cuter child than you think."
"......!"
"Entrust your body to her, and accept your desires."
Like a devil's whisper tempting a saint.
"Even if it takes on a form that is dark and ugly."
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* * *
Shub's tentacles were blocking Orelia's ears, nose, and mouth.
Passing through the external auditory canal, crossing from the eardrum to the auditory nerve, and heading toward the auditory cortex.
Inside the skull of the Holy Maiden Orelia, toward her brain.
* * *
Orelia clutched her crucifix necklace. She bowed her head right there in the blood-red river that rose to her waist.
"Do you enjoy killing people?"
"Your petty illusions will not work on me."
Orelia replied to Dale's question.
"That is not the case."
Pudeodeuk!
A few crows flapped their wings and flew up into the sky.
"Look closely."
"At what?"
Then, her expression was reflected on the surface of the blood-red river.
The 'Maiden of War' stared back—covered in the blood of the enemies she had slaughtered, her armor, once shining gold, now stained crimson. She wore a twisted smile, as if in ecstasy.
The Blood-Red Holy Maiden.
"They say the Valkyrie is incredibly beautiful and alluring, yet possesses a character that is cruel beyond measure," Dale said.
"Do you not hate the Empire that stole your father from you?"
"How did you...!"
"When the goddess's revelation descended, were you not happy that you could finally take revenge on the Empire?"
"This is not my will...."
"This river is the sea of blood from the enemies you have struck down," Dale said.
"And this is the result of that river of blood."
──She is the Empire's whore!
──From the start, this pathetic kingdom or king didn't matter at all!
──That con artist wench...!
The insults directed at Orelia echoed out.
Fingers pointed, denying everything she had built as a Holy Maiden, as the standard-bearer of a nation's salvation.
"Was it worth it?"
"......."
"The entire kingdom burns, the king flees like a coward using his people as meat shields, and an uncountable amount of blood has been shed," Dale said.
"It is all a hell that Orelia-nim brought upon herself."
"......!"
"The goddess's revelation, Orelia-nim's fanaticism and blindness—they drove this island to ruin."
Screams rang out from all sides. Imperial soldiers pillaged across the entire island of Britannia.
A festival of massacre.
"Ah, aah...."
Orelia gasped, powerless. The end of one who claimed to be a puppet of the heavens.
"Is this truly the will of the Sister Goddesses Sistina, who love benevolence and mercy?"
Dale asked.
"The goddess's revelation invited the ruin of this island, and Orelia-nim willingly became the standard-bearer of the massacre."
As if to deny everything Orelia stood for.
"When Orelia-nim was pinned under that pig, who reached out a helping hand?"
"......."
"Why do the Sister Goddesses, who love benevolence and mercy, remain silent even in this hell?"
Dale asked back.
"They are truly cruel goddesses."
Orelia did not answer. No, she could not answer.
"However, I am not."
That was why Dale answered.
"I will make what you desire come true."
He extended his arm toward Orelia.
"So that your actions do not end in meaningless slaughter."
"......!"
"I will become your god."
Orelia, sobbing in despair, looked at Dale's hand.
"Together with me, let us bring down the Empire."
She hesitated for a moment before opening her mouth.
"Petty brainwashing will not work on me."
"......!"
As if the agitation from a moment ago were a lie, she was calm. It was Dale who gasped in surprise.
"Gongja-nim told me to think."
However, inside the blood-red river, the Holy Maiden Orelia spoke.
"──This is, in every sense, my own will."
Orelia's will.
"Please wind your threads around my body."
"......."
"I am prepared to accept my shadow."
Orelia said, with a nobility and will truly worthy of the name Holy Maiden.
"By my own will, let me serve you."
Orelia knelt down. In the blood-red river, the blood rose up to her chin.
"So that I may become a sword wielded for you, from within the shadows."
She drove the sword she held vertically into the ground. A knight's oath.
"Please, by my own will, let me become your puppet."
"......What do you desire in return?"
"The ruin of the Empire."
Orelia replied. Dale nodded silently.
* * *
Once again, a kingdom had fallen.
The war was over.
Even in a desperate situation where they lost nearly 50% of their troops and the Holy Swordsman's son was captured, forcing them to offer up massive military supplies....
Under the command of that very 'Black Prince,' the royal capital Reims fell into the hands of the Imperial army.
It was a truly miraculous victory.
Officially, Charles VII was executed as a traitor to the Empire, and his head was hung in the square.
Furthermore, a meeting was held to decide the treatment of the 'Holy Maiden Orelia.'
* * *
Some time later, the leadership of the Imperial army in Burgundy gathered.
A meeting to handle the aftermath of the war, including the treatment of the island.
Fortunately, few desired the Holy Maiden's death. The Holy Swordsman, twisted by his obsession with eugenics, desired only one thing.
"The sanctity that Orelia claims is a blasphemy against the Sistina Goddess Church."
The Holy Swordsman said, not hiding his ugly, pig-like desires.
"Please, allow me to make her pay the 'price' for her foolishness."
Without even his usual finger-pointing or condescension, he spoke with a politeness akin to addressing a superior. He was the key figure of the Imperial army's victory and the subject of a master-servant relationship bound by a Geas.
"Do you intend to violate her and bear a child?"
"Because there would be no surer proof to deny the 'sanctity of the Holy Maiden' than taking her virginity."
"Hmm, is that so?"
Dale muttered as if it were someone else's business.
"Do you agree as well, Cardinal Nikolai?"
"According to canon law... the fact that a 'Holy Maiden' who received the goddess's revelation has lost her purity is, without a doubt, proof of a false revelation."
Cardinal Nikolai of the Sistina Goddess Church nodded.
"Based on doctrine, purity is an essential element for the Sister Goddesses to choose a 'woman' as their servant."
Count Brandenburg's face lit up.
"That is exactly it."
Rising from his seat, the Holy Swordsman raised his voice.
"Therefore, as one who denies her sanctity, there is no one more qualified than I, who possesses the Holy Sword."
A desperate struggle to get his hands on the Holy Maiden.
"Fufu, how do you intend to take her purity with that small plow of yours?"
Lady Scarlet let out a sneer as if it were someone else's business.
"Aren't you actually intending to desperately protect the Holy Maiden's purity?"
"That is exactly right."
Dale nodded as if he had expected as much. It was not a joke or mockery.
"As a qualified person who can deny the Holy Maiden's sanctity...."
With an expression that was as serious and earnest as could be.
"I, too, cannot hide my deep concerns regarding Count Brandenburg's 'size.'"
"I truly agree."
There is nothing as ridiculous as trying to interpret religious doctrine seriously. However, the weight that the Sistina Goddess Church held in this world was not to be taken lightly.
Starting with the Church, which still exerted influence within the Empire, even the Holy Maiden—who had gathered the independence army while claiming to be the standard-bearer of the nation's salvation—had been waving the name of the Sister Goddesses.
"I will do it."
That was why Dale spoke.
"I will accept the Holy Maiden as a prisoner of our Saxony House and deny her sanctity."
"......!"
"Oh my."
Lady Scarlet burst into laughter as if she were amused.
"As they say, you really can't judge a man's true worth by his appearance."
The Holy Swordsman's expression froze. Beyond the unspeakable humiliation and shame, he felt the anxiety of losing the Holy Maiden.
"How dare you, how dare you...!"
For an instant, a storm of Aura that even he could not control began to swirl.
The Holy Swordsman's face began to twist into that of a beast.
"Have you forgotten?"
However, Dale spoke coldly.
"The Geas regarding the entire process of the war's operations, and further, the entire 'treatment of prisoners.'"
"Ha, hahaha...!"
The Holy Swordsman burst into laughter.
"Yes, as you say."
After laughing, the Holy Swordsman continued.
"But the war is over."
There is no longer a need to be bound by the Geas.
"Hand over the Holy Maiden to me at once, you young eldest son of Saxony."
And this place is enemy territory, surrounded by enemies on all sides.
"If you do not, no matter that you are the eldest son of Saxony, you will not leave here alive."
The pig-headed man said. Lady Scarlet remained coldly silent.
"Ah, is that so?"
However, in the face of the Holy Swordsman's threats, Dale's expression was very calm.
"Did you say the war is over?"
He simply took something out from his inner pocket.
It was two documents.
"Regrettably, the war has not ended yet."
One was a document with Dale's signature as the 'highest person in charge of the Imperial army,' and the other was a document stamped with the royal seal of the Britannia Kingdom's King 'Charles VII.'
"This is the 'indefinite ceasefire agreement' concluded between our Empire and the Britannia Kingdom."
An indefinite ceasefire agreement.
"......!"
Shock contorted the beast's face.
"Apart from the victory the Imperial army boasts of, legally, until this document is destroyed...."
──The war does not end.
"As stated before the oath of the gods── it isn't over until it's over."
Dale sneered. The king of pigs, with the face of a beast, shouted, ignoring the oath of the gods which even he could not defy.
"How dare you pull such a petty trick...!"
"It, it is not a petty trick."
The one who hurriedly interrupted him was Cardinal Nikolai. An elder of the White Magic Tower and a cardinal of the Sistina Goddess Church. At the same time, Dale's puppet, on whom a Geas of absolute obedience was engraved.
"According to the canon law that regulates the Geas... Dale Gongja-nim's words are correct."
"Are you daring to betray the Empire right now!"
Because he knew the weight that that act carried.
"Ah, you don't need to worry too much."
Dale shrugged and laughed.
"This document will be destroyed as soon as I enter the Saxony House's Ducal Castle 'safely.'"
"......!"
"The destruction of the document will be carried out in the presence of Cardinal Nikolai, and the destruction of the Geas will be the same."
Dale said.
"The task of denying the Holy Maiden's sanctity will also be carried out in the presence of Cardinal Nikolai──."
"......!"
The name held by a cardinal of the Sistina Goddess Church is never light.
The day Dale's puppet, on whom he had engraved the 'oath of absolute obedience' in the Library of Hell, finally proved the value of the insurance he had taken out for just such an occasion.
"The Holy Swordsman does not need to worry too much."
When he realized it, the Holy Swordsman was already trapped in a spiderweb from which he could not escape. And that spiderweb was not of a nature that could be dealt with by force or military might.
* * *
"Dale Gongja-nim has returned!"
"The war hero of Britannia Island has returned!"
Along with the existence of the 'Black Prince' and a new nickname that embellished his fame.
"Cardinal Nikolai...."
That very war hero of the Empire opened his mouth inside the carriage heading toward the Ducal Castle.
"From now on, convey exactly what I say to the Empire and the Holy Swordsman."
To the man in front of him.
"The 'indefinite ceasefire agreement' concluded with Charles VII has been terminated."
Displaying the two documents in his hand for all to see.
"Furthermore, the Holy Maiden's sanctity has been denied, and after a 'lawful trial' at the Saxony Ducal Castle, her execution by burning has been carried out."
"......B-but not yet!"
"You say you haven't done anything yet?"
Dale tilted his head.
"Your Eminence the Cardinal's heart doesn't seem to be saying that."
"......!"
At those words, Cardinal Nikolai's expression froze. It was not just the Holy Swordsman who was trapped in an inescapable spiderweb.
Inside the inescapable spiderweb, Cardinal Nikolai silently lowered his head.
* * *
The independence of Britannia Island ended in failure.
The Holy Maiden also had her sanctity denied by losing her purity, and after a lawful trial, she was burned at the stake on charges of being a witch.
The standard-bearer of the nation's salvation, who became a handful of ashes in the frozen lands of Saxony.
The above was the final record of the Holy Maiden as told by the cardinal of the Sistina Goddess Church... Nikolai.
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* * *
"Lady Orelia was branded a witch for the crime of impersonating a 'Holy Maiden' and...."
Dale said.
"Here in the frozen lands of Sachsen, she was reduced to a handful of ashes at the stake."
That was the official end of the 'Holy Maiden Orelia'.
"So, I have become a dead person."
"It is a fitting end for one who styled herself a puppet of the heavens."
Orelia smiled bitterly. However, she was no longer a puppet of the heavens. Orelia knelt down and drove her sword vertically into the ground.
"From within the shadows, tell me where my blade must be swung."
It was not the sword of a noble, proud knight. She no longer denied her own dark desires.
An assassin's sword, hidden in the darkness and wielded according to the will of the 'Black Prince,' for the sake of her own revenge and for the ecstasy of slaughter.
The Black Holy Maiden.
In the shadows of Sachsen, the nameless assassin smiled coldly.
* * *
Explaining the events on the island of Britannia, and the existence of the Holy Maiden Orelia, was no easy task—especially before the Duke of Saxony.
That was why Dale decided to tell the absolute truth.
He started with obtaining the 『Book of the Black Goat』 in the Sistina Papal State after the victory of the Black and White rotation, then moved on to defeating 'Cardinal Nikolai' in the Library of Hell and engraving a geas of absolute obedience upon his heart.
The Duke of Saxony was no longer a person who needed to be deceived.
They were partners sharing a single goal, transcending the relationship between father and son. Just as the Black Duke had spoken of the 'World of Thought,' Dale needed to reveal his own truth.
"......The 『Book of the Black Goat』, you say?"
Upon hearing those words, the expression of his father, the Black Duke, froze.
"I had no intention of deceiving Father."
Dale answered cautiously.
"It was merely because of the weight this grimoire carries, and because I was worried about what Father might be concerned about──."
He had paradoxically hidden himself behind the shield of a twelve-year-old child.
"I was afraid to reveal it honestly."
Like a child confessing a wrongdoing to his father.
In the face of that shrewdness, the Black Duke remained silent, for he knew the meaning of the pitch-black tentacles gripping Dale's heart—the legacy of the progenitor of Sachsen, the Immortal Duke Frederick.
"Is 'that thing' still with you even now?"
"It is."
"......I see, now I finally understand."
After hearing Dale's explanation, the Black Duke wore a smile as if his curiosity had been satisfied.
"Only now does your performance make sense."
As one who carries the blood of Sachsen, and considering Dale's absurd talent, it was not strange that he had made a contract with the 『Book of the Black Goat』.
Reprimanding Dale's recklessness was a matter for later. No, wasn't that very recklessness the indisputable 'proof of Sachsen'?
A clan of darkness that willingly leaps into the abyss to obtain the truth.
'I suppose the blood truly cannot be deceived.'
And so, Dale reached the events on the island of Britannia and the story of the Holy Maiden Orelia.
"Setting aside whether the ability she possesses is truly a 'revelation from the Goddess',"
Dale said.
"As a knight who has reached the realm of an Avatar, the value of her combat power will be beyond words."
"You have played a truly dangerous gamble."
The Duke of Saxony laughed bitterly. However, in the face of the absurd level of boldness Dale had shown, he couldn't even find the strength to reprimand him.
No, what the Duke of Saxony felt was rather awe.
He had placed the battlefield on the palm of his hand and controlled it on the island of Britannia. The exploits of the 'Black Prince' echoing throughout the Empire were no longer just for the sake of the House of Sachsen.
A war hero of the Empire.
"Let us test her abilities against the 《Grave Guards》 of the Ducal Castle and slowly decide how to treat her."
"I leave it to you."
"Do you pity her situation?"
"......."
After a silence, Dale nodded.
"She was merely a puppet of the heavens."
A puppet who did not even know what she was doing.
"That is why I merely showed her the path to move forward, according to Lady Orelia's own will."
"......By borrowing the power of 'that thing'?"
"What I showed her was her own shadow."
Dale answered.
"It was Lady Orelia who encountered her own shadow and dark desires, and made the decision."
"I suppose so."
The Black Duke nodded calmly.
"Since you have seen 'that,' this conversation will be quick."
He nodded and continued, recalling the promise made between Dale and the Black Duke long ago.
When the Empire was about to shed blood again to reach the World of Truth, the Black Duke had promised to teach him the power he had obtained from the 'World of Truth' so that such evil deeds would not be repeated.
The world beneath them shifted.
Before they knew it, they were no longer in a room in the Duke of Saxony's castle, but in the 'World of Thought' manifested by the continent's greatest black mage.
Flap, flap!
Behind the Black Duke's back, several crows flapped their wings and took flight.
It was above a land where the dusk of twilight was pouring down.
──The 'World of Thought' possessed by a high-level mage does not necessarily take a single form. It is possible to change its form and purpose freely as needed.
"Bring out the grimoire."
Amidst the twilight of that sunset, the Black Duke opened his mouth.
"Understood."
Dale nodded, conscious of the tentacles gripping his heart.
"Shub."
─ Yes.
The girl with the horns of a black goat had appeared by Dale's side before he knew it.
Beneath the hem of her pitch-black dress, countless tentacles were writhing.
──However, to the Black Duke, it was merely an abominable monstrosity from another world. A monster composed of a colony of tentacles, like thousands of earthworms writhing together.
But even that appearance was likely just a tiny fragment projected into this world.
"Iä Shub-Niggurath."
The Black Duke bowed his head calmly, as if he knew her.
"Our ancient Mother of Darkness."
─ Ah, the child of Sachsen has come.
And Shub answered. It was not the appearance of a young girl smiling innocently as usual.
"......!"
A mature, elegant, beautiful woman stood there, the horns of a black goat rising tall amidst her black hair. She smiled like a graceful lady, fluttering the hem of her pitch-black dress.
"Death."
At the same time, the Black Duke opened his mouth.
"......!"
The twilight of the area vanished. It was not the darkness of night. It was an indescribably deep, ominous, and unknown darkness.
Within the pitch-black darkness, the Black Duke's grimoire—『Scales of the Heart』—revealed its form.
It was a man in a suit.
A man who looked like a British gentleman from the Victorian era. An old gentleman wearing a bowler hat and a jet-black suit.
He held a cane decorated with a skull in his hand.
However, his face was so blurry that one could not remember his appearance. No matter how intently one looked, one could not remember.
Flap, flap!
Once again, several crows flapped their wings and took flight behind his back.
'Death.'
─ You have called me too early, little one.
The old gentleman in the black suit spoke calmly.
"Please forgive my rudeness."
The Black Duke bowed his head.
"Great uninvited guest, whom no one desires, yet from whom no one can escape."
After bowing, he turned his head toward Dale and the otherworldly monstrosity behind him.
"What do you think a grimoire is?"
The Black Duke asked back.
"Is it not a vessel that projects the mage's thoughts?"
"Then what do you think thought is?"
"It is a systematic collection of consciousness that we have accumulated through experience."
Dale answered.
"Then what of these beings behind us?"
The Black Duke asked.
"Are they merely products of the consciousness we have accumulated through experience?"
"......."
For a moment, Dale looked at the old gentleman in the suit called 'Death'.
Death.
He felt as if the Black Duke's secret had finally been solved, if only a little.
And he looked at the being behind his own back. Shub was there, having returned to her usual innocent, young girl self, smiling brightly.
Dale shook his head. He could tell by intuition. These beings were never things that could be conjured by the thoughts of a mere mage; they were the destination of thought, which even a 'mere grimoire' like the 『Book of Great Slaughter』 could not imitate.
"Reaching the end of thought, human consciousness arrives at a single origin."
The end of thought—in other words, the destination that consciousness can reach—was the collective unconsciousness.
It was the common imagery shared by all of humanity in the deepest part of the unconscious.
Even between countries or continents that had no point of contact, and even between worlds, there were 'stories created similarly' in the form of myths or legends, transcending eras and borders.
For instance: gods, demons, Mother Goddesses, heroes, monsters, saviors, death....... These were archetypes that had continued since ancient times, even before history began.
"Furthermore, there were those who pursued the pinnacle of magic and succeeded in drawing out those very ancient images."
And now, those very 'ancient images' were behind the two of them, just as the Immortal Duke Frederick had once drawn them out, and just as the Black Duke had obtained the destination of thought.
Death, and the ancient Mother of Darkness.
"Then where do you think that imagery shared by all of humanity originated?"
The Black Duke asked back, and only then did Dale gasp.
"The World of Truth......."
The World of Truth was not outside. He finally understood why this world had religions and thoughts similar to Earth, and why it repeated a history similar to Earth: it was the collective unconsciousness that human beings shared across worlds, and the World of Truth that lay beyond it.
What mages draw out is the power of that very world, and what guards the backs of the two is the existence of that very world.
"Do you have the resolve to handle these ancient beings?"
The Black Duke opened his mouth. Once again, his father had given Dale the same warning several times. And every time he heard that warning, Dale's answer did not change.
"In my heart, a fragment of the 4th Circle has formed."
"......!"
"It seems like a good opportunity."
For Dale now, it was the most certain training for a mage above all else.
"Even to draw out Shub's power more than now."
Dale nodded.
"May I ask you to educate my son?"
The Black Duke said to the man in the suit guarding his side.
─ You are truly rude and bold, little one.
The man in the suit, who looked like a British gentleman from the Victorian era, laughed as if it were amusing.
'Death' laughed as if it were amusing.
─ But this child's appearance is not too bad.
As if satisfied.
─ And it just so happens that my 'old friend' is here as well.
Flap, flap!
At the same time, several crows flapped their wings and took flight from behind Death's back.
─ However, you must be prepared, little one.
'Death' said.
─ Because no one can stop death.
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* * *
Tak!
'Death' lightly struck the floor with his skull staff. It was the avatar of the Black Duke's grimoire—『Scales of the Heart』.
He appeared as a Victorian-era English gentleman.
As an Avatar of a concept, his nature was not much different from that of a knight's avatar.
However, the weight carried by that being was incomparable to mere knights—much like the entity standing behind Dale.
Flap, flap!
Several crows behind 'Death' beat their wings and surged toward Dale, reminiscent of Hitchcock's The Birds.
A swarm of crows blackened the sky as they descended upon him.
To counter this, Dale drew his 'Shadow Cloak.' As the hem flared, mimicking a black surcoat, he flooded the area with a lake of darkness.
Thorn-like tentacles of the 《Shadow Lurker》 lashed out to intercept the swarm.
He pushed his three Circles to their limit, channeling maximum magical power into the tentacles and the twin sources of darkness.
'Death.'
Even the Black Duke, the greatest black mage on the continent, would be nothing more than a child before that existence.
And—.
"......!"
The Shadow Lurker's tentacles, meant to intercept the swarm, sliced through the air in vain—as if striking at a mirage.
However, it was by no means a mirage.
The rushing swarm of crows plunged straight into Dale's body.
Puk!
─ Did I not tell you?
'Death' said.
─ That no one can stop death.
"......!"
Dale's head lolled powerlessly. The swarm of crows pierced through his stomach and burst out his back, scattering dark, black feathers.
'......!'
Yet, strangely, he felt no pain. He only saw his own body sprawled on the floor, surrounded by an uncountable number of crows pecking at his flesh.
Dale watched the scene from above, much like an out-of-body experience.
Tak!
Once again, 'Death' struck the skull staff he held in his hand. The surrounding scenery began to change.
A white and dark winter night—Dale's World. Yet, it was not a horizon of empty void.
Puk!
From behind, a searing pain struck him. The cold sensation of metal. The blade of the Holy Sword Durendal.
As he turned his head, there was a face he could never forget.
Count Brandenburg, the Holy Swordsman. A large imperial force led by that man.
─ Ho-ho.
Beside Dale, who was groaning in pain, the elderly gentleman in a suit laughed, amused.
─ A truly interesting sight.
─ How is it, old man?
Shub giggled, amused.
─ It is a sight rarely seen, even amidst the eons where hundreds of millions of stars are born and die.
─ It is a fitting place to grant the child's request.
'Death' nodded and smiled.
─ A child who survived even after receiving my 'visit'.
Tak!
And once again, he struck the skull staff.
─ Try desperately to 'survive'.
Try desperately to survive. However, the blade of the Holy Sword Durendal had already torn through Dale's back and protruded from his chest.
'How am I supposed to survive this...'
Dale muttered in disbelief. His consciousness faded. Once again, death was approaching him. It should have been so.
But after his consciousness sank into the darkness.
Puk!
What awakened Dale once again was the blade of the Holy Sword Durendal.
'......!'
As if replaying what happened just a few seconds ago, the blade was piercing through his back and protruding out.
His consciousness faded.
Two deaths. ──However, when the next turn came, it was not so.
He quickly activated the Shadow Cloak's ability, 'Wraith Form,' and simultaneously deflected the strike of the Holy Sword plunging in from behind.
He gained distance and turned his head.
There was an unforgettable scene.
Count Brandenburg, the Holy Swordsman. Including the Saint Magdalena Knights who assisted him, a large imperial force was looking at him without even a shred of emotion.
"......!"
The three Circles swirling around his heart began to accelerate madly, directed toward the Holy Swordsman who radiated malice.
Dale expanded the domain of the Shadow Cloak across the area.
A lake of darkness. Within it, the silent 《Shadow Lurker》s all at once spewed out thorn-like tentacles.
Chwaaak!
The thorn-like tentacles swirling from all directions slaughtered the imperial soldiers. A hell of tentacles rose from beneath the lake of darkness, tearing bodies to shreds.
Amidst the one-sided slaughter, however, that man was different. The Holy Swordsman's body was enveloped in the power of Aura.
'It's here......!'
《The King of Pigs》.
A hideous mass of desire with the face of a beast. However, it was different from the one he had seen long ago on the island of Britannia.
Two large tusks like a wild boar had sprouted, emitting the fighting spirit of a berserker—nothing short of ferocious.
──The God of War (Tushin) was there.
Just as it is for high-level mages, it is no different for knights.
The form of one's ideology is not singular.
For instance, in the case of Count Brandenburg, the Holy Swordsman... it is not the eugenic desire to sow his seed toward women.
When he focuses his consciousness on the struggle of absolute survival of the fittest, excluding the 'males' he must compete with, his true form is revealed.
The God of Struggle.
One of the strongest on the continent that Dale must defeat.
That powerful man kicked off the ground.
A single flash.
Dale's severed head rolled across the frozen ground.
* * *
Once again, the blade of the Holy Sword Durendal plunged in from behind.
Avoiding the strike through Wraith Form and slaughtering the imperial army with the Shadow Lurker—.
He blocked the single sword strike of the Holy Swordsman who rushed forward.
Immediately after, the second sword swung, and Dale's severed head rolled on the floor.
* * *
He died, died, died, and died again.
But he could not die.
Because the moment he regained consciousness, the blade of the Holy Sword Durendal returned.
For an ordinary person, it would be no surprise if their mind simply collapsed in this living hell.
However, what filled Dale's heart as he endlessly experienced death was a competitive spirit incomparable to anything else.
This was by no means 'real'.
It was merely a mirage overlaying the image of the Holy Swordsman existing in Dale's memory.
To think he could experience such a realistic mock battle against an enemy he hated so much.
Had Dale's father been repeating his training in this way all this time?
'Alright, let's go to the end.'
What were the odds of Dale winning against that God of War right now? 0.1%? Even that was too generous. 0.01%, or even lower, would not be surprising. But it was definitely not zero. That fact was enough.
Dale kicked off the ground.
The blade of the Shadow Cloak, rotating around him, was already parrying the Holy Swordsman's third sword.
He died, died, and died again; how many times had he died?
He couldn't even remember. Using that death as a foundation, he succeeded in deflecting the three sword strikes.
Against one of the Empire's strongest, known as the Seven Swords of the Continent.
'But it's still not enough.'
He rotated the three Circles that were accelerating to the point of bursting, combined all sorts of magical formulas, and tested them again and again against that God of War.
Walls of cold, ice projectiles, shadow bullets.
None of them could break through that existence.
─ Ho-ho, has your heart still not broken?
'Death' laughed, amused.
─ I told you, old man.
Shub laughed, feigning pride.
─ My brother is a very special person.
As if she couldn't help but find him adorable.
She watched Dale, who died and died, yet stood on his two feet again and desperately thought of his 'next move'.
It would not be strange to call it a reckless and meaningless struggle.
No matter how much he racked his brain, there was no chance for a mere 3rd Circle mage to win against a Holy Swordsman.
One hundred, one thousand... even if he were given more opportunities than that, it would not change.
However, Dale never thought so. A slim but certain chance of victory was held in his hands.
'The opponent's movements do not change from the movements before death.'
In other words, that thing was no different from a machine moving according to its programming. Amidst hundreds and thousands of possibilities, Dale was calmly reviewing the 'flow of battle'.
Blocking up to the third sword was easy.
He parried the first sword with the Shadow Cloak, dodged the second to the left while firing a Shadow Bullet, raised a wall of ice and exploded it, and then launched a counterattack from his side.
But that was as far as it went.
Before he knew it, 《The King of Pigs》 was slaughtering Dale's body.
'Again, from the beginning.'
Furthermore, as he repeated the battle, Dale could tell.
─ A truly stubborn child.
His own swordplay was clearly growing.
The 'Hero's memory' sleeping in the deepest part of his consciousness was waking up little by little.
At first, it was hard to even grasp his movements. But not anymore. Finally, he could faintly understand them.
It was an act only possible because Dale possessed the level of his past life, and he was desperately projecting his past self.
Hero of the Otherworld.
His past self, against whom the likes of Count Brandenburg, the Holy Swordsman, would not even dare to compete.
He was retracing the sword and magic of that very hero, much like reading braille.
The Circles of his heart were accelerating to the point of bursting, painful enough to make him vomit blood at any moment. However, he did not care.
It didn't matter. Not even his initial goal of achieving the 4th Circle.
He just had to defeat that man.
《The King of Pigs》.
Becoming an incarnation of obsession solely for that purpose, he repeated death again and again to defeat the existence in front of him.
As he repeated it, he wondered: How many deaths did Dale's father, the Black Duke, experience?
To obtain the level of the 8th Circle, the greatest black mage on the continent.
─ A truly iron-like will.
'Death' laughed, satisfied.
─ However, you are failing to overcome 'your own world' until the end.
─ ....
─ The heart breaks in an instant.
Toward 'Death', who pointed it out coldly, Shub puffed out her cheeks in a pout, watching Dale—who had become an incarnation of obsession—on the verge of realizing the 4th Circle.
As if she couldn't stand it if someone insulted Dale.
Before he knew it, Dale was dodging the Holy Swordsman's first strike again. However, no matter how many times he repeated it, he could not block the Holy Swordsman's 'fourth sword'.
─ Before the baptism of time, everything loses its meaning and fades away.
─ ....
Watching Dale's will steadily break amidst endless death, Death spoke.
Dale kicked off the ground again.
He blocked the first sword with the Shadow Cloak, tilted his body to block the second, and raised a wall of ice, scattering fragments to block the third.
The fourth sword was swung.
Ka-ang!
'──Come to think of it.'
Blocking the Holy Swordsman's 'fourth sword', Dale spoke, as if he had finally understood.
He felt the 'fourth circle' rotating around his heart.
'This was my world.'
In Dale's hand, a sword was already held.
The beloved sword of the 'Hero of the Otherworld' from long ago, and the sword of the hound that had endlessly slaughtered the strong of the continent.
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* * *
An 'ideology' is not some grand thing.
'A fixed perspective on the world, society, or life.'
As long as a person lives, they possess a life, and life inevitably gives birth to an ideology.
For instance, the ideology of the Red Magic Tower, which believes without a doubt that 'power' is the absolute value of this world.
The 《King of Pigs》, who believes that spreading one's seed and having that lineage inherited for generations is the supreme value.
Hardline black mages who think that petty morality is nothing but an obstacle in the pursuit of truth. The hellish mental landscape once displayed by the vice-captains of the Black-Red Doctrine Unit.
The 'ideology' that mages or knights project onto their swords or their worlds is precisely that kind of concept.
The values they believe in. Their attitude toward viewing this world, their perspective on life. A systematic collection of consciousness built up through the experiences they have accumulated while living.
When that meshes with the ultimate forms of sword and magic, the 'Avatar' and the 'World of Thought' unfold.
Avatar — A knight uses 'Aura' to overlay that ideology onto their sword, armor, and body.
World of Thought — A mage uses 'Mana' to overlay that ideology onto the world itself.
The Avatar of a grimoire is not much different in that context, either.
Sleet fluttered against the curtain of night—a white and dark winter night.
A steel sword blocked the blade of the Holy Sword Durendal.
The hero's beloved blade, which had slaughtered countless powerhouses back when he was the Empire's Hunting Dog.
'Peacemaker'.
The mediator of peace.
Dale held that sword with the ironic name, the fourth Circle rotating around his heart.
The realm of the 4th Circle. The wall had shattered; a new horizon had come into view.
And also, the hero's sword, Peacemaker, held in Dale's hand.
It was not a real sword of physical substance.
A projection of ideology. It was merely a 'tangible mirage' that a mage overlaid onto their own world.
However, in the World of Thought, it was by no means a castle in the air.
Though nothing could be more reckless or ridiculous than a mage playing knight, that was not the case for Dale.
He created distance and adjusted his grip on the hilt of Peacemaker. It felt incredibly familiar.
'But I still cannot exert 100% of this sword's ability.'
It is still lacking.
"This is my world."
Dale muttered once more, repeatedly engaging in self-suggestion.
This world was not one Dale had built alone. His world was never 'just Dale's world'.
The Dale of his past life.
That man had many names. The strongest monster hunter, the Hero of the Otherworld, the Empire's Hunting Dog.
In most cases, there is no guarantee that one can reach the ultimate peak even if they devote an entire lifetime to either the sword or magic.
But what about someone who devoted 'more than an entire lifetime' to it?
That was Dale's realization, and that realization opened the horizon of the 4th Circle.
The Hero of the Otherworld, and Dale of Sachsen.
Fusing the two ideologies stemming from two lives into a single world. Paradoxically, by taking up the sword, he had pushed the 'mage's realm' even higher.
His heart felt strangely light.
Having created distance, Dale looked at the 《King of Pigs》, who held the Holy Sword Durendal.
'Can I win?'
Projecting the hero's martial prowess onto his sword, Dale kicked off the ground.
The sword was swung.
Ignoring the fact that he was a mage who couldn't use Aura, and lacking even an Avatar, he simply gripped the hilt of 'Peacemaker'.
Ka-ang!
The holy sword and Dale's sword collided.
Ka-ang!
They collided, separated, and clashed again. With every impact, the power sleeping within Peacemaker awakened.
The memories of being a hero grew more vivid.
At the same time, Dale's black surcoat fluttered, creating blades of shadow. He accelerated his four Circles and released an endless stream of black-blue mana.
"Shard Magnum."
He instantly erected a wall of ice and detonated it, scattering ice shards.
"Shadow Bullet, 「Gatling Style」."
Shadow bullets poured from the hem of his cloak. The power and speed of the magic were amplified beyond comparison.
Sword and magic.
By covering the blind spot of his inability to use Aura with magic, he maintained an even match—however arduously—against one of the continent's strongest knights.
His body felt light. Incredibly light. The world seemed to have slowed to a crawl. The sensation of holding a sword was so familiar that he forgot he was a mage.
His movements made one wonder if he was truly a 'knight who cannot use Aura'.
'I can do it!'
Conviction filled Dale's mind.
"Not bad, brat."
The holy swordsman with the face of a wild boar laughed, showing off his tusks.
"......!"
The fighting spirit (闘氣) radiating from the holy swordsman began to swirl like a storm.
The aura of a god of war.
Just as Dale prepared to face it and test his newly acquired power—
─ The time has come.
Tak!
'Death' struck the floor with his skull staff. The landscape of the area froze.
The figures of the holy swordsman and the Imperial army vanished like a mirage, leaving only Dale.
A horizon filled with biting cold and solitude.
'Death', resembling a Victorian-era English gentleman, and the 'Old Mother of Darkness', appearing as an elegant lady of the same era, stood there.
Not an innocent young girl, but a jet-black lady with two black ram horns rising high.
An archetype at the base of the collective unconscious.
Primordial mental images shared by people in their unconscious since ancient times, even before history began.
Beings that transcend eras and borders, becoming motifs for various myths and legends. The primordial symbols──those very incarnations were looking at Dale.
That is why Dale asked.
"Did you know about my identity from the beginning?"
─ Ah, we know far too many things, little one.
'Death' replied, holding the skull staff with one hand and a cigar in the other.
─ The name of the most delicious cigar in this universe, and......
Placing the cigar in his mouth, 'Death' continued.
─ How you escaped 'my visit' as well.
"......!"
Dale caught his breath. He tried to speak, but 'Death' cut him off, as if there was nothing to worry about at all.
─ Ah, do not worry too much.
─ Because Death is always tight-lipped.
Tak!
'Death' struck the skull staff again, the cigar still in his mouth.
Dale's world vanished. Before he knew it, he stood in a room in the Sachsen Duke's castle.
"......"
He was in his father's office—the Duke of Saxony's. Dale looked at his father.
"It seems you passed his test safely."
The Black Duke spoke without hiding his satisfaction.
"That existence is......"
"When I reached the world of truth, I made a contract with 'Death'."
The Black Duke said.
"I finally succeeded in drawing out a part of that existence into my grimoire──『Scales of the Heart』."
"Does that mean, Immortal Duke Frederick also......"
"That is correct."
Immortal Duke Frederick also succeeded in reaching the 'world of truth'. The 『Book of the Black Goat』, which he wrote long ago and which has sunk its tentacles into Dale's heart, is the very proof of that.
"However, those beings beside us."
The Black Duke continued.
"Are merely 'shadows' reflected on a cave wall."
Not the substance, but merely a part of the shadow cast by the substance.
"This world is one large cave, and."
"......"
"We are prisoners who believe the shadows reflected on the cave wall are the truth."
That is why a mage pursues the world of light beyond the cave, the world of truth (Idea). The final destination of ideology.
"It seems this was a bit of a difficult story for you."
After saying that much, the Black Duke smiled. It was an unmistakable father's smile.
"Congratulations on reaching the realm of the 4th Circle."
The jet-black tentacles rooted in his heart wrapped around Dale's 4th Circle. Four Circles. A full-fledged mage, and a realm beyond that.
Reaching the 3rd Circle by the age of twenty is worthy of being called a prodigy, and it is not rare for those without talent to fail to reach the 4th Circle even after devoting their entire lives.
He had grasped that very domain at the young age of just twelve.
An achievement that cannot even be described as marvelous. That is the reputation of the 'Black Prince' that people chatter about.
And along with the newly acquired realm, the time was approaching to prepare for the next journey.
* * *
"Teacher Sepia."
Around that time, Dale, who had reached the realm of the 4th Circle, reported his achievement.
"......It seems there is nothing left for me to teach you."
The 6th Circle elf mage smiled as if feeling bittersweet.
"How could that be."
Dale shook his head and laughed.
"There are still so many things I want to learn from Teacher Sepia."
Even if they had exchanged their hearts, Sepia was still young Dale's tutor.
Furthermore, the realm possessed by a 6th Circle elf mage was by no means something to be taken lightly.
Above all, the technique Sepia displayed that day against the Red Tower's elder, 'Walter of the Salt Blood'.
Spell Counter.
"Is there any other magic you wish to learn?"
To Sepia's question, Dale nodded without a moment's hesitation.
As a 4th Circle genius mage, and furthermore, as a dual mage pursuing the dual attributes of Water and Darkness.
"I want to learn Dispel magic."
* * *
The next day, Sir Helmut Blackbear tilted his head as if puzzled.
Dale, who should have been training his sword with the Shadow Cloak as usual, had volunteered for training while holding a 'knight's sword' for once.
"Formally training with the sword......?"
At the unexpected sight, Sir Helmut tilted his head in confusion.
"There is something I want to test."
Dale answered calmly as usual.
"How far a mage who cannot use Aura can stand on equal footing with a knight."
"Are you insisting on a fighting style identical to a knight's?"
A mage can also strengthen their body in their own way. However, it is by no means comparable to the body of a knight who uses 'Aura'. It would be absurd, reckless, and inefficient.
That was the thought of one of the Seven Swords of the Continent──Sir Helmut Blackbear, but standing before him was that very 'Black Prince'.
"Very well, Young Master!"
That is why Sir Helmut did not doubt him.
"It would be better not to underestimate a mage's sword too much."
Dale adjusted his grip on the sword's hilt. Along with the awakening of the 4th Circle, he thought of his beloved sword from his past life held in his hand.
After reaching the realm of the 4th Circle, the direction Dale was pursuing was very easy to understand.
Beginner's Mind (初心).
The same as when he first trained at the Duke of Saxony's house.
From the Mad Sword Sir Helmut, the Black Duke, and even the elf mage Sepia. To unfold and polish his talent without reservation among the best teachers.
And the Dale of now was not the greenhorn of those days who had just picked up a sword and created a Circle.
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* * *
"Fire an Ice Bolt at me."
At Sepia-nim's words, Dale hesitated for a moment. He thought of the lethal formula he had been projecting into his Ice Bolt—no, his Ice Bullet.
Immediately after, just as Dale prepared to dampen the spell's power before firing,
"No need to worry, fire with all your might."
Sepia-nim added, as if to say there was no need for concern.
"......Understood."
After Dale nodded, he created some distance.
"Ice Bullet."
He condensed the blue mana generated from his 4th Circle and fired the bullet of ice.
Ta-ang!
Even though Dale had restrained it by his own standards, it was incomparably faster and swifter than during his 3rd Circle days, and its lethality and destructive power were in a different league entirely. It was the essence of slaughter that even an elf's dynamic vision shouldn't have been able to track. That was how it should have been.
"──!"
However, the moment the ice bullet was about to strike Sepia-nim, the weaving of the blue mana composing the Ice Bolt unraveled helplessly, as if a thread had been pulled.
"......!"
"Within the vortex of your blue mana, I could feel the point where it condensed into one."
After blocking Dale's Ice Bullet, Sepia-nim continued.
"Furthermore, judging by the angle of the cold's trajectory, I could predict which direction it would strike."
It was a nullification made possible because she predicted the point where the magic originated and the path it would take.
"Before the magic is even created......."
She didn't focus on the magic, but on the elements that composed it. She didn't solve the problem after it occurred; she sealed off the very possibility of the problem arising. That was an indicator that symbolically showed the philosophy pursued by the mages of the Blue Magic Tower.
"Why don't you try using a slightly stronger spell?"
Sepia-nim opened her mouth.
"......Do you mean 4th Circle at full power?"
"Unleash your full capability to your heart's content."
Sepia-nim smiled as if to say there was nothing to worry about.
Immediately after, Dale erected a wall of ice.
"「Triple Barrel」 · 「12-Gauge Buckshot」."
He used the wall of ice itself as a 'muzzle of cold.' He added a fragmentation formula to make it burst, and dozens of buckshot were about to be scattered from three barrels. No, they were *about* to be scattered.
"......!"
But nothing happened. The wall of ice simply remained fixed in place. The formula Dale was projecting held no meaning whatsoever.
"Think of mana as water."
Seeing that, Sepia-nim spoke. As a high-level water-attribute mage.
"Did you fix the mana structure to prevent the projection of the formula?"
"You're quick to understand."
After Sepia-nim nodded, she explained the outline of Dispel magic.
Assuming mana corresponds to the 'water molecules' that make up water, magic is the water formed by those gathered molecules. The formula projected into that magic is like the individuality of adding sugar or salt into water to change its taste.
However, if you fix the mana itself, which corresponds to the water molecules, the movement of the molecules nears a state of stillness and the water freezes—and no matter how much sugar you pour onto ice, it's meaningless.
'I can see why mages hate the Blue Magic Tower so much.'
Even though the Blue Magic Tower is a branch of the Five-Colored Magic Towers, it wouldn't be an exaggeration to say that in some sense, they are a mage's natural enemy.
By focusing their consciousness not on their own magic, but thoroughly on the opponent's, they seal off the opponent's intent at the source. That is the Blue Magic Tower's specialty. Spell Counter.
"Now, I will show you the movement of mana in front of you."
Sepia-nim immediately transitioned to practical instruction. The blue mana generated from her circle swirled and wrapped around her.
"Focus your consciousness on the blue airflow and catch the stagnation felt within it."
The point where the blue airflow stops. The point where the flow of mana halts and condenses. However, focusing one's consciousness not on oneself, but on the movements of the opposing mage, was not as easy as it sounded. That was why Sepia-nim made the blue airflow fluctuate quite exaggeratedly so that Dale could grasp it easily.
Dale focused his consciousness toward that point. Assuming the opponent's mana was 'water molecules,' he aimed to fix those molecules at all costs.
As Sepia-nim's mana swirled and stagnated, Dale sniped that point with his 'blue particles.' It was a basic-level imitation of the 《Blue Dissonance》 that Sepia-nim had shown him earlier.
'It's worth considering merging this with sniping magic.'
As Dale was calmly thinking about the application of this magic,
"......!"
Sepia-nim gasped as if surprised by Dale's appearance.
'It's just like hacking.'
He infiltrated just before the opponent's mana structures, disrupting the structure itself.
"Well done."
The flow of mana Sepia-nim had generated became a muddy torrent and tangled up upon receiving Dale's intervention.
Ta-ang!
However, while Dale's 《Blue Dissonance》 sniped one spell, another surge of mana condensed within the vortex.
'......!'
A Bolt spell was fired, and Dale focused his consciousness again. If he couldn't stop it at the formation level of the magic, he had to seal the next spell being fired itself. Dale focused his consciousness again, just as Sepia-nim had taught him.
What she fired was a basic-level Ice Bolt.
He predicted the path based on the point where the bolt was formed—the direction the arrowhead was pointing—and set a 'trap that breaks mana structures' on the path where the Bolt magic would be fired.
By adding the otherworldly formula—「Dissolution」.
Ta-ang!
Sepia-nim's bolt was fired, and as expected, Dale's Dispel Trap swallowed her bolt. But at the same time, another bolt was fired.
"......!"
Dale gritted his teeth in the face of the hail of bolts that began firing all at once. There were too many to handle one by one.
"You lost your tempo."
In the face of Dale's struggle, Sepia-nim smiled as if she had expected it.
"In sealing an opponent, the most important thing is to gain the upper hand in tempo."
"Just like how Sepia-nim scattered 《Blue Dissonance》?"
"That, too, is a type of act to seize tempo."
Seizing tempo. In a fight between mages, it meant the advantage in speed that allowed one to take the initiative.
"Then what do you think is the foundation of seizing tempo?"
"I'm not sure."
"It is to always maintain a favorable exchange ratio within the interaction with the opponent."
Sepia-nim said.
"I fired Bolt spells rapidly, taking the offensive with low-cost magic."
Low cost. Low-level spells that can be chanted quickly and easily. Dale did not have the capability to render every single one of those null and void.
"For instance, assuming the cost of Dispel magic is 5, the cost of a Bolt is merely 1."
The most basic magic, which could be called the easiest and most popular.
"If this 5:1 exchange happens repeatedly, which side will become favorable?"
It was a question that didn't even need answering.
"The 《Blue Dissonance》 you showed was excellent."
Sepia-nim replied.
"But its value is too great to block a mere Bolt spell."
"Certainly......."
Understanding the value of each individual spell and the advantage of being able to act proactively within the interaction of magic. Furthermore, when she explained the 'method of seizing tempo,' even Dale couldn't hide his awe at that deep realization.
"You must maintain the situation where you can move proactively ahead of your opponent from beginning to end."
Sepia-nim's subsequent explanation was the embodiment of a pure mage. Unlike Dale, who could be called a practitioner of the crooked path, it was the realization of Sepia-nim, who thoroughly walked the righteous path of magic.
"Then, from now on."
Sepia-nim opened her mouth.
"From the lowest-cost nullification magic, to blocking the chants of high-ranking mages."
The way a high-ranking Blue Mage approaches battle was very easy to understand.
"Let's slowly learn it together."
"Yes, Sepia-nim!"
Thoroughly keep the tempo of the battle in your grasp, and never let the enemy take the lead. Block, block, block, block, and block again. Until the opponent's mind breaks and they start spouting profanities like 'Blue XX.'
'In a sense, it's truly vicious.'
However, if utilized properly, it would truly be a natural enemy when facing a mage. At the same time, understanding Blue magic is the same as learning how to face a Blue Mage. For Dale, it was the best learning experience, with nothing to complain about.
"I am already looking forward to the results of your learning."
Sepia-nim said with a smile. As if there were still mountains of things left to learn.
The essence of magic that the Blue Magic Tower had built up. It was not of a nature that young mages of the 3rd or 4th Circle could imitate. Regardless of talent, properly understanding 'nullification magic' required a realization beyond that.
However, he had copied that high-level magic just by watching it and made it his own.
"As expected of my student."
"Because I have the best teacher."
At Sepia-nim's words, Dale smiled as if it were someone else's business. The fact that Dale had reached the 4th Circle realm had special significance.
Just as Dale had not been an ordinary 3rd Circle mage until now, what was needed to advance to the next realm from there would certainly not be an 'ordinary realization.'
A realm that could not be reached without the realization of the magical path, beyond talent or technique.
Even though Dale was a mage who pursued the crooked path, the 4th Circle realization he had obtained as a result was not.
It was the secret art of the Blue Magic Tower that could only be obtained because he had reached the 4th Circle realm. In other words, it meant that even the peerless Dale could not have understood this unknown territory before becoming a 4th Circle mage.
What kind of realm would Dale, who had obtained that very unknown territory, reach along with his new realization? In the face of the phenomenal talent Dale displayed, what stimulated Sepia-nim's heart once again was passion.
Not stopping at the Blue magic that a Black Mage had acquired as a secondary attribute, but out of a desire for this child to truly obtain the essence of Blue magic.
Sepia-nim was no longer a tutor teaching a mere novice. Just as the Black Duke had accepted Dale as 'his rightful successor,' there stood a 'proper successor' inheriting the spirit held by an Elder of the Blue Magic Tower.
* * *
Ka-ang!
Sword clashed with sword. Not as a blade of shadows, but as a swordsman wielding cold steel.
Dale's knight sword was clashing with the man called one of the Seven Swords of the Continent.
He wasn't using Aura, and although he was strengthening his body with acceleration magic like Haste, it was still incomparable to the Seven Swords of the Continent who used Aura.
"Young Master! Why don't you surrender already!"
Every strike he swung was absurdly heavy, yet fast. Speed and weight. To knights who have reached a certain level or higher, speed and weight are not mutually exclusive concepts. However, every time their swords clashed, Dale was steadily projecting his 'philosophy' onto his sword.
The Hero's sword, Peacemaker. That very 'memory of the sword.'
Even if he couldn't directly project the form of the sword, what makes up a sword is not just its appearance. The material of the blade, the magic imbued within it, the history dwelling in that sword body. He was secretly projecting that very sword, tracing and awakening the memories of the sword and the hero.
Right now, through the knight sword held in Dale's hand.
At the same time, Dale's sword blocked the subsequent strike from Sir Helmut.
'......!'
It wasn't technique or parrying. He blocked the Seven Swords' vertical slash—a direct, crushing strike—with his own blade, devoid of even a shred of Aura.
'Now I get it a bit.'
Even if it wasn't a strike swung with full power, its weight could never be dismissed.
"How......!"
Sir Helmut couldn't hide his astonishment and gasped.
"Didn't I tell you, Sir Helmut."
Dale, having created some distance, grinned and adjusted his grip on the hilt.
"──That you shouldn't underestimate me too much just because I'm a 'mage's sword.'"
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* * *
Some time later, Orelia officially became a knight of the 《Grave Guard》.
They were all Aura Masters, each having reached the realm of an Avatar.
While it is not unheard of for great lords to command forces composed of Aura Masters, few are shrouded in such mystery as the Sachsen family's 《Grave Guard》.
Even among the Night Raven knights, they were the supreme force, bound by a vow of silence to protect the Sachsen family from the shadows. They possessed no knightly virtues or nobility. They were blades wielded in the dark, strictly in the 'Sachsen way.'
Each was a knight and assassin who had reached the pinnacle of their craft. They were blades of shadow that did not hesitate to uphold the Sachsen family's notoriety, showing no mercy when necessity demanded it.
Orelia became that very 'Grave Guard,' the first that Dale had claimed for his own.
By forming a unique contract with Dale—and by extension, his grimoire, 'Shub'—she became the Black Holy Maiden who served not the Duke of Sachsen, but strictly within Dale's shadow.
Lady Shadow.
That was Orelia's new name.
She was no longer the holy maiden of a fallen nation, burned at the stake for witchcraft after a religious trial in the frozen lands of Sachsen, reduced to a handful of ashes.
* * *
Dale's training yielded steady results.
He had attained the 4th Circle, and alongside sword training, he received instruction in nullification magic from Sepia. Furthermore, he studied under the continent's greatest black mage: the Black Duke.
Learning has no end. Consequently, Dale's training, honed among the greatest masters, yielded greater achievements with each passing day.
Around that time, an uninvited guest visited the Duke of Sachsen's castle.
It was a high-ranking envoy from the 'Guild City.'
The city was the successor to the Republic of Seven Cities that once existed in the south—a golden empire that controlled the continent's currency as a hub of highly developed finance and commerce.
"I humbly greet His Excellency the Duke of Sachsen, and the 'Black Prince' of the Sachsen family."
The envoy paid his respects to the father and son, not hiding his characteristic business smile.
The fact that he had traveled all the way from the Guild City in the south to the frozen lands of the Sachsen Duchy meant only one thing.
"The reason I have come to visit the Duke of Sachsen's family is none other than...."
"──The Black Market is opening, I presume."
"Hehe, as expected of His Excellency the Duke."
It was no ordinary market. It was the largest Black Market on the continent, the pride of the Guild City.
Black Market.
Its existence was unknown to ordinary people; only a select few who received an 'invitation' from the Guild City could enter.
"The City Master expresses his deep regret for not being able to visit the Sachsen family in person."
"Spare me the pleasantries. State your business."
The Duke of Sachsen added coldly. The envoy smiled, as if he had expected the reaction.
"It would be an unforgivable rudeness to exclude the world-renowned Duke of Sachsen's family when the Black Market is opening."
The man had come to invite the Sachsen family to that very Black Market.
'Has the time already come....'
The cycle of the Black Market's opening was not fixed. The items traded there were of such high value that low-ranking nobles could not even imagine them, and even the greatest nobles had no choice but to endure the financial strain. Therefore, the market only opened when enough goods had been gathered to justify it.
It was a secret place permitted only to the continent's greatest nobles and the wealthy. As the name suggested, the goods handled did not distinguish between objects and living beings. They ranged from rare items adventurers obtained in underground dungeons to wealth and treasures the Guild City acquired through its own unique routes. Noble daughters and sons sold as playthings after their downfall, rare creatures seldom seen—all were commodities.
"Furthermore, in this Black Market...."
The Guild City envoy continued in a meaningful tone.
"There is a 'very special item' prepared that even His Excellency the Duke of Sachsen will covet."
"An item worth me coveting, you say."
The Black Duke on the throne asked heavily.
"Are you prepared to take responsibility for your words?"
"Who would dare utter words they cannot take responsibility for in front of His Excellency the Duke of Sachsen?"
There was no need to speak of the notoriety possessed by the man on the throne. The name of the Black Duke made even the 'Black Prince' feel like a mere child.
"You may look forward to it."
The Guild City envoy took a small jewel from his bosom: a skull ornament cast in gold, imbued with the 'Guild City's' special encryption magic.
An invitation to the Black Market.
"Also, you are aware of the rules of the Black Market, I presume."
The Duke of Sachsen did not answer. The Guild City envoy bowed his head, as if there was no need for an answer.
"Then, we shall take our leave now."
The envoy silently paid his respects and crossed the grand hall of the Sachsen castle.
Perhaps this was what they meant by stirring up trouble on calm ground. On the quiet plains, the wind and waves began to churn.
* * *
The most important rule of the Black Market was that the 'party who received the invitation' could never participate personally.
It carried too many risks for great nobles of such power to gather in one place. Therefore, the noble who received the invitation appointed a 'representative' to enter and exit the market.
Since one could not know in advance what goods would appear... the representative had to be extremely cautious about what their lord needed and what they should buy. This applied even to items that would force the greatest prince of the Empire to endure financial loss. In a sense, that was the true charm of the Black Market.
Therefore, the person who best understood the lord took on the role of representative. In the case of the Sachsen family, there was only one person who could best understand the intentions of the head of the family, the Black Duke.
"Please send me to the Guild City."
The Black Duke's son, Dale of Sachsen, spoke.
"......I expected you to say that."
In the Duke of Sachsen's office, the Black Duke replied as if he were not surprised. The recklessness and ambition his son showed were nothing new.
"How much do you know about the Black Market?"
"It is a place where 'high-priced goods' that cannot be handled publicly are traded."
Dale was now a mage who had reached the 4th Circle. While still insufficient to claim the title of a high-ranking mage, considering the significance of his achievement, he had more than enough skill to protect himself, unless he were dealing with the powerhouses of the Empire.
"The Guild City is a very dangerous place."
"I am mindful of that."
The Guild City. The name was acquired when the former Republic of Seven Cities was subjugated by the Empire. It was a city alliance and an oligarchic republic where seven great guilds ruled seven cities, with various small guilds subservient to them.
The 'City Master' was the representative elected by vote from those seven 'great guilds.'
During the Unification War, the Empire's dirty secrets could not have been carried out without the cooperation of the 'Guild City.' Because of that, the Dale of the past had been a hunting dog handling those jobs, grasping the inner workings of the Guild City in detail.
For instance, the 'Shadow Court,' which even the City Master or the great guilds could not treat lightly.
"It is a lawless zone where gold and violence justify all actions."
That was exactly right. A golden empire where even the act of taking a human life was resolved with a few gold coins. To survive, one had no choice but to acquire wealth greater than one's enemies or possess power stronger than them.
'Gold is Power.'
The guild masters always had that saying on their lips. That was why the importance of the Guild City was so great—even more so now, with the Black Market opening.
"The Guild City possesses everything that our Sachsen family lacks."
Therefore, this was an opportunity that could not be missed.
"It is the center of the financial network and commerce, which even the Empire cannot treat lightly."
From high-level finance to the textile industry, it was responsible for the axis of food, clothing, and shelter.
"In other words, it is like the lungs supporting the entire continent."
The Sachsen family had power, wealth, the Black Magic Tower, and an uncountable army of the undead. But at the same time, it was a barren land with countless threats lurking. It would not be wrong to call them a warlord noble family.
That was why the power held by the Guild City was needed.
Its financial network and commerce extended their veins throughout the entire continent—a card that could choke an opponent's breath more surely than moving soldiers, albeit more peacefully. Sometimes, gold and woolen fabrics became a greater threat than weapons.
"It seems you don't see just the Black Market as your goal."
The Black Duke, having grasped Dale's intentions, spoke.
"Do you have other thoughts?"
"I am always thinking of our Sachsen family."
Dale replied, and the Black Duke smiled low. It was a conversation between father and son, no different from any other time.
* * *
The second iron rule of the Black Market: the representative officially attending the market could not reveal their true identity. Fortunately, twelve-year-old Dale was precocious in many ways.
When the artifact 'Shadow Cloak' was mimicked into a black robe and the hood pulled deep, he was indistinguishable from an ordinary traveler at a glance.
Disguised as a traveler in a black robe, the journey to the Guild City began.
He traveled without the Sachsen family's escort knights, including Sepia. It was not that he lacked insurance. However, considering the activities that would unfold in the Guild City, cumbersome companions were unnecessary.
He was a non-standard mage who had reached the 4th Circle.
'I've finally reached the point where I can use Dispel magic in actual combat.'
Finally free from the hands of his guardians, he could truly work in the shadows for his own purpose.
Officially, the Guild City was ruled by seven great guilds. However, alongside the seven guilds that oversaw legislation and administration, there was another force that practically ruled the city: those who enforced the law of the Guild City. The 'Shadow Court.'
And before that, the Black Market would be held in the Guild City.
What on earth could be the item the Black Duke would covet? It would be a long journey, but it was worth taking. Dale lifted his head and pulled the reins of his horse.
The sunlight poured down, but the shadow cast under the black robe was deep.
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* * *
Wandering the continent alone, without a single companion, is a suicidal act. Even in a world where legendary knights can slaughter dozens or hundreds with a single blade.
Furthermore, the probability that the 'traveler' standing here, right now, is a powerhouse of that caliber is near zero. Rationally speaking, there was no reason for someone of that level to be wandering in such a shabby state in the first place.
The Marcel Mountains block the path to the Guild City in the southern Empire.
That is why the bandit group 'Greenwood,' which had set up camp there, did not hesitate. They drew their weapons to intercept the traveler in the black robe and strip him of his possessions.
It didn't necessarily have to be gold coins.
The Guild City lay beyond the southern Marcel Mountains.
There, living people were commodities traded at a high price. In that sense, the bandits of Greenwood were no different from subcontractors supplying 'products' to the Guild City.
And under the tacit consent of the Great Guilds, their business thrived.
"Heh heh, look at this fearless fellow."
At least, that was the case until that very 'traveler' came looking for them.
"Seeing you step into our territory without fear, are you a guest from outside?"
"Indeed, that's right! How truly unlucky you've become!"
The Greenwood gang cackled, but the traveler remained silent. Under the pouring sunlight, the shadow beneath his hood was impossibly dark.
"......Judging by the looks of it, you seem to be running a human trafficking business here?"
The robed traveler opened his mouth.
It was a young voice, impossible to identify by his appearance.
"......!"
However, his incredibly confident attitude brought a sudden silence to the Greenwood group. Few people could maintain such composure in front of bandits.
"Well, what's the point of talking at length with a mere small fry?"
The traveler, Dale of Sachsen, muttered, as if he didn't care at all.
"Y-you bastard......!"
The air of caution among the Greenwood gang settled. The silence didn't last long.
A bandit in the front, axe in hand, kicked off the ground and rushed forward.
Seogeok!
For a moment, the Greenwood gang couldn't comprehend what had happened.
The arm holding the axe had simply vanished. Blood gushed from the stump, but that wasn't the end. 'Blood-red threads' wrapped around the bandit's body, tracing from the crown of his head, down his lips and neck, and in a straight line from his chest to his groin.
Immediately after, another 'blood-red thread' was drawn; by now, dozens of vessels were binding him.
Hududuk!
The bandit's body began to collapse like hundreds of pieces of cubed radish. Like the opening scene of the movie Cube, he had not a moment to writhe in pain or scream.
"F-from the shadow......."
Seeing their colleague crumbled into cubed pieces, the Greenwood gang muttered.
"A m-monster has appeared......!"
By now, a shadow with substance was forming beside Dale.
It wasn't a monster, but a human silhouette.
Jet-black hair fluttered beneath a black helmet.
Clad in the black armor of a Night Raven Knight, she held a sword that didn't have a single drop of blood on it. She was no ordinary Night Raven Knight. She was the Sachsen family's ultimate combat force, having taken a vow of silence to protect them from the shadows.
She cared nothing for the virtues of a knight, did not hesitate to become an assassin's blade when necessary, and was the strongest force wielded strictly according to the Sachsen family's methods.
《Grave Guard》...... Orelia was there.
Lady Shadow.
A female knight who did not serve the Duke of Sachsen, but was bound in absolute loyalty to Dale's shadow.
That day, Orelia had volunteered to become Dale's shadow of her own will, accepting both her own shadow and Shub's darkness through the 『Book of the Black Goat』.
That was the contract made between the 'Old Mother of Darkness' and the holy maiden Orelia; one could no longer find a trace of the noble holy maiden in her.
"They are those who must be killed. Kill them all."
"As my master wills."
Dale said. Orelia did not hesitate. She kicked off the ground and rushed forward, swinging her sword. Flesh, blood, and bone scattered. Every time she took a life, ecstatic pleasure surged along the tip of her blade.
"Please, please spare me......!"
The screams begging for mercy were so enjoyable she could barely contain herself. Is this what pleasure is?
"Ahhh......."
The bliss of slaughter. It was as if a child who knew no emotion was slowly discovering the world.
Breaking free from the shackles of God, Orelia faced the world with her own desires and will, refusing to turn away from her own darkness and shadows.
How much was her own will, and where did the darkness contaminated by the 『Book of the Black Goat』 begin? It didn't matter anymore.
Until the very end, the prayers of the holy maiden Orelia did not reach the Goddess. The 'Black Prince' drove the holy maiden to ruin, then reached out a hand within that wreckage. That day, Orelia made a deal with the devil.
At the cost of the Empire's ruin.
Amidst the pleas of the bandits begging for mercy, Orelia swung her sword, wielding the black blade of Sachsen wrapped in a jet-black Aura Blade.
* * *
The fortress of Greenwood.
A black Valkyrie slaughtered the bandits. Looking at that avatar, who could ever think of the noble holy maiden of the island of Britannia?
There were no pure white wings of light, nor a single shred of brilliant, noble golden radiance. Every sword swing was filled with undeniable ecstasy.
That day, facing her shadow through the 『Book of the Black Goat』 was entirely her decision. That decision made her who she is now.
The Black Holy Maiden, Lady Shadow.
The hem of the black Valkyrie's cloak rose, wriggling like a living creature—much like Dale's 'Shadow Cloak.' It became jet-black skewers, piercing the bandits from all sides.
Blood scattered.
"A, ahhhh......."
Dale walked toward the leader of Greenwood, who had collapsed in terror.
"P-please speak!"
At Dale's words, the leader of Greenwood knelt and begged.
"Among the 'Great Guilds' of the Guild City, is there anyone who is in contact with you?"
Officially, the Great Guilds claimed to be guilds of finance, textiles, commerce, or law, but at the same time, each one was involved in all sorts of criminal enterprises that could not be publicly disclosed, operating through the network of the Guild City that dominated the entire continent.
In other words, it would not be an exaggeration to say that the Guild City itself was one giant criminal organization.
The scale was incomparable to the thief guild 'Kaleidoscope' that had once attacked Dale.
It was said that even the Black Magic Tower of the past used to be supplied with 'test subjects' by them periodically.
Therefore, apart from entering as a customer of the Black Market, he had to find a way to penetrate the darkness of the Guild City to its very depths.
"I, I know! I certainly do!"
The leader of Greenwood appealed desperately.
"T-there are people who come to pick up the slaves we have captured periodically! I know them!"
"Good. It's a relief that you know."
Dale said. By now, the black Valkyrie had sheathed her sword, leaving the corpses scattered everywhere. The terrified leader wet himself, and Dale added, as if there were nothing to worry about.
"Because that information will be your lifeline."
* * *
A few days later, a person from the Guild City visited the Greenwood fortress to periodically receive 'products'.
"......!"
Before the tragedy unfolding there, he was struck speechless.
A man stood there in a black robe, his cloak hem fluttering ominously in a place where not even a breeze blew. Under the pouring sunlight, the shadow beneath his hood was deep and dark.
Furthermore, the leader of Greenwood was kneeling beside him, trembling.
'W-what happened......?'
At first, he couldn't process the situation. Had a subjugation force from another region come to wipe them out? Then who on earth was the man standing there?
"I truly cannot help but marvel at the 'business diversification' of the Guild City."
The man opened his mouth, lowering his hood. Beneath it, the face of a young child who had not yet shed his youth was revealed.
"It's a good thing you're here."
However, as soon as he saw the 'skull ornament' in the boy's hand, a terror that made his blood run cold constricted his heart. It was an invitation to the Black Market—a level of existence that someone like him, sitting in the lowest seat, wouldn't even dare to dream of.
The fact that a mere twelve-year-old child was holding it meant only one thing: the Empire's greatest genius. No, the monster of the Sachsen family, who boasted a reputation even greater than that.
"Y-Young Master of the Sachsen family......!"
"C-could it be that this bandit group did something rude to the Young Master......!"
The person from the Guild City asked cautiously, and Dale nodded.
"Regarding the rudeness they had to pay for, I have made them pay the appropriate price."
Dale said.
Puk!
At the same time, a jet-black sword rose from the shadow at his feet, striking the kneeling, trembling leader of Greenwood.
The black sword rose from the shadow and disappeared back into it.
"Keuk, keuheuk......!"
His throat was cut, and blood gushed out.
"However, the reason I sought you out here is."
The 'Black Prince' of Sachsen continued, unconcerned.
"Apart from being a customer of the Black Market, as the 'Representative of the Black Magic Tower Master'......."
His voice held not a shred of emotion.
"It is because I have a conversation I wish to have with the Great Guilds of the Guild City."
"W-with the Great Guilds......!"
"Fortunately, there is someone right in front of me who will take me to the Great Guilds."
"......!"
Representative of the Black Magic Tower Master. At Dale's words, the person from the Guild City gasped.
'C-could it be that he came to make a deal to be provided with 'test subjects' for the Black Magic Tower again?'
At the very least, there was no denying that the Black Magic Tower of the past was one of the Guild City's biggest customers. Therefore, the person from the Guild City smiled in fear.
"G-good!"
It was his signature business smile, one that didn't yield in any situation.
"Now that the representative of the Duke of Sachsen family, and furthermore the Black Magic Tower Master, has come......."
He began to calculate quickly.
"The Great Guilds of our Guild City will also, naturally, have to show the appropriate courtesy."
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* * *
Invitations to the Black Market had been scattered across the continent, and one by one, their 'representatives' were converging on the Guild City.
These were the nobles who possessed the greatest power and wealth on the continent.
Among them, the 'Black Duke' of the Saxon Ducal House was no exception, and neither, surely, were the Holy Swordsman or the Blood Duke.
Unable to attend the Black Market themselves, they sent representatives capable of grasping their masters' intentions better than anyone else.
The Empire's greatest genius, the 'Black Prince'—the Black Duke's son—was among them.
When Dale expressed his intent not only to participate in the Black Market but to contact the high-ranking officials of the Great Guilds, the 《Calimala Guild》 willingly arranged a seat for the 'Black Prince'.
'Arte di Calimala'.
One of the Great Guilds that ruled the seven cities of the Guild City, responsible for the textile and clothing industries.
In the past, the Black Magic Tower had not hesitated to use the guild to supply 'test subjects' for their pursuit of truth. In a sense, they were one of the Tower's most powerful clients.
Therefore, when the Black Magic Tower under the Black Duke's regime ceased interaction, the blow to those 'Great Guilds' was not something to be dismissed lightly.
Dale was now heading to the very 'City of Calimala' they ruled, accompanied by the human trafficker from the Great Guild who had greeted him at Greenwood.
'The textile industry and the human trafficking business, huh.'
A truly mismatched combination. Furthermore, their criminal enterprises extended far beyond human trafficking. It was their rule to sell absolutely anything that could be sold.
However, right now, Dale was not seeking them out for the sake of justice.
One of the seven cities of the Guild City, the domain of the Calimala Guild. He stood in a room within the luxurious government office that symbolized the wealth and power of Arte di Calimala.
"To think that the representative of the Black Magic Tower Master himself would visit us first."
The Calimala Guild showed courtesy befitting the Saxon Ducal House. Their 'Guild Master' had come to greet Dale personally.
He was the ruler of this city and one of the seven pinnacles of the Great Guilds.
It was a position never obtained through sword or magic. The velvet coat, stretched to the point of bursting and unable to contain his massive frame, was proof of that.
"It seems you have come in person to participate in the Black Market, Young Master?"
"That is correct."
Dale bowed his head calmly.
"I have long since heard of the Young Master's reputation!"
The Guild Master began to praise the feats of the 'Black Prince'.
The Empire's greatest genius. The heroic tales of leading the Black-White Rotation to a landslide victory, stopping the Demon Migration, and becoming a war hero on the island of Britannia. It was a tiresome story, one he had heard until his ears were calloused and bleeding.
However, stories have power.
The notoriety Dale possessed as the 'Black Prince'. The weight of that name. As the Black Duke said, fear is an asset that cannot be traded for anything else.
"I hear there is an interesting product that even the Duke himself covets."
At Dale's words, the Guild Master smiled meaningfully.
"I dare say we will live up to the expectations of the Duke of Saxony."
"And if, by any chance, you betray the expectations of the Black Duke..."
Dale asked, feigning a threatening tone.
"The Guild City will have to take responsibility for its own words as well."
"......"
Dale spoke, using the notoriety of the Saxon House and the Black Magic Tower as his shield.
"Our Guild City considers trust to be more important than anything else."
However, the Guild Master was unfazed. It wasn't a lie.
Aside from their criminal enterprises or their miserly nature... their financial network, rooted across the entire continent including bills of exchange, could not exist without absolute trust.
The trust of gold is absolute, and at least in that regard, the Guild City were 'people who could be trusted'.
"Since you say it like that, I am truly looking forward to it."
"There is still quite some time left until the black market opens."
Dale smiled calmly, and the Guild Master continued.
"It wouldn't be a bad idea to take your time and look around the city."
The Empire of Gold, where everything is justified by gold coins. Just as the Guild Master said, there were truly many 'sights to see' here.
Like the Fight Club. An underground arena where participants stake their lives.
"It goes without saying that I am looking forward to it."
Dale smiled.
"However, there is another reason why I sought out the Master of the 'Great Guild'."
With that, Dale shifted the topic. He was not here as a mere participant in the Black Market, but to carry out his own objective.
"The Duke of Saxony is showing quite a bit of interest in the Guild City's business."
"......"
Dale spoke. It was not difficult to grasp the meaning.
"Are you talking about an investment?"
The Guild Master asked with a smile.
"Investing in our Guild City is always a truly excellent decision."
"Ah, it is not an ordinary investment."
Dale smiled, then continued.
"After the Black Market opens... a seat will be held to decide the next 'City Master'."
City Master.
The pinnacle position that reigns above the seven Guild Masters and oversees the entire Guild City.
At those words, the Calimala Guild Master's expression froze. Deciding the City Master was a top-secret matter even within the Guild City, and the fact that it was closely intertwined with the 'Black Market' was no exception.
'How did the Saxon Ducal House get that information...'
However, the Guild Master did not show it, and Dale continued.
"The trust of the Guild City is unparalleled, and beyond doubt."
"The Young Master is correct."
"But is the trust between the seven Great Guilds the same?"
"......!"
Dale spoke of the seven Great Guilds still fighting over the position in the Guild City, and their secret struggles.
"As I said, our Saxon Ducal House is willing to risk a significant investment."
A significant investment from the Saxon Ducal House. The Guild Master gasped, grasping the weight of those words.
"To one of the seven Guild Masters who will become the next 'City Master', that is."
"Don't tell me...!"
"And looking at you, the Master of the Calimala Guild, you seem very interested."
On the surface, the 'Guild City' is a symbol of trust that will never crumble.
"Having ambition is a good thing."
But in reality, it is nothing more than a jungle where seven organizations compete fiercely over each other's rice bowls.
"There will be things to give, and things to receive."
Dale said, with the confidence that he could seat the man in front of him in the 'City Master's' chair.
"Then please, I hope you take your time and think carefully."
Leaving those meaningful words behind, Dale rose to his feet.
"W-what."
It was then.
"What do you desire in return?"
The Guild Master opened his mouth cautiously.
If Dale, with the power of the Saxon Ducal House at his back, were to hand him the position of 'City Master', what would he and the Saxon Ducal House desire in return?
"I want the Ledger."
"......!"
"The ledger that you will obtain once you become the 'City Master' of the Guild City."
The City Master's ledger.
The record of income and expenditure. The flow of wealth possessed by the Guild City, and by extension, all seven Great Guilds. Though it might sound like nothing at first glance, to those who understood, the meaning was profound.
For the Guild City, trust is life itself, and the ledger is nothing less than the heart of that trust. In other words, handing it over would be the same as handing over the very heart of the Guild City.
At the very least, the Guild Master understood that meaning. His scales were moving busily in his head.
"If we join forces, the Saxon House will set its mind at ease and make an even greater investment."
Dale said.
"Along with the 'Black Armor Company' that I lead, the Saxon military forces will stand with the Guild City."
The black bear crouching in the North. The power held by the name of the Saxon Ducal House, the continent's greatest vassal, was beyond imagination. Dale was utilizing that backing without reservation.
"I officially wish for the Saxon Ducal House and the Guild City to ride on the same boat."
"......"
"Then, while the Guild Master makes his decision."
Dale continued.
"I should go and look around the city for a while."
A firm alliance with the Guild City. There was only one reason he made that proposal to a mere Guild Master rather than the current 'City Master'.
Because it would be meaningless unless he tied the threads himself and placed them on the throne.
* * *
At that time.
"T-the next City Master, did you say?"
'Arte della Lana'.
One of the seven Great Guilds of the Guild City, representing the wool merchants. Right there, in the 'City of the Lana Guild', the Guild Master gasped.
In front of him was a blonde boy. The representative of the Blood Duke, 'Marquis Yuris', who had received an invitation to the Black Market.
Ray Yuris.
His goal was by no means just to participate in the Black Market.
"Our Empire, His Majesty the Emperor, and furthermore, my father..."
Ray Yuris said.
"In deciding the next 'City Master'."
With the Empire and the Red Magic Tower as his backing.
"I have no doubt that the Master of the Lana Guild is the most suitable person for the job."
That was a proposition even the mighty Guild City could not easily brush aside. People are creatures who like to prostrate themselves before those stronger than themselves.
Power. The ideology pursued by the Blood Duke and the Red Magic Tower.
Those with power take the world. Gold, wisdom, knowledge, and even all the secrets piled up by the wizards of the other magic towers are nothing but byproducts that can be taken by force.
"This is not a request or a plea."
That was why Ray Yuris spoke.
"It is a decision, through and through."
It was a cold voice, devoid of even a shred of emotion.
* * *
The Guild City was a place of plenty. At least in terms of debauchery, it was unparalleled.
Excluding the 'Street of the Great Guilds', it was a city of pleasure where red-light districts and gambling dens lined every street. However, none of them piqued Dale's interest.
Nevertheless, Dale crossed the city with a definite destination in mind.
Thinking of the fierce battle that would unfold in this city, there was a mountain of things that needed to be taken care of.
Dale was heading toward the very lowest level of that mountain: the back alleys of the Calimala city.
'Was it around here?'
Glancing over, he saw a unique 'code' engraved in the corner of the stone wall in the back alley.
'I found it.'
Seeing that code, Dale did not hesitate.
How many years had passed? Since the Thief Guild 'Kaleidoscope' ambushed Dale and Charlotte that day.
A truly capable criminal guild would not be foolish enough to ambush the Empire's greatest vassal. Especially not the 'Saxon Ducal House'.
Just as the rice plant bows its head as it ripens, the strong are no different. That was why the Holy Swordsman would have refused the request, even for a thousand pieces of gold.
'Kaleidoscope' was not like that. That was why, at the time, the Holy Swordsman's request had circulated until it reached them.
A mere ragtag guild with a few skilled individuals. People who could not grasp the gravity of the situation, blinded by the gold coins presented.
And now, it was time to make them pay the price for that stupidity.
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* * *
Three knocks, then two, and after a pause, three more. It was the signal that someone had come looking for the hideout of the thief guild, 'Kaleidoscope'.
They had likely come to request a job.
A skilled criminal guild required high-priced commissions to match their prowess, and for those who lacked the ability to pay such fees, there existed small-fry guilds like them.
With that in mind, the low-ranking thief Baker went out to greet the client. Outside stood a man in a black robe.
"What brings you here?"
"I have come to request a job."
Though his face was hidden by his hood, his voice sounded somewhat youthful.
"Ah, you've come to the right place!"
The low-ranking thief Baker continued with a smile.
"Our 'Kaleidoscope' is like a fairy that grants the client's wishes!"
"......Can you kill someone?"
"Of course we can!"
Baker raised his voice.
"From stealing what you desire to killing someone you wish dead, or even strangling them to extract the information you crave!"
Provided it was within their capacity to handle and the client could pay the appropriate price. As Baker finished his friendly explanation, the man in the robe nodded.
"There isn't a single person who can escape once they've been written on our guild's death list."
"That is truly reassuring."
After nodding, the man opened his mouth.
"Every single member of Kaleidoscope."
In the stagnant air, his black robe fluttered.
"That is the 'death list' I desire."
"......?"
"Because I have a debt to collect from you all."
Dale spat the words out, devoid of emotion. And before the low-ranking thief Baker could even begin to comprehend them.......
Puk!
Something struck his Adam's apple.
"Kugh, kugh-kuh!"
It was a slender, pitch-black blade of shadow, gleaming with a chilling edge. The shadow didn't stop there. After tearing through his throat, it writhed, burrowing into his insides like a living creature.
A Shadow Parasite.
"Kie, kieeeeek!"
A scream that sounded like nothing of this world echoed out.
* * *
Inside the thief guild's hideout, where several thieves were drinking along the counter, the man in the robe revealed himself.
"Wh-who the hell is that? How did he get in here......"
Clients were never allowed this far inside. Seeing the blood staining the man's robe, the thief's instincts screamed.
"Enemy attack! It's an enemy attack!"
The thieves lived up to their name; a barrage of hidden weapons was unleashed instantly. The speed was absurd.
Ka-ang!
However, not a single one touched him. The black robe fluttered, forming a shield of pitch-black darkness that deflected every projectile—not as a blade, but as a solid barrier.
Dale hadn't just grown upon reaching the 4th Circle; his artifact, the Shadow Cloak, had evolved as well.
"This place is my domain."
Dale muttered coldly, and a lake of darkness surged, threatening to submerge the entire hideout.
"Bl-Black magic!"
Standing on the shadows, the members of Kaleidoscope gasped.
"Kill him! Close the distance immediately and kill the mage!"
Several mid-ranking thieves rushed across the lake of darkness. Then, 'those things' lurking within broke their silence.
《Shadow Lurker》.
Puk!
As the thieves pushed off the ground, thorn-like tentacles erupted, aiming for their feet. The thorns drove upward from their groins, piercing through to their brains and skulls—a gruesome impalement.
The thieves' bodies were frozen in mid-air.
"Kugh, kugh-kuh......! Keuh!"
The 'Shadow Lurkers' were not singular. With the 4th Circle's growth, they had been reborn into larger 'adult forms'.
A hell of thorns.
The lurkers spewed thorn tentacles from the lake of darkness engulfing the hideout.
"S-s-save me!"
"Aaaaaaah!"
The Shadow Lurkers slaughtered everything. Nothing was spared. Lumps of flesh were torn to shreds; severed limbs, heads, and intestines lay scattered in a chaotic mess.
Amidst the bloodbath, which resembled a scene from a gruesome horror play, Dale turned his head.
"Hi, hiiiiik......!"
He looked toward the last remaining high-ranking thief, the 'Guild Master'.
"Wh-why on earth are you doing this to us!"
Dale walked forward calmly. The guild master sobbed like a child, his fighting spirit shattered.
The power gap was insurmountable. He couldn't even dare to look up at such a being.
Within the lake of darkness, he could only tremble, not even understanding why, and beg for his life.
"A few years ago, the thieves of your guild visited the frozen lands of Saxony."
".......!"
Dale spoke. It was a commission Kaleidoscope could never forget; the moment he heard those words, the Guild Master understood.
"D-don't tell me, the House of Saxony......"
Dale tilted his head.
"Did the name of Saxony feel that laughable to you?"
The infamy of the Duke of Saxony's house.
"Was the name of my house so laughable that it justified a thousand gold coins?"
Blinded by the wealth offered by a Holy Swordsman, they had accepted the commission. Now, they were paying the price.
"Ha, haha......."
The master of the thief guild 'Kaleidoscope' trembled and let out a hollow laugh.
That was it. The opponent was the House of the Duke of Saxony—the clan of darkness that ruled the frozen north, the leaders of those very monsters.
"You should have considered the implications more carefully."
"You goddamn monster bastard......"
The guild master of Kaleidoscope spat out an insult in resignation.
"Shadow Bullet."
Dale muttered briefly. Shadow bullets poured endlessly from seven black gun barrels.
「Black Barrel」, 「Gatling-style」.
No further cumbersome incantations were necessary to project the imagery of another world.
* * *
Some time later.
News of the carnage at the Kaleidoscope hideout spread. People could not keep silent about the hellish scene.
Amidst the carnage, a single piece of black fabric remained.
Embroidered with the emblem of the Duke of Saxony's house...... the Night Raven.
* * *
The City Hall of Arte di Calimala.
When Dale appeared in the government building, the master of the Calimala guild welcomed him with the maximum security force he could muster.
Having heard of the tragedy at the thief guild, he was well aware of the meaning behind the black fabric left at the scene.
Night Raven. The emblem symbolizing the House of the Duke of Saxony.
"There is no need to be so guarded."
Dale smiled, signaling there was nothing to worry about.
"Because they had a debt that needed to be settled long ago."
"A-a debt that needed to be settled."
The master of the Calimala guild asked back cautiously.
"As I said, I believe I gave you enough time to contemplate my proposal."
"However, might it be uncomfortable for an outsider to hear this?"
"......."
The guild master flickered with agitation, but he knew his position was far more valuable than that of a mere thief guild master.
"Everyone, withdraw."
After a moment's thought, the guild master ordered. The guards bowed in unison and vacated the room.
That day, Dale made his proposal as the representative of the House of Saxony.
He would help him become the City Master in the name of Saxony; in return, he would be allowed to view the City Master's 'Ledger'. He had already calculated the profit and loss countless times.
The master of the Calimala guild made his decision.
"Before I accept the proposal, there is something I want to ask."
"Please, speak."
"That ledger...... at the very least, the House of Saxony and you, Young Master, must be aware of its significance."
The City Master's ledger.
It tracked the flow of legal and illegal business funds across the continent. It listed every noble in debt to the Guild City. It detailed how many swords were sold, where they were destined, and who had taken on debt to acquire them.
With a single glance at the ledger, predicting the outbreak of war would be trivial.
The true power of the Guild City stemmed from that information, and Dale was demanding its very heart.
"Because there is no such thing as a free lunch in this world."
Dale replied as if it were someone else's business.
"What on earth is the goal of the House of Saxony?"
At that question, Dale remained silent for a moment.
"To make the black great once again."
"That is the only thing I desire."
Silence followed once again. But it was not a silence of conflict or hesitation.
"I will accept the proposal of the House of Saxony."
The master of the Calimala guild reached his resolve.
"You will not regret it."
Dale bowed politely with a smile. In the Guild City, Dale's journey had only just crossed the first ridge.
* * *
To become City Master, one must obtain the consent of four of the seven guild masters. Since one cannot vote for oneself, a guild master must 'compulsorily' cast a vote for one of the others.
The fact that the City Master's election was intertwined with the 'Black Market' meant.......
It was a place where representatives of great nobles gathered to exert influence, ensuring a guild master who suited their tastes became the 'next City Master'—an invisible battle.
'I'm probably not the only one.'
However, there wouldn't be many opponents who could dare to rival the name of the House of Saxony.
The great lords of the Empire could be counted on one hand. Among them, the one to be most wary of was the Empire itself.
The Empire, the Emperor, and their 'representatives' were likely making contact, using the Red Magic Tower as their backing.
That was not a concern for now. Leaving the 'City of Calimala', Dale headed toward the 'City of Lana'.
'Arte della Lana'.
One of the seven great guilds and one of the seven cities of the Guild City. He was heading toward the symbol of the underworld that existed there.
Fight Club. An underground arena where one stakes their life.
There was only one reason the noble Young Master planned to step into that place.
Just as he had flaunted his infamy to the Calimala guild through 'Kaleidoscope', demonstrating his representative's power was indispensable to deciding the next City Master.
In that regard, there would be no place more suitable than an underground arena with no rules.
Dale wasn't the only one thinking that way; the matches at the Fight Club wouldn't be limited to small-fry.
It was a place where representatives of great nobles gathered after receiving invitations to the Black Market—a testing ground where the capabilities of the 4th Circle could be displayed without reservation. Defeating them would be the surest way to prove the name of the Duke of Saxony.
By defeating the representatives of the Empire and the Emperor...... and the Red Magic Tower.
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* * *
The Guild City of Lana.
The Fight Club, buried deep beneath the city, was enjoying an unprecedented boom.
Rumors are like horses without legs; they inevitably gallop away no matter how one tries to hide them. Word spread that representatives of the Great Nobles, here for the 'Black Market,' were gathering in the Guild City one by one, and a battle of strength was being held to settle the hierarchy before the market opened.
There was no better venue than an underground arena where no rules applied.
Those in the Guild City who knew of this flocked to witness a rare spectacle.
It was an arena for the strong, where mere mercenaries or third-rate thieves dared not step foot—a place for everyone from Great Noble representatives to the ambitious souls seeking to prove their worth against them.
The back alleys of the City of Lana.
On the surface, it looked like a shabby slum, but a massive void had been dug out beneath it.
Originally an underground tunnel from the Unification War, it had undergone several expansions and renovations, reborn as the 'Underground Coliseum'—a symbol of the Lana Guild's darkness.
Dale, too, was in that very darkness.
"I am here to register for the Fight Club."
"......!"
At Dale's words, the receptionist gasped. The attention of the surrounding mercenaries and thieves sharpened.
"Young master, do you even know what that implies in this day and age?"
Despite his rough appearance, the man asked cautiously, as if genuinely worried for Dale.
"I am well aware of that point."
Dale nodded with a smile.
"Th-then, by any chance......."
Seeing his composure—devoid of even a shred of hesitation—the receptionist had a gut feeling. As a man of the underworld, his intuition screamed that this was one of the powerhouses they had been dying to see.
"V-very well. Please sign the registration here. Also, the fee is......."
The underground arena offered several categories.
Among them, Dale aimed for the 'Winner's Match,' where he could test his skills against the Black Market's powerhouses.
In a sense, this was the true game of the Fight Club, and.......
"Before I properly engage in the matches, I'd like to warm up a little."
"Understood."
Furthermore, there was the 'Consecutive Victory Match' (Yeonseung-jeon), where the loser left the ring and the winner remained to face the next challenger.
It would serve as light amusement before the real fight.
Above all, there was no better place than the Fight Club to pad his pockets. Aside from the Saxon House funds, he couldn't miss the opportunity to line his purse.
With that thought, Dale crossed the underground void.
Separated from the spectator area, he took the path reserved for participants, posing as a gladiator ready to risk his life in the arena's bloody battles.
* * *
Dale's turn came faster than expected.
The participants waiting before him had largely given up and fled.
'What is this?'
Dale glanced at the arena from the waiting room, puzzled. He held his breath. Blood, entrails, and chunks of human flesh were scattered messily—it looked more like a slaughterhouse than an arena.
This was the reality of an underground arena, where taking an opponent's life was done without hesitation.
Amidst the bloodbath, the winner raised his arms in an exaggerated gesture. He was a knight clad in heavy black armor.
'Black armor?'
Deafening cheers tore through the air.
The ecstasy of blood, a festival of madness. In the Golden Empire, even human death was reduced to entertainment. This was the true face of the Guild City.
"Waaaaah!"
"Butcher! Butcher!"
It was a man who went by the name 'Butcher'.
He held a greatsword similar to those of the Saxon House. The Aura flowing through his body was by no means that of a third-rate knight; it possessed the clarity of one who had received formal training and performed ascetic practices.
Moreover, it was very familiar.
"Who will be the one to block the Butcher's undefeated streak!"
"Already 9 wins! With this, the milestone of 10 wins is just around the corner!"
"Ah, this is a pity. Everyone is busy running away after seeing that sight!"
"The Butcher's ceremony is always famous for being extreme!"
"Looking at it, it doesn't seem impossible to get 10 wins by default!"
From afar, the voices of the commentators, amplified by magic, rang out.
"Y-you want me to face a monster like that? Tell them not to joke around!"
The last contestant waiting before Dale fled. A thousand gold coins were useless in the face of death.
"Oh, my! Another loser has tucked his tail and run away!"
"Booooo!"
"With this, there is only one contestant left! Does he have the guts to challenge the Butcher?"
"Well, looking at that suspicious robe, he might not be an ordinary expert!"
Finally, Dale's turn arrived. He stepped toward the arena without a shred of hesitation.
In the Fight Club, they cared little for 'methods' of victory.
Except for two restrictions: mages could not use their 'World of Thought,' and knights could not use their 'Avatar'.
The former would ruin the 'spectacle,' and the latter would cause uncontainable damage. If experts of that level clashed with their full might, the spectators' lives could not be guaranteed.
This was exactly why Dale was confident of victory.
Surely, among the Great Noble representatives, there were knights who had reached the level of an Avatar. Even Dale couldn't guarantee a 100% victory against an Avatar user yet.
However, it was a different story under the restrictions.
Even if the opponent were an 'Aura Master' knight, Dale was confident he wouldn't lose.
With the Hero's sword and the 4th Circle, it went without saying that he would defeat the Butcher, who hadn't even reached the level of an Avatar.
The eldest son of the Duke walked into the arena where lives were staked.
If his mother, Elise, knew, she would be on the verge of fainting. Dale smiled bitterly at the thought.
"Ho-oh."
Right in front of Dale, the Butcher adjusted his greatsword.
'As expected.'
Dale's prediction was not wrong.
The black armor, which had been painted over to hide its 'affiliation,' was one thing, but the shape of that greatsword... despite various modifications, he could not fail to recognize its foundation.
It was the greatsword bestowed upon the Raven Knights of the Saxon House, specifically those who were Aura Knights or higher.
A Zweihänder.
"Why is a Raven Knight, who should be loyal to the Saxon House, in a place like this?"
"......!"
Dale's question hit home. For a moment, agitation clouded the Butcher's expression.
"D-don't tell me......."
Along with his agitation, black Aura swirled along his greatsword—the jet-black Aura Blade, symbol of the Saxon House's Raven Knights.
"Waaaaah!"
As soon as they saw that Aura, cheers poured out from the audience.
"Now, the Butcher has finally drawn his Aura Blade!"
"The man in the robe...... uh, what should we call him?"
"Well, shouldn't we worry about whether the match will end before we even call his name?"
"Kill him! Kill him! Kill him!"
"Please win! I bet all my fortune on your 10th win!"
Cries filled with madness rang out from all over.
"......I hope the river water is warm."
Dale replied, and the Butcher charged. The black sword swung down. In a place without even a breeze, Dale drew the knight's sword hanging at his waist—a lightning-fast draw that seemed impossible for a mage.
Ka-ang!
The sword wrapped in an Aura Blade was blocked instantly.
"Oh, no, what on earth just happened!"
"The man in the robe blocked the Butcher's Aura Blade with a mere steel sword!"
"I can't believe my eyes!"
When an ordinary steel sword clashes with an Aura Blade, fatal damage is unavoidable. Nevertheless, facing the Butcher's black sword, Dale's blade emitted a sharp, blue chill.
There wasn't even a scratch on the sword body.
The thought projected onto Dale's knight sword was something more than mere Aura.
—The result of an absurd idea: a mage projecting his thoughts onto his own weaponry.
The Hero's sword his past self had possessed: Peacemaker.
He linked his past self and his current self, using the projection of his old, beloved sword as a medium.
Dale possessed more than just the martial prowess of a hero. Four circles began to rotate in rhythm with his heart. Black-blue magic swirled like a vortex, and the Shadow Cloak began to surge.
The Butcher retreated, widening the distance. Seeing this, Dale spoke.
"I will ask again, knight who has forsaken the covenant."
"D-don't tell me you are......."
"Why did you forsake the covenant of Saxony?"
It was unclear why he had left the Saxon House.
He could be a runaway, or he could have abandoned the Saxon sword of his own volition. Leaving one's lord was a knight's freedom, after all.
However, it was a different matter for someone who did not serve Saxony to wield its black sword.
Dale finally took off his hood and opened his mouth.
"Why is someone who has discarded the name of Saxony holding the black sword of 'our family'?"
The Shadow Cloak fluttered at his feet. A genius mage who had reached the 4th Circle at the age of twelve.
The greatest talent in the Empire; there was only one moniker for such fame.
"Th-the Black Prince......."
As the Butcher muttered, the commotion in the arena ceased for a moment. The silence did not last.
"The Black Prince!"
"It's the Black Prince of the Saxon House!"
"The Black Prince has appeared at the Fight Club!"
Before long, cheers filled with madness rang out.
"Is what I'm seeing right now real?!"
"The greatest genius in the Empire, the eldest son of the Saxon House himself, has appeared in the arena!"
The commentators' voices, amplified by magic, boomed. By now, no one was shouting the Butcher's name.
"Y-you brat of Saxony......."
Holding the black sword of Saxony, the Butcher spat out, his voice filled with killing intent.
"You hypocrite who looks down on us from the sky, what do you know to dare spout such words!"
At the Butcher's words, Dale sneered coldly.
"At the very least, I know the fact that your sword will never reach the sky."
As if he were truly an existence above the sky, jet-black blades generated from the Shadow Cloak and began to orbit Dale like satellites.
At the same time, Dale adjusted his grip on the hilt of his main sword, Peacemaker.
The Butcher charged, and Dale met him. He fought without Aura, against a knight wielding it with all his might.
The two swords clashed. Immediately after, the six shadow blades orbiting Dale struck.
A festival of blood where even human death is reduced to entertainment.
In the midst of that festival of madness, he would prove the notoriety and cruelty of the 'Black Prince,' who showed not a shred of mercy.
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* * *
"What could a greenhorn like you possibly understand about the darkness of Saxony!"
He was a Night Raven Knight who had reached the realm of an Aura Knight. However, he was neither 'Dale's knight' nor a 'Saxon knight.' There was no reason to show mercy.
Before long, this arena would be reborn as the 'Black Prince's slaughterhouse,' and the butcher before him would be the very first sacrifice.
Clang!
Dale parried the butcher's black sword with Peacemaker, and the blades of his Shadow Cloak surged forward in a syncopated rhythm. Faced with the descending darkness, the butcher hurriedly recoiled.
The knight had voluntarily created distance from a mage.
By then, Dale had already applied the formula for 'fine-splitting' to his shadow blades, refining each broken fragment into the shape of a bullet. He had transformed blades into projectiles that could be fired on the spot.
With speed and accuracy incomparable to his 3rd Circle days.
'Was it this easy?'
Surprised by his own efficiency, Dale extended his arm. The shadow bullets rained down.
Without a chant, a baptism of black bullets poured out like a heavy machine gun.
Shadow Bullets hammered the knight who had foolishly allowed the distance; the conclusion was inevitable.
Though he had reinforced his armor with aura, a miserable scream rang out, offering no resistance to the onslaught.
Countless shadows of malice rained down upon the black armor.
"Guh, guheok!"
"I will ask again. Why did you forsake the covenant?"
The butcher screamed, and Dale cast a sound-dampening barrier to ensure no noise leaked into the surrounding area.
"Are you planning to confess something about the darkness of Saxony that I am unaware of?"
"M-my younger brother... he fought for the Saxon House and died honorably!"
The butcher, who had fallen to his knees, raised his voice in terror.
"A-and that brother was wielding his sword according to the Saxon covenant until just recently!"
"......."
Death Order. It was distinct from Death Knights, who were merely temporarily resurrected and utilized.
An immortal army built up since the time of the Saxon progenitor, the Immortal Duke Frederick, maintained without a continuous supply of mana.
"Unable to find rest even in death."
The darkness of Saxony dwelling within the covenant of the Night Raven Knights.
"Seeing my younger brother bound by the curse of immortality, tied to the chains of Saxony for his entire life..."
The butcher stammered in fear.
"I-I was so terrified!"
He, too, was aware. The oath of the Night Raven Knights. The meaning of their vow to serve the Saxon House in life and in death, and the significance of the black aura they possessed.
Even so, knowing that fact and being prepared for it were entirely different matters.
"So you broke the covenant yourself and ran away?"
"T-to the people of the Saxon House, we are nothing more than mere... materials for Death Knights!"
"So what?"
Hearing those words, Dale tilted his head.
"A knight who has reached the realm of an Aura Knight turned his back simply because he was afraid of that?"
As if he truly could not understand.
"And yet, while turning your back in such fear of Saxony, you couldn't even discard our armor and black sword?"
"Pl-please..."
The butcher knelt and begged.
"G-give me another chance!"
A knight at the realm of an Aura Knight was not a force easily replaced.
"A chance, you say."
Therefore.
"I was foolish! I am now prepared to accept the resolve of Saxony!"
"Do you swear to serve in life and in death?"
"I-I will swear it!"
The butcher nodded desperately.
"I accept your will."
Tapping his head and shoulders lightly with his sword, he imitated the knight's oath in a simplified form.
"By my will, I shall accept you once again as a Night Raven Knight of the Saxon House."
"Th-thank you! I swear my lifelong loyalty! I swear it!"
Hope finally flickered on the butcher's face. Moving his desperately staggering body, he plunged his sword vertically into the ground.
"Rise."
Immediately after, Dale spoke. "Rise." Following his command, it raised its body.
From within the shadow cloak emerged the 《Shadow Lurker》, reborn into its adult form.
It did not lurk in the shadows, but revealed the majesty of a predator to the outside world.
To what creature could that form be compared?
A monster; it could only be described as such.
It had a snake-like body several meters long, with eight limbs attached like a centipede, each ending in large, sharp scythe-blades. Countless thorn-tentacles writhed along its back.
It possessed no flesh or carapace; it was merely a creation of shadows.
"H-hiik...!"
Overwhelmed by the very sight of that 'Shadow Lurker,' the butcher gasped.
"Th-that's not what we agreed on!"
"No, the promise will be fulfilled."
The butcher asked back in terror, and Dale coldly dismissed his protest.
"You said you would serve in life or in death."
"......!"
"Come to think of it, I realized there is no real need for you to be alive."
Dale said, and despair settled on the butcher's face.
「Kieeeeeek!」
With the Shadow Lurker's scream, its scythe-limbs swung. It did not use the thorn-tentacles on its back, which were meant for lurking.
The eight scythes swung, cleaving the butcher's body into eight pieces. The Shadow Lurker continued to shred the remains.
The carnage the butcher had displayed moments ago felt like a child's game in comparison.
'If I use a large number of Lurkers in a large-scale battle, how far could I turn the tide of war?'
Now that he had reached the 4th Circle, this was no delusion. Disengaging the sound-dampening barrier, Dale turned his back.
Just as his father, the Black Duke, had done, he displayed the reality of that cruelty and terror as the 'Black Prince' of Saxony.
Silence descended. Even the commentators and spectators watching Dale's performance were left speechless, merely gasping for air.
However, this place was a festival of blood and madness.
"Waaaaaaah!"
"Did you see that! That is the cruelty of the 'Black Prince'!"
"It's overwhelming! I'm speechless!"
"The rumors were all true!"
"The continent's greatest genius!"
"Boo, you butcher scum!"
It did not take long for them to grow enthusiastic at the sight of the blood Dale had spilled.
"Rise."
Immediately after, Dale muttered once more. Following his command, the 'butcher,' clad in black armor, rose.
"Th-the dead man has risen!"
"Is that the black magic of the Saxon House!"
"A Death Knight, it's a Death Knight!"
A Death Knight wielding the black sword of the Saxon House. He had obtained an immediate combat force through necromancy in Guild City. It was a harvest beyond his expectations. As he led the knight away, Dale spoke toward the waiting room.
"Next."
* * *
As a result, Dale did not end up facing his next opponent.
"You want me to fight that monster bastard? Tell them to go eat shit!"
"I-I don't want to die!"
"It's impossible! Surrender, I surrender!"
After securing the reward for 10 wins through 9 consecutive walkovers, Dale left the Fight Club just like that.
In any case, the real battle hadn't even started yet, and that battle would begin when the Black Market opened.
There were seven Guild Masters, and among them, there was only one who would become the City Master. And if the master of the Kalimala Guild ascended to that position, the City Master's 'Ledger' would become Dale's.
Just then.
In the very corridor leading out of the underground colosseum, a familiar figure appeared.
It was Ray Yuris, the adopted son of Marquis Yuris.
"I enjoyed watching your performance at the Fight Club."
"......."
"The way you showed not a shred of mercy to those who forsake the black!"
Ray laughed, raising both arms exaggeratedly.
"I look forward to the day I face you, Prince, in the upcoming winner's bracket!"
He let his black and red mana ripple, as if to show it off. Black and red.
"......!"
"That day, the exchange of black and red gave us all much to learn."
Ray smiled quietly.
"My father said."
"What did he say?"
"That the time has finally come to end the 'silent training.'"
Before the meaning of those words could be fathomed, black and blue mana swirled beneath Dale's feet. The 'Death Knight' escorting Dale gripped his black sword tighter. Immediately, Ray raised both arms, signaling he had no intention of fighting.
"Prince Dale, you must also be aiming for the City Master's 'Ledger.'"
"This is my first time hearing of such a thing."
Dale muttered, and Ray replied.
"A storm of blood will rage."
That was the end of the conversation.
* * *
A few days later.
An assassination attempt targeting the master of the 'Kalimala Guild' ended in failure.
While the Guild Master was inspecting the streets, several robed corpses rushed forward. As they approached, an explosion occurred.
A terrorist bombing.
There were many casualties from the explosion, but fortunately, the Guild Master survived.
A landscape turned to ash. Evidence of black magic that left no room for doubt. There was only one 'suspect' they pointed to.
* * *
The attempted assassination in the city of the Kalimala Guild. A terrorist bombing using corpses.
The story spread to the 'city of the Lana Guild' almost simultaneously.
With the bombing and assassination attempt defined as the work of black magic, it went without saying where the blame would fall.
'To think they would stab me in the back this quickly.'
As soon as he heard the news, Dale rose. He recalled Ray Yuris's words: the silence had finally ended.
'The Shadow Court will move.'
The Shadow Court. Along with the seven great guilds, another power that effectively ruled the city. The judicial enforcers of Guild City.
As long as Dale was suspected as the culprit of the attempted assassination, escaping their web would be impossible.
However, just as a crisis is an opportunity, Dale had no intention of being taken down easily.
In the back alley where darkness had descended, he took off his hood.
With the Holy Maiden Orelia hiding in the shadows, and the Death Knight he had obtained at the Fight Club by his side.
"I have been waiting."
Dale spoke to the empty air.
"I intend to prove my innocence at the Shadow Court."
As if responding to his voice, the wind stirred. Before he knew it, men were there.
Like medieval plague doctors, they were figures hidden by black coats and bird-beak masks.
"Please give me the opportunity to prove my innocence."
Dale said.
"Follow us, defendant."
The man in the bird-beak mask opened his mouth. Even knowing that the person before them was the 'Black Prince' of the Saxon House, not a shred of agitation could be felt in their voices or dignity.
"Proving your innocence depends solely on the Goddess of Shadows."
The Shadow Court.
The judicial enforcers of Guild City, the continent's greatest assassin organization, and...
Unlike the church's interpretation of the sister goddesses as a 'monotheistic religion of the two-in-one of mercy and compassion,' it was the successor to the 'Shadow Church,' a heretical sect that viewed them as the two goddesses of light and shadow, just as the name suggested.
Toward those very shadows, Dale took a step. It was a step without a shred of hesitation.
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* * *
How to interpret the name of the 'Sister Goddess Sistina' was one of the greatest doctrinal disputes in church history.
Was she a single goddess who likened the concepts of mercy and benevolence to sisters? Or was she, as the name literally suggested, a 'Sister Goddess' possessing two spirits—light and shadow, yin and yang?
Long ago, the progenitor of the Saxon House, the Immortal Duke Frederick, and the Black Faction rose up, and the then-unified Black-White Magic Tower went through the 'Black-White War,' splitting into the Black Magic Tower and the White Magic Tower.......
The White Magic Tower adopted the interpretation that the Sister Goddess Sistina was a 'two-in-one of mercy and benevolence.'
This was a purely political intention to erase the remnants of the Black.
The Shadow Church rejected the mainstream interpretation of the White Magic Tower at the time and remained an independent sect that still worshipped the Sister Goddess as two goddesses of light and shadow.
Since the faith directed toward the Goddess of Light had already taken deep root in this land, the role of the Shadow Church was to restore the balance of the scales by thoroughly worshipping the Goddess of Shadow.
The shadow of the Sister Goddess Sistina.
Unlike the Goddess of Light, symbolized by mercy and benevolence, she was the cruel and ruthless Goddess of Darkness.
Dale stood in their chapel. In the present day, it was the underground cavity of their organization, which went by the name 'Shadow Court.' A man wearing a bird-beak mask removed Dale's blindfold.
"I have brought the defendant."
Still by Dale's side was the Death Knight he had obtained at the Fight Club. Furthermore, the 'Shadow Lady' who was lurking within Dale's shadow was there as well.
Fighting them was one option, but that was by no means a good decision. This was an opportunity like no other.
"I have stood before this court solely to assert my innocence and lack of wrongdoing."
Dale opened his mouth.
"The master of the Kalimala Guild was caught up in an attempted assassination by black magic, and furthermore, a terrorist bombing."
A voice emerged from the darkness.
"Are you denying that it was black magic?"
Men wearing bird-beak masks looked down at Dale from above, positioned intentionally to look like judges peering down at a defendant.
"If I had intended to kill the master of the Kalimala Guild,"
Dale continued calmly.
"I wouldn't have killed him in such a sloppy manner."
He focused his black mana toward his fingertip.
"「M24 SWS」, 「7.62x51mm NATO」."
SWS (Sniper Weapon System).
An integrated sniper rifle. Along with that chant from another world, Dale fired a bullet of shadow.
"......!"
It struck right between the judges of the Shadow Court who were looking down at him.
As soon as he fired, the men in bird-beak masks lunged, thrusting their blades toward Dale's neck, chest, and back.
However, no further bloodshed occurred. No killing intent (sagi) could be felt from Dale's magic. No matter how much one tries to hide it, one cannot deceive the assassins of the Shadow Court.
The fact that even they hadn't sensed it meant, quite literally, that he truly had no intention to kill.
"Even from dozens of times the current distance, I am confident I can hit a person's vital point accurately."
Dale opened his mouth.
"If you do not believe me, I shall prove that fact to you directly."
"......."
"With a bolt magic like this, why would I bother moving a corpse that is nothing but crude?"
"Are you aware of the insolence your actions carry?"
"I thought seeing it for yourselves would be more convincing than a hundred days of explanation."
Dale answered as if it were someone else's business. The weight of that single shot Dale had shown was not light.
"......As the Black Duke says, showing off terror was always the way of the Black Magic Tower."
Nevertheless.
"Can you say that what you showed was not just an act to show off the Black, rather than for the 'purpose of killing'?"
"Do you think the eldest son of the Saxon House could fight the Shadow Court alone and win?"
Dale asked back.
"The 'terror' that the Black pursues is not of such a shallow and crude nature."
Terror, too, has its own class.
"Do you think that indiscriminate terrorism, which lacks both elegance and dignity, compares to the 'terror' our Black pursues?"
"Is there any other way for you to prove your innocence?"
"You wouldn't believe me even if I told you."
Dale replied.
"Ray Yuris."
"......."
For a moment, silence hung among the men of the Shadow Court.
"The purpose of the 'representatives' gathered here, ahead of the Black Market, is clear."
Dale said.
"They intend to make the next City Master their puppet and get their hands on the 'Ledger' of Guild City."
That secret only holds weight in the world of ordinary people.
The world Dale was facing right now—the hungry ghost realm (agwido) of the Empire's greatest dukes, the Red Magic Tower, the Imperial Family, and all sorts of powerful figures—that wouldn't even be a secret.
"And Ray Yuris knew I had contacted the master of the 'Kalimala Guild'."
"......."
Silence descended.
"In other words, that means."
At the end of the silence, the judges of the Shadow Court opened their mouths.
"Is it safe to assume that you, too, have the ambition to destroy the 'order of Guild City'?"
"That is correct."
Dale nodded and continued.
"However, the tide of the era cannot be reversed simply by my inaction."
Calmly.
"Just as the 'Shadow Church' was expelled long ago and degenerated into a parasite of Guild City."
Using their true name, not the Shadow Court.
"......!"
For a moment, there were sounds of people gasping for air here and there.
"......Watch your tongue."
One of the assassins, who was thrusting a blade toward Dale's vital points, spoke up, cold killing intent radiating from the tip of the blade.
"I know that for the Shadow Court, Guild City is nothing more than a host (sukju)."
Dale said.
"I also understand that Guild City holds incomparable value as a host."
Speaking the truth that even they could not avoid.
"However, the life of the host is reaching its end. The power that Guild City currently holds will soon fall into the hands of the Empire and the Imperial Family."
He spoke of the worst-case scenario that the Shadow Court feared.
"Do you think we would hand over this city without any countermeasures?"
"Stopping their ambitions is a wish I share as well."
Dale nodded.
"However, the masters of the seven great guilds have already become blind with their own ambitions."
Human desire is like a burst levee; nothing can stop it.
"That is why I wish to propose an alliance between the Black and the Shadow Court."
"You speak of truly preposterous things."
"Our progenitor, the Immortal Duke Frederick, and the Black Faction also shared the same will as the 'Shadow Church'."
Dale replied.
"The bond between the Black and the Shadow, standing against the tyranny of the Empire and the White Magic Tower, has a history deeper than you think."
"......."
"The Empire and the Imperial Family, the Red and White Magic Towers are joining hands and aiming for Guild City."
Their enemies.
"Joining hands with the enemy of an enemy is only logical."
"......Does the Black have the power to stand against them?"
"Does the Shadow Court have the power to stand against them?"
Dale asked back.
"They are not unaware of the identity of the 'Shadow Court'."
The Empire will get its hands on Guild City, and the White Magic Tower will also try to pull out the roots of the heresy that is an eyesore to them.
"It seems you do not understand your own situation."
One of the judges of the Shadow Court opened his mouth. It was right then.
"Everyone, stop there."
A clear, elegant voice rang out, like the chiming of jade.
"Sa, Saintess-nim!"
"How could the Shadow Saintess-nim be in such a shabby court!"
The judges in bird-beak masks turned their heads in panic. There stood a white-haired girl wearing a jet-black dress.
Black bandages were wrapped tightly over her eyes, blocking her vision. It was no ordinary bandage, but an artifact radiating powerful magical energy.
'Saintess......?'
Shadow Saintess. That was a name even Dale did not know.
"The guest who is here is by no means a defendant of our court."
She spoke calmly.
"Rather, the Goddess of Shadow, by her own will, has led him to this place."
"Bu, but Saintess-nim!"
"We will escort the young master of the Saxon House to the 'Grand Shadow Court'."
The Saintess spoke, and there was no one else to raise an objection. Grand Court. As soon as he grasped the meaning of that, the assassins in bird-beak masks simultaneously withdrew their blades.
* * *
The Shadow Court was not heading to any of the seven great guilds' cities. They left the city for a large underground fortress within the Guild City territory.
The landscape resembled a chapel of persecuted Christians from the Roman era.
There were not many people there. The Shadow Court operated as a cell-based organization across the seven cities and the Empire; this place likely served as the leadership hub uniting those cells.
It was, in a sense, a hideout for the highest-ranking members.
Dale stood there.
The Shadow Saintess. And the man who allowed the Shadow Court to be reborn as the continent's greatest assassin organization.
'......!'
"Sheesh, f*ck."
Without caring about formality, he gulped down beer and spat out profanity.
"How did a young master born with a dozen silver spoons in his mouth end up in a f*cking place like this?"
He was a vulgar man, devoid of even a shred of class. Nevertheless, Dale knew his identity.
'I wondered where he had disappeared to, but to think he was here.'
One of the Seven Swords of the Continent, the swordsman with the title of 'Slaughter Sword' (Salgeom).
Master Baro.
Once one of the seven greatest knights of the continent, he had been reborn as its strongest assassin.
The fact that he was in the 'Grand Court' of the Shadow Court was proof of that.
"Young Master Dale."
The Shadow Saintess spoke, unconcerned. Even though her vision was covered by black bandages, she stared straight at Dale.
"And Holy Maiden Orelia-nim."
At the unexpected words, Dale caught his breath.
"Under the care of the Shadow Goddess, we have finally gathered here."
The Shadow Saintess opened her mouth.
"Is that not so, Old Mother of Darkness."
"......!"
"Iä Shub-Niggurath."
That phrase he could never forget.
At the same time.
─ Ah, my child.
The mature voice of 'Shub' was heard, and the landscape of the area was swallowed into endless darkness.
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* * *
The entire landscape was swallowed by endless darkness.
The 'Shadow Cloak' Dale was wearing had spiraled out of control, submerging the Grand Court into a lake of darkness. Everything, save for the Saintess and Dale, vanished into the gloom.
A pitch-black barrier.
And within that barrier, a woman with goat horns revealed herself. Not a young girl, but a lady of elegant, alluring, and indescribable grace. The Old Mother of Darkness.
"Shub."
Dale called her name cautiously. Before he realized it, Orelia had emerged from his shadow—a holy maiden corrupted, fallen into the darkness of the 『Book of the Black Goat』.
"Ah, Mother of the Old Darkness and the Black Abundance."
Then, the Shadow Saintess smiled at Shub in ecstasy, finally unwrapping the black bandages that had obscured her vision.
"......!"
Seeing this, Dale held his breath.
What should have been behind the bandages was gone.
"To see the things beyond, there are things one must occasionally forsake."
Where her two pupils should have been, there was only emptiness, filled instead with darkness. A deep darkness that felt like staring into the bottom of an abyss.
"And now, at last, I can see."
"......."
"I have been waiting for this very moment."
The Shadow Saintess smiled, unbothered.
"Just as the Apocalypse foretold──when the Black Apostle appears alongside the black forest's female goat, who leads a thousand offspring."
The Black Apostle who possesses the 『Book of the Black Goat』.
"──He shall reap the final flame of this world, and as the last light fades, the world of shadows shall arrive."
There was no need to ask what that referred to.
"These are the words left behind by the progenitor of Saxony, the First Apostle, 'Immortal Duke Frederick'."
The First Apostle.
'I suppose it wouldn't be strange for there to be a connection between the Shadow Church and the Black Magic Tower back in the old days.'
However, that was an ancient matter beyond reckoning; even Dale could not know everything about this world.
Furthermore, in a world where people were certain of the existence of gods yet never ceased to doubt them, it went without saying how seriously the Shadow Church would take the weight of those words.
'A connection formed from an unexpected place.'
It wasn't that he agreed with the Shadow Church's faith. It was just that if they were going to mistake him for the 'Black Apostle' on their own, there was no need to reject that belief.
Use what can be used. That was all.
"As the Black Apostle, you shall drive out the Empire of Fire and Light, which is filled with lies, from this land."
The Empire of Fire and Light.
"I humbly greet the 'Shadow Monarch' who will bring about the true Empire of Shadows."
With those words, the Shadow Saintess knelt before Dale, volunteering to be his loyal servant.
"Hehe, I have waited for this day when my prayers would reach you."
She knelt and kissed Dale's feet.
"Please, use us to your heart's content as the foundation stones to build the Empire of Shadows."
Tentacles wriggling beneath Shub's skirt slowly coiled around the Shadow Saintess's body.
─ Ah, my faithful child.
Every time the tentacles wrapped around the saintess, she smiled in unbearable ecstasy.
─ Your faith shall be rewarded.
"Ah, Mother of the Black Abundance."
─ The day the last flame of this world is extinguished and the final light fades is drawing near.
Once again, darkness swirled.
Before long, the Shadow Saintess and Orelia had vanished, and only two remained: Dale and the 'Old Mother of Darkness'.
"......What kind of trick did you play on her?"
Dale asked Shub, and Shub smiled meaningfully, her countless tentacles wriggling beneath her dress.
─ Can't you trust her words?
She had already shifted into the young girl Dale knew, wearing a smile whose true intentions were impossible to read.
─ The revelation that the Goddess of Shadows would send the Black Apostle to build the 'Empire of Shadows'.
"There is no such thing as a god in this world."
Dale replied coldly.
A world without gods. At those words, Shub tilted her head as if puzzled.
─ Are you doubting me, even while I stand right in front of you, Oppa?
"At least, if you assume a god is a stalker who watches our every move from the sky all day long."
Dale continued after Shub's question.
"And who loves us while holding a list of things we must and must not do."
He spoke calmly.
"Then there is no such thing as a god in this world."
─ Then, in your eyes, what do you think we are?
"A human looking down at ants."
Dale answered.
"When the ants suddenly cry out their names one day, it's just so fascinating and surprising that they can't stand it."
At the very least, when Dale saw 'Death' through the Black Duke, he could intuit it. It would be no exaggeration to say that those things possessed power akin to gods in some sense.
The realm of the Demon God that mages so desperately yearn to reach, a world of true truth that even the Duke of Blood does not know.
At the same time, they were the heartless, bloodless invaders who trampled Dale's home planet.
Those great inhabitants of the heavens.
To them, a human being is nothing more than an ant.
And when the collective unconscious shared by people becomes aware of 'their existence' and manifests fragments of them into this land, it is not much different from 'the act of an ant calling a human's name' in a sense.
Just as it was for Dale's home in the past.
To humans, it would be truly surprising, fascinating, and highly intriguing. Without even understanding the meaning that act would eventually bring.
"That is the true nature of the beings we call gods in this world."
The 'Old Mother of Darkness' beside Dale would be no exception.
"You mistake the interest you occasionally bestow for something else......."
That is why Dale continued.
"And it is nothing more than people crying out and praising it as a divine revelation."
─ Kya-hahahaha!
At Dale's words, Shub burst into laughter as if she couldn't contain her amusement.
─ I really do like you, Oppa.
Shub wrapped herself around Dale and smiled, as if stroking a lovely cat.
─ And these are a 'surprise gift' I'm giving you, Oppa.
"......It's a gift box that would have been opened by whoever reached it anyway, right?"
It wasn't a wrong statement. There was no reason why the person the Shadow Saintess would serve and kiss had to be Dale.
Anyone who possessed the 『Book of the Black Goat』 and inherited the Immortal Duke's will would do. Anyone who carried the blood of Saxony and could endure the darkness of that grimoire would have sufficed. However, finding someone who could satisfy both those conditions was truly like finding a needle in a desert.
There was no reason it had to be Dale. At the same time, it was a gift box that could not be opened by anyone other than Dale.
"Thank you, Shub."
That was why Dale smiled.
"At the very least, the 'revelation' they believe in on their own will come to pass."
Dale opened his mouth.
To reap the final flame of this world and have the last light fade. To bring down the Empire of Fire and Light.
Not as a puppet of the heavens, but entirely by Dale's own will. In a world without gods, he would volunteer to become the god for those who seek one.
After bringing down the Empire, what would be built upon its ruins?
Finding that answer was not as difficult as he thought.
'The Empire of Shadows, huh.'
Dale's empire.
'The Shadow Monarch.'
─ I hope you like my favor.
With those final words, Shub's form also vanished. The darkness lifted and was sucked into Dale's Shadow Cloak.
Dale was now back in the scenery of the 'Grand Court'.
In the place where Dale, Orelia, the Shadow Saintess, the men wearing bird-beak masks, and one of the Seven Swords of the Continent...... the Killing Sword, Master Baro, were gathered.
"Heh, damn it."
'Master Baro' spoke up.
"Look at the fate of a lonely man who can't even join in on other people's conversations and just sips his beer."
Gulping down his beer, as if he didn't care about anything.
"Master Baro, the revelation has been fulfilled."
At Baro's words, the Shadow Saintess spoke.
"The Black Apostle, who will overthrow the Empire of Fire and Light to liberate us...... and establish the Empire of Shadows."
Still covering her face with the black bandages.
"Has finally appeared before us."
There was not a shred of doubt in the Shadow Saintess's words. Fanaticism and obedience. Before everyone, she knelt before Dale once again and kissed his instep.
A vow of obedience that left no room for doubt.
In the face of her actions, there was no one who dared to raise an objection.
"If I were to fight to drive the Empire of Light out of this land for your sake."
That was why, amidst the saintess's kiss, Dale spoke.
"What can the Shadow Court, no...... the Shadow Church, do for me?"
Even in this sudden situation, he was thoroughly calculating what could be used.
"Everyone in the Shadow Court will kneel at the feet of the 'Shadow Monarch'."
The saintess replied. The bond between black and shadow. The plan Dale had once desired had come to fruition in a form he hadn't even imagined. It was, without a doubt, a Deus Ex Machina.
"Heh, hold on."
That was when it happened.
Finishing the beer he was holding, the assassin with the title of 'Killing Sword' spoke.
One of the Seven Swords of the Continent, Master Baro.
"I have no intention of doubting the shine of the silver spoon the eldest son of the House of Saxony is biting on......."
As he stood up, his arm moved toward the hilt of the sword at his waist.
"But whether you truly have the qualifications to make us bow our heads is something to think about only after we've clashed."
"......."
Gaining the obedience of the entire Shadow Court meant, in other words, getting his hands on the continent's premier assassin organization.
"In my life, I've learned that you have to be careful about who you bow your head to."
Among them, the 'Seven Swords of the Continent' powerhouse in front of Dale, the Killing Sword, would be no exception.
"Even if it is the world-renowned Duke of Saxony family."
They wouldn't accept it obediently.
He hadn't expected to get his hands on the entire organization with just the Shadow Saintess's guarantee anyway. Gaining their individual loyalties would be a separate matter.
"Please leave this to me."
"There is no need for that."
Orelia took a drawing stance before Master Baro, but Dale reached out his arm to stop her.
"It wouldn't do to carelessly hand over a deep-rooted organization like the 'Shadow Court' to someone without qualifications."
"Ho-ho."
"Rather, it is a true honor that one of the Seven Swords of the Continent would personally gauge my qualifications."
"Heh, your tongue is so well-oiled it's like a flowing stream."
Master Baro laughed coldly and drew his sword.
"Clench your teeth, brat."
Blood-red aura coiled along the tip of the blade.
"Revelation or whatever."
As if to prove the name of the Killing Sword.
"If you don't want to end up with a one-way ticket to the afterlife because you slipped up."
"I am prepared."
At the same time, Master Baro's figure vanished.
One of the Seven Swords of the Continent, and at the same time, the continent's greatest assassin.
Ka-ang!
The sound of a blood-red aura blade swinging from behind Dale, clashing against another, rang out.
"Whoa, damn it."
Master Baro held his breath in surprise.
"You blocked that?"
Dale didn't even turn his head, maintaining his silence without the slightest movement.
It wasn't Dale who moved. The knight Dale had obtained from the Fight Club. That very Death Knight had wielded Saxony's black sword and parried the 'Killing Sword's' strike. Projecting the phenomena of the Peacemaker onto the pitch-black aura blade.
The hero's beloved sword, which would be wielded with aura for the first time in this world.
"Am I going to be the one who gets his head chopped off first at this rate?"
Master Baro muttered, and before he knew it, the 'Hero's Proxy' was rushing toward the 'Killing Sword'.
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* * *
The Death Knight, wielding both the 'Black Sword' of Sachsen and the hero's 'Peacemaker', surged forward. Projecting two ideologies into a single blade, it lunged toward one of the Seven Swords of the Continent.
Admittedly, Master Baro was likely not using 100% of his power to face Dale. He was, after all, merely gauging Dale's vessel and capacity. The fact that he hadn't yet revealed his 'Avatar' was proof of that.
Even so, that was no reason to let his guard down.
The Killing Sword.
Just as the name implied, and as evidenced by the blood-red Aura Blade clinging to his sword, it was a weapon of assassination designed to kill with ruthless, despicable efficiency, without a care for the chivalry of knights.
Ka-ang!
The blood-red Aura Blade and the Black Sword of Sachsen clashed.
Whoosh!
No sooner had they collided than he scattered a dozen hidden weapons from his hands in a fan shape.
Each hidden weapon was a finishing blow, imbued with precise, blood-red aura. Facing that strike, Dale hurriedly formed a shield with his 'Shadow Cloak'. It wasn't to deflect them.
"Holy shit, goddamn it..."
Dale's Shadow Cloak literally swallowed every single one of the scattered hidden weapons.
"Hah, I guess that's what you get for being born with a silver spoon—the artifacts you're packing are just insane."
At the same time, the Death Knight holding the hero's sword lunged toward Master Baro.
"And to think you can control a Death Knight's sword at this level."
As the Death Knight clashed blades with him, Master Baro couldn't hide his surprise. He was witnessing the 'Hero's Proxy' hold its own against one of the Seven Swords of the Continent, performing a sword dance that was nearly equal in skill.
"Heh, this kid is definitely not your average brat."
"......"
His mannerisms were those of a third-rate thug, but his sword was of a different caliber. That was why Dale didn't respond. Flapping his Shadow Cloak, which mimicked a black robe, he positioned himself in the rear, taking it upon himself to provide cover for the Death Knight.
Following the shadows of the frantically flapping cloak, Shadow Bullets erupted.
The scattered bullets of shadow. Before them, Master Baro's figure vanished once again.
"......!"
Divine speed? No. It wasn't a matter of raw velocity.
At the same time, goosebumps crawled up Dale's spine and wrapped around his neck.
Immediately, the 《Shadow Lurkers》 residing within the Shadow Cloak simultaneously unleashed thorn-like tentacles. They were aimed at the assassin who had just caught Dale's back and was about to swing his sword.
Chwa-ak!
The thorn tentacles of the 'Shadow Lurker', now fully matured, were incomparable to what they had been before. Those very thorn tentacles lashed out, and Dale quickly turned around.
Master Baro was there.
He stood unfazed before the hell of thorns rising from beneath his feet, without even a flinch. The thorn tentacles surging toward him twisted and severed, as if ground by a blender.
'The thorn tentacles of the Shadow Lurker...'
For a powerhouse like Master Baro, cutting shadows was by no means difficult. But what he had just shown wasn't a sword. The surrounding area had distorted, grinding the thorn tentacles into nothingness as if by some unknown magic.
The Killing Sword, Master Baro, had never crossed blades with Dale in his past life.
At the very least, no one who had crossed blades with the hero in his past life had survived.
Even so, he knew at least a little about his name and the abilities he possessed.
The ideology projected by a knight who has reached the pinnacle of the sword can possess power that is indistinguishable from magic in its own right.
He wasn't necessarily talking about an Avatar.
"Phase manipulation..."
In this world, teleportation magic does not exist.
However, even if not on that scale, by temporarily manipulating the phase of the coordinate system, one could close the distance or use it as a weapon to twist the opponent's body.
The power of distortion.
It was the secret technique that allowed him to rise from being one of the Seven Swords of the Continent to the continent's greatest assassin. At the same time, it was merely a fraction of the Killing Sword's true power.
"Ho-oh."
Master Baro tilted his head as if surprised.
"Did you know about my ability?"
"I intuited it from your movements."
Dale replied.
"You're a creepy little brat, aren't you."
"I'll take that as a compliment."
"If we fight with full force any longer, there won't be anything left of the Grand Court."
Master Baro said.
"Revelations or whatever—honestly, I don't give a damn about the stories you people are spouting."
"......"
"But at least I know that the rumors floating around about the eldest son of the Sachsen family aren't lies."
With those words, the blood-red aura wrapping around Master Baro's sword vanished.
Dale had been considering activating the 'power of Peacemaker' if the fight escalated further, but fortunately, he avoided the worst-case scenario.
"If that Sachsen Ducal House, and the name of the 'Black Prince', are not just empty titles..."
Master Baro sheathed his sword and turned his head toward the bird-mask-wearing assassins who followed him.
"To have reached this level at an age where the blood hasn't even dried on your head... your talent hasn't even properly bloomed yet."
Toward the assassins of the Shadow Court.
"Well then, is there any need to think too deeply about it?"
He coolly gauged Dale's caliber and continued calmly.
"What are you guys doing? Why aren't you bowing your heads before your new boss?"
"......!"
At Master Baro's words, the bird-mask-wearing assassins all gasped in unison.
"The one who will gather the final embers of this world and bring about the Shadow Empire."
The Shadow Saintess, who was wearing black bandages, spoke up.
"The Black Apostle, and Shadow Monarch-nim."
Before Dale, everyone in the Shadow Court knelt down in unison.
"Please, bring down the Empire of Fire and Light, and lead us to your empire."
Before them, Dale silently nodded.
"Your faith shall be rewarded."
Just as they said, bringing down the Empire of Fire and Light—use what can be used. That was all there was to it.
Not as a puppet of a god, but entirely by Dale's own will.
Whether Dale believed in a god or not was unimportant. Because if necessary, he was prepared to willingly become their god. Even if it were a fleeting, false god (虛神).
To live up to their expectations, and in exchange, to gain their loyalty.
The Shadow Court.
The successor to the 'Shadow Church' that had once hidden itself in the shadows to escape the White Magic Tower. As long as they moved according to Dale's will, there was only one thing to do.
"Before long, the Black Market will open, and the vote to decide the next City Master will begin."
The law enforcer of Guild City, and the continent's greatest assassin organization.
"In deciding the next City Master with my own hands, I need the power of the Shadow Court."
The Black Apostle and Shadow Monarch spoke to his new subordinates.
* * *
The city of the Calimala Guild. In front of the Guild Master's city hall.
When 'Dale of Sachsen' appeared, it wasn't difficult to predict their reaction.
The most likely suspect in the attempted assassination of the Guild Master.
"Kneel at once!"
The city guards pointed their spears at Dale. Dale replied.
"Do you think you can stop me with just a few spears like that?"
"......!"
Faced with such blatant intimidation, the guards' expressions shrank.
Dale was right. The Death Knight holding the Sachsen family's Black Sword stood right behind him. The darkness of the 'Shadow Cloak' flapped in a place where not even a breeze blew. There wasn't much a mere city guard could do against that.
"However, you need not worry."
Dale continued.
"Fortunately, the 'Shadow Court' has passed judgment on my innocence..."
Taking out a document from his pocket.
"This is their guarantee."
On the document was the judgment and signature of the 'Shadow Court' that the people of Guild City would recognize.
'Innocence'.
It was their signature, beyond any doubt. At least within Guild City, there were no fools reckless enough to impersonate the name of the 'Shadow Court'.
"Along with my innocence, I have very important information regarding the current situation that I wish to inform the Master of the Calimala Guild about."
Dale continued.
"Please, clear the way."
For a moment, bewildered hesitation rippled through the city guards, but the hesitation did not last long.
* * *
When he heard that the aforementioned 'Black Prince' had come to see him, the Master of the Calimala Guild felt as if the sky were collapsing.
But he was, in name, one of the masters of the Seven Great Guilds. In this lawless zone where gold justified everything, he had experienced having his life targeted enough times to be sick of it.
Besides, wasn't the 'Shadow Court' itself guaranteeing his innocence? Therefore, the Calimala Guild Master brought a few trusted guards and welcomed Dale.
"The situation is taking a turn for the worse."
Dale spoke up.
"The agents of the Empire and the Red Magic Tower have moved first."
"The Empire and the Red Magic Tower...!"
No sooner had he heard those names than the Calimala Guild Master gasped. To think that the Empire and the Red Magic Tower would participate in this struggle. The weight class was different.
"It seems they have already finished making contact with one of the Seven Great Guilds."
"...To think things would escalate to that extent."
The Calimala Guild Master quietly bit his lip. Even in the midst of this, his mind was quickly shifting the scales of profit. It wasn't that he didn't covet the position of City Master. Human desire is like a jar with a hole in the bottom, and that was no exception even for a master of the Seven Great Guilds.
Even so, the fact that the Empire and the Red Magic Tower were moving directly was a problem.
"Truly, it is regrettable..."
The Guild Master continued.
"Regarding our alliance, it seems we must reconsider it once again."
Even if one had a thousand gold, it could not be more precious than one's life.
And as long as the Empire's agent and the Red Magic Tower were moving directly... as a way of life for a master of the Seven Great Guilds, being greedy beyond this was an overreach that invited death.
In that regard, Ray Yuris's warning could be said to have been truly effective. He knew the power of fear more than he knew how to take a life.
"Are you afraid?"
That was why Dale spoke up.
"To face a Guild Master who is backed by the Empire's agent and the Red Magic Tower."
"Is there any other way?"
Because he couldn't be played by Ray Yuris's hand like this.
"The Master of the Calimala Guild will become the next City Master."
Dale said.
"And this is not a request or a plea."
Just as Ray Yuris had done before.
"It is, in every sense, a settled matter."
An irresistible force.
As long as the Red Magic Tower used the 'fear' of the Black Magic Tower as a card, Dale had no reason to refuse the Red Magic Tower's methods.
The clash of Red and Black.
Before that fight between whales, the Calimala Guild Master's deep contemplation or the scales of profit no longer held any meaning.
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* * *
─ The people of the Shadow Court will protect the Guild Master.
With those final words, Dale vanished from sight.
Left alone, the Guild Master of Kalimala trembled before the impending bloodbath.
Guild City: a golden empire composed of the seven great guilds and the Shadow Court.
A struggle of the powerful unfolded over the Ledger of the City Master—the heart of Guild City.
Faced with their overwhelming power, the Master of the Kalimala Guild realized the vanity of gold for the first time.
* * *
Dale arrived at the Shadow Court's hideout.
The Grand Shadow Court. It resembled an underground chapel, and there, he stood before the continent's greatest assassin.
"Keu-heum, damn it. This beer is killer."
Master Baro, the Slaughter Sword, gulped down his beer. He had his legs propped up on the table, indifferent to the formalities or etiquette of the Shadow Court.
"......Looking at you, your faith in the Shadow Church doesn't seem very deep."
Dale didn't bother with formalities either, speaking plainly.
"Heh, don't even get me started."
Master Baro chuckled and nodded.
"There aren't many places that would take in a bastard like me—someone who stabbed his own lord in the back and ran."
"Why did you stab him in the back?"
Betraying one's lord is the ultimate taboo for a knight, one that cannot be forgiven.
"Who knows? His head just went completely haywire."
Master Baro replied as if discussing someone else's affairs.
"The lord went berserk, claiming that a demon had possessed my young daughter."
"......."
"And he ordered me to cut off my daughter's head."
He said it calmly.
"So, while I was hesitating──."
After finishing his beer, Master Baro continued,
"That crazed lord of mine gouged out his daughter's eyes with his own hands."
"Don't tell me......."
"It is exactly that."
Dale swallowed hard.
"That daughter is the Saintess-nim currently standing before you."
"......."
"I took that child and fled to Guild City. The religious fanatics of the Shadow Court were in a frenzy, claiming, 'The Saintess has appeared'."
"At the very least, there is no doubt that some form of 'Goddess's revelation' was bestowed upon her."
"Yeah, whether it's sister gods or whatever."
At Dale's words, Master Baro sneered coldly.
"Let's just assume there are these, uh, super-duper powerful beings looking down on us from above the clouds."
"......."
"Do you think those super-duper beings have even a shred of love for us?"
"They wouldn't."
"Ho-oh."
Master Baro gasped as if surprised.
"So, did you volunteer to become the sword of the Shadow Court for that child, even without faith?"
"It's just that leaving her among these fanatic bastards is incredibly unsettling."
"That child has already become an irreversible puppet of the gods."
"It would be stranger if a child who lost her eyes at her father's hands didn't seek out a god."
Master Baro muttered with feigned indifference.
"I don't really intend to argue about that child's faith."
Dale inadvertently recalled the image of the Shadow Saintess turning toward him and Shub.
"I am content just by standing by her side."
Without faith or anything else, becoming the sword of the Shadow Court to guard the Saintess... Dale smiled bitterly at the situation.
"It seems we can communicate."
"Heh, this young friend has a tongue as smooth as a flowing stream."
Master Baro finished his beer as if he were enjoying himself.
"So, for what purpose did you volunteer to become the 'god' of these idiot bastards?"
"Because I needed the sword of the Shadow Court."
Dale answered without a hint of hesitation.
"An assassin who holds the title of the Continent's Seven Swords, the Slaughter Sword."
The weight of that existence is beyond words.
"Was that all?"
"That was all."
At Dale's answer, Master Baro burst into uncontrollable laughter.
"At the very least, there is no room for doubt that you will become the messiah of these moronic bastards."
* * *
Before the Black Market opened, the 'Winner's Game' of the Fight Club drew near.
It was a power struggle where representatives of the continent's greatest nobles gathered, hiding their respective ambitions.
The 'Black Prince' of the Saxon House was no exception to this.
* * *
Fight Club.
Dale stood in the underground arena, the Death Knight he had obtained here trailing behind him. Given his appearance, there was only one identity people could assume.
"The 'Black Prince' of the Saxon House has appeared!"
"A big shot beyond imagination has appeared in the very first match!"
It was a no-holds-barred arena where one could defeat an opponent with all their might, excluding the World of Thought and Avatars. The opponents Dale would face from now on would certainly not be easy.
These were strong individuals, in a different league from the small fries he had faced until now—representatives participating in the Black Market on behalf of the empire's leading noble houses.
As a venue for settling the hierarchy among them, the opponent in front of Dale revealed himself.
He was a knight clad in pure white armor. It was not difficult to guess its origin.
"Look at that armor!"
"Pure white armor forged from mithril...... It must be a Saint Magdalena Knight!"
The 'Mithril Mine' in Brandenburg County was, without exaggeration, what made the Count's family what it was today.
By now, pure white armor forged from mithril was synonymous with the 'Saint Magdalena Knight'.
The representative of the Holy Swordsman.
"Did the great Count of Brandenburg have some other business in such a gloomy market of heretics?"
Truly, there could be no more fitting rival to meet on a single-log bridge.
"You bastard......."
At Dale's sneer, pure white Aura gathered at the tip of the Saint Magdalena Knight's sword. He claimed to be the representative of the Holy Swordsman; he was surely a strong individual, far beyond the Aura Knights who had participated in the Black-White Rotation.
At the very least, an Aura Master or a stronger individual.
However, under the rules of the Fight Club, one cannot use an Avatar. Just as Dale is bound by the restriction that he cannot unfold his World of Thought.
Since it was a place where strong individuals who used Avatars or Worlds of Thought clashed with full power, the bloodshed was not something to be taken lightly.
"I remember the souls of the knights who died at your hands in the Black-White Rotation."
The Saint Magdalena Knight spoke, his voice filled with an unforgettable hatred.
"Ah, you should speak accurately."
"What did you say?"
At those words, Dale muttered as if it were someone else's business.
"It would be correct to say that Prince Philip killed them, not me."
The wastrel of the Count family.
"It takes a special kind of talent to ruin knights like that."
At the very least, his track record was no exaggeration; he was a genius of defeat.
"Compared to the 50% of the Imperial Army ruined on Britannia Island, even that was just a drop in the bucket."
"How dare you......!"
At Dale's provocation, killing intent settled on the Saint Magdalena Knight's sword. The Death Knight led by Dale also tightened his grip on the Saxon House's black sword.
'Where should I project Peacemaker?'
After the standoff, Dale thought coolly.
It wouldn't be bad to put all his strength into the Death Knight, but the opponent would likely try to kill him in earnest, and he could not entrust everything to his escort.
It is different from the time of Master Baro, who was only trying to test him.
Seureung.
Therefore, Dale drew the knight's sword at his waist.
"Lost in the Black-White Rotation, lost on Britannia Island as well......."
Projecting the thought of Peacemaker along the blade, Dale said,
"You're going to lose here again."
There was no further conversation.
"It seems like that household of yours gets smashed every time I see it."
Ta-at!
Even without using an Avatar, the Saint Magdalena Knight—having reached the realm of an Aura Master—rushed in with everything he had.
He was fast. If this were Dale during his 3rd Circle days, he wouldn't have dared to counter that movement; it wouldn't have been strange if his head had flown off in a single blow.
But the current Dale was different.
He was not just a mere mage, but a knight with the fragments of a hero imbued within him while holding Peacemaker, and a 4th Circle mage hailed as the empire's greatest talent.
Having fused the two and reached a realm that improved day by day, the Death Knight guarding Dale's back rushed forward.
The Saxon black sword parried the Holy Swordsman's strike, and Dale didn't just watch.
He tightened his grip on Peacemaker and rushed in, flapping his Shadow Cloak.
The sword that the hero pursues.
In a sense, it was not much different from that of the 'Slaughter Sword' Master Baro: an assassin's sword meant to take a life as thoroughly as possible, to the point of being despicable.
The path to slaughter.
The Saint Magdalena Knight and the Death Knight's black sword clashed. As the black and white light interlocked, Dale dug into the knight's embrace and thrust Peacemaker in.
Ka-ang!
The knight didn't panic, deflected the Death Knight's sword, and simultaneously blocked Dale's sword as if brushing it aside.
"......!"
The counterattack came immediately.
He was strong. However, what the current Dale possessed was by no means just a sword. As the Saint Magdalena Knight deflected Dale's blade and rushed in, the Shadow Cloak fluttered. Shadow bullets, projecting the 'Gatling-style' formula, fired from beneath his feet.
A baptism of bullets made of darkness poured down, and before them, the Saint Magdalena Knight swung his sword.
Following the single sword, the Aura surging within his body formed a 'shield'.
Hoshin-ganggi (Body-Protecting Aura).
A type of Aura shield similar to a mage's, it deflected Dale's Shadow Bullets.
'The intensity of the Aura is not ordinary.'
If one were to compare an Aura Master knight to the realm of a mage, he was no different from a skilled individual equivalent to at least the 6th Circle.
An elder of the Tower.
However, having the same Circles didn't mean their fighting skills were equal. A knight is not a scholar.
They are not people who hole up in a tower to read books and immerse themselves in training; their profession is to risk their lives to cut down enemies on the battlefield and survive.
And the pinnacle of the sword—the realm of the Avatar—is obtained by repeating slaughter.
Therefore, even without using an Avatar, the knight in front of him was an opponent against whom even the current Dale could not guarantee victory.
That was why his heart beat even faster.
He looked forward to the next realm he would reach after hunting countless strong individuals. Every time he hunted such foes, the memories of his past life imbued in Peacemaker steadily awakened.
After the clash, he created distance. Once he had, Dale muttered.
"This is my domain."
Following the shadows of the fluttering Shadow Cloak, submerging the area into a lake of darkness... the predators lurking within began to move.
《Shadow Lurker》.
「Kieeeeeeek!」
Thorn tentacles sprouted from the shadows. At the same time, several 《Shadow Lurker》s, reborn as adults, revealed themselves.
They had snake-like bodies several meters long, eight limbs made of scythes, and thorn tentacles wriggling along their backs.
Those very monsters blocked Dale's front and acted as his shield.
Dozens to one.
Power derived from overwhelming quantity. This was the power of a Black Mage and Necromancer of the Black Magic Tower.
"......!"
Facing those monsters, the Saint Magdalena Knight made only one decision: ignoring all attacks, he kicked off the ground.
A breakthrough at a single point. The most certain orthodox method for a knight dealing with a mage.
There was no need to even discuss the fate of a mage who gave distance to a knight.
Leaving Dale's creations behind, the Saint Magdalena Knight rushed in. The distance narrowed. However, Dale was by no means a 'mere mage'.
A mage defeated for the sole reason of giving distance to a knight could never survive against the strong individuals of this world.
Ka-ang!
Sword and sword clashed.
Dale's sword blocked the Saint Magdalena Knight's. It was a mere iron sword, devoid of even Aura.
A single sword.
However, the Saint Magdalena Knight did not give up.
It was well known that the eldest son of the Saxon House had a genius talent for the sword; blocking a single strike like that was within expectations.
Ka-ang! Ka-ang!
However, when a mere iron sword deflected his strikes several times against his pure white Aura...
"How......!"
The Saint Magdalena Knight could no longer suppress his astonishment.
At the same time, the 'Shadow Lurkers' he had painstakingly ignored and turned his back on thrust their thorn tentacles toward him all at once.
Kwajik!
He avoided instant death by setting up his Aura shield belatedly, but an Aura shield is by no means invincible.
Ka-ang!
The shield shattered, and the Shadow Lurker's tentacles thrust down. Dale, too, kicked off the ground without hesitation.
The real reason why noble representatives participated in the Fight Club one after another: the outcome did not necessarily have to end in death.
Shouting surrender was enough.
However, the reason representatives participated in the Fight Club was never to hear a 'surrender' from their opponent.
It was to certainly and legally eliminate a Black Market competitor by killing them.
That was the true meaning of the Fight Club's 'Winner's Game,' and Dale thrust his sword to carry it out.
No, he tried to thrust it.
Kwa-ang!
At the same time, an unknown explosion occurred—from the body of the Saint Magdalena Knight.
'An explosion? No, it's not.'
It was not a normal explosion. It was a shockwave caused by an absurd amount of Aura swirling.
And the act meant only one thing.
"......!"
A pure white knight stood there. Without a trace of a human figure, he was literally a pure white knight.
'Avatar!'
The ultimate combat form that Saint Magdalena Knights pursue.
Considering the ripple effect of a knight who had reached the realm of an Avatar, the damage to the arena would be unimaginable.
The Fight Club knew this, and it wasn't as if there were no preventive measures.
To punish the one who broke the rules, the 'high-ranking assassins of the Shadow Court,' led by Master Baro, were about to move...
Before that, black-blue magic swirled under Dale's feet and engulfed the arena area.
Huu-ung!
The figures of Dale and the Saint Magdalena Knight vanished without a trace.
The world of a mage.
That day, into the otherworld of a white and dark winter night.
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* * *
The first stage of using Aura is the 'Aura Beginner,' where one circulates Aura within the body to strengthen the physical form.
Next is the 'Aura Knight,' capable of emitting Aura outside the body to coat a sword or manifest it in the form of a shield.
And the final stage is the 'Aura Master,' who can cloak their sword, armor, and body in Aura to manifest an 'Avatar.'
By a mage's standards, this is comparable to the 6th Circle, the level required to become an Elder of the Tower.
Once one reaches the level of Aura Master, there is no specific term for the stages that follow. It is all about accumulating the philosophy and Aura power projected into the Avatar, and honing it further to become stronger.
──Except for seven individuals.
The pinnacle of swordsmanship, the strongest knights said to be capable of wielding the ultimate essence of Aura. The Seven Swords of the Continent.
The 'Sword Master' that typically appears in knightly sagas is based on them.
Strictly speaking, the concept of a 'Sword Master' itself is not a term used among knights.
It was merely a neologism coined by enthusiasts to make the martial prowess of the Seven Swords of the Continent easily understandable to the public.
That term spread far and wide, eventually establishing itself as another level of power to praise the strength of the Seven Swords.
And, excluding extremely exceptional cases like the Master of the Five-Colored Magic Tower, when a knight and a mage of roughly the 'same level' fight, it usually ends in the knight's victory, unless it is a battle mage who has spent their entire life training on the battlefield.
Because the roots of the philosophy held by a scholar holed up in a magic tower's room and a slaughterer of the battlefield are different.
And.......
A battle mage who had experienced countless battlefields throughout his life was there.
A War Mage.
A world of a white and dark winter night.
For a mage to manifest their 'World of Thought,' it meant only one of two things.
Either the opponent was someone they could absolutely trust, or it was a colosseum of slaughter designed to eliminate the opponent with everything they had.
"You bastard......."
The Knight of Pure White was also there.
His human flesh and skin had hardened into Mithril, as if he were a creature made of white metal.
"Do you remember this scenery?"
Dale asked, against the backdrop of a winter night where white sleet was scattering.
"I don't give a damn about your pathetic castle in the air."
The Knight of Pure White replied coldly. He gripped his sword hilt tighter, as if ready to charge at any moment.
"Yes, that's a pity."
"What is so pitiful about it?"
"I had hoped you would at least know where your own grave would be."
"I never intended to return alive from the start."
The Saint Magdalena Knight replied.
"To offer this life to eliminate the seed of evil that would become my lord's enemy."
"Don't you think it's ridiculous, the way you act, loyal to that pig?"
"What do you know to dare insult my lord......!"
The conversation ended. The Knight of Pure White charged.
Not stopping at his Mithril armor, his body had hardened into pure white metal, much like a silicon-based lifeform.
A white flash descended, and Dale did not need to block it.
Clang!
The Death Knight's black sword parried his strike.
However, the opponent was also an Aura Master knight fighting with all his might through his Avatar. The swords clashed, and the balanced momentum the Death Knight had shown earlier was gone.
Dale's Death Knight was being unilaterally pushed back.
'It is not yet time to borrow the power of Shub or Orelia.'
A fight against a strong opponent, a tightrope walk performed at the risk of life on the boundary of death.
Each and every one of these was an irreplaceable experience for Dale, and the foundation of his strength.
The Shadow Cloak fluttered, and following the darkness beneath his feet, 《Shadow Lurkers》 revealed themselves.
"Light of Saint Magdalena!"
At the same time, the Saint Magdalena Knight cried out the name of the patron saint.
"May the benevolence and mercy of the Sister Goddess be with me!"
A shout as loud as a crusader filled with fanaticism. Following that shout, light swirled.
The light of dawn, driving away the darkness of the dim morning.
「Kieeeeeeek!」
Before that light, Dale's 《Shadow Lurkers》 shrieked in unison.
As if to drive away the darkness held by Dale's world, a light that could not be more brilliant swirled.
"Rise."
Dale opened his mouth once again.
Along the horizon of the white and dark winter night, following Dale's command, 'those things' raised their bodies.
In the World of Thought, a mage can exercise power like a god depending on their capacity. And a high-level battle mage can utilize the 'world itself' as a form of weapon to eliminate enemies.
"《Order of the Dead Knights》."
Recalling the army of the Death Order that day, Dale spoke the incantation.
In the territory of death, their lord was giving orders toward the corpses buried deep beneath the pure white.
Before long, the army of Death Knights wielding the black swords of Saxony began to rise one by one.
"......!"
The result of endless training, having honed their swords and necromancy to build that foundation.
An immortal army with fragments of a hero dwelling in each one, projecting the 「Automatic」 formula. Immortal knights built up by the power of thought.
Dale's world was moving with all its might to eliminate his enemy.
A world filled with malice.
The overwhelming quantity itself, unfolded by a high-level black mage.
"What on earth is this......."
Is this truly something a mere 4th Circle mage can manifest?
The Saint Magdalena Knight, wearing his Avatar, gasped in shock.
The immortal knights charged, unbothered by the swirling light. Avoiding the flashes exploding right in front of them, the Shadow Lurkers dove beneath the lake of darkness.
Thorn tentacles of the Shadow Lurkers soared along the lake of darkness, and the army of Death Knights began to charge.
In front of them stood the knight wrapped in holy light.
The Saint Magdalena Knight.
"Grant me the courage to never yield!"
Facing the army of death approaching him, the indomitable hero gripped his sword of light tighter.
With a nobility that would never surrender.
* * *
Thud!
A single sword of light struck down.
Toward the nemesis of the Holy Swordsman, the very 'Black Prince' of Saxony. Piercing through his chest, the blade of dawn protruded from Dale's back.
Blood gushed out along the wound.
"My victory......!"
In ecstasy, the Knight of Pure White raised his voice.
A victory seized after breaking through the army of death, amidst a despair that seemed impossible to overcome.
The Mithril knight burst into loud laughter.
* * *
"My, my victory......!"
The Knight of Pure White burst into laughter.
His retinas torn, blood streaming from his eyes. He didn't even care that Shub's slender tentacles were crossing his facial features and invading his brain.
Dale was looking at him with an expression devoid of even a shred of emotion.
After reaching the 4th Circle, Dale was not the only one growing.
Dale's prized equipment, the 'Shadow Cloak,' and...... the grimoire 『Book of the Black Goat』 were no exception.
Apart from the tentacles ravaging the Knight of Pure White, another tentacle burrowed toward Dale's ear. From the ear canal, through the eardrum, across the auditory nerve, to where the brain was located.
A new ability of 'Shub' obtained after becoming a 4th Circle mage.
Right now, Dale was absorbing the brain of the Saint Magdalena Knight.
The center of information processing, consisting of 86 billion neurons and 150 trillion synapses.
The life of an 'Aura Master' who had honed his sword throughout his entire life flowed into Dale's consciousness.
Devouring the enemy's brain.
It was not an act Dale could handle with ordinary resolve either.
Maintaining Dale's ego amidst the information pouring in like a flood.
Devouring the philosophy the Saint Magdalena Knight had built up over a lifetime, and making it his own.
──In his childhood, he saw the Holy Swordsman praising his talent for the sword.
──He felt the blood and sweat of his training day and night to attain enlightenment in Aura.
"I have finally obtained the Avatar, my lord!"
The Saint Magdalena Knight began to laugh as if sleep-talking.
──The emotion of becoming an Aura Master and obtaining an Avatar, rejoicing like a child, flowed in.
He turned his head just like that. Without even a hint of agitation.
Every memory he had built as the Saint Magdalena Knight.
Everything from the details of the Aura Heart Method they practiced to all the information he remembered flowed in. Swimming amidst the information pouring in like a flood, he seized what he needed.
"Then, as a test."
After gathering it, Dale turned his head. Toward the Death Knight holding the black sword of Saxony.
To project the secret techniques of the Saint Magdalena Knight, who had reached the level of Aura Master, onto the pitch-black Aura Blade.
The Death Knight, built up by thought in Dale's world, gripped the hilt tighter.
He forcibly twisted the Aura within his body, overlaid it with the philosophy of the Saint Magdalena Knight, and reversed its color.
Whoosh!
The black sword of Saxony began to shine, becoming a brilliantly glowing pure white Aura Blade.
A white sword symbolizing the nobility of the Saint Magdalena Knights. However, it was only for a fleeting moment.
Clang!
Soon, unable to withstand the distortion of the Aura, the Death Knight's flesh and bone exploded into pieces.
Never mind being reborn in the form of an Avatar, he couldn't even maintain the Aura Blade for a moment. Was it the side effect of forcibly overlaying it on a knight who pursues black and white, opposing Auras?
"......."
He hadn't really held high expectations to begin with. Just because he devoured the brain didn't mean he could immediately understand it 100%.
Even so, a method to achieve this much in such a short period probably does not exist in this world.
"This is the power of Shub......."
─ Hehe, do you like it?
Shub smiled as innocently as a child.
She did not care at all about the knight she was ruthlessly ravaging with the tentacles beneath her dress hem, instead wrapping her arms and tentacles around Dale's neck as if he were precious.
He is only 4th Circle.
Even though there are still four circles left until the level of 8th Circle, called the greatest mage on the continent.
Moreover, this is not all there is to the abilities of Shub that are just beginning to be unlocked now that he has reached the 4th Circle.
The Old Mother of Darkness.
Assuming a grimoire is a mage's sword, the term 'the world's greatest sword' is not enough to describe it.
'It's a shame about the mages I couldn't absorb during my 3rd Circle days.'
After thinking that, he shook his head. He had just become a 4th Circle mage, and there would be no end to the strong opponents he would have to face in the future. Just as the Saint Magdalena Knight before him was.
* * *
After dispelling the World of Thought, he was back on the arena of the Fight Club. Whispering sounds echoed from all over. Along with the murmurs of the commentators who could not hide their bewilderment.
Men wearing bird-beak masks were already aiming their blades at Dale's vital points.
'High-level assassins' of the Shadow Court, led by the Slaughter Sword.
"You have chosen the wrong opponent to point your blades at."
Dale replied, unbothered.
"Fortunately, those who break the rules of the Fight Club have been met with the appropriate punishment."
Looking at the knight sprawled out in front of him.
There was the figure of the Saint Magdalena Knight, his contents gone, sprawled out powerlessly.
A shell with the brain inside the skull completely emptied out.
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* * *
"Victory! The 'Black Prince' of Saxony has emerged victorious!"
"To think that even after breaking the Fight Club rules and unleashing an Avatar, victory remained out of reach!"
"It seems the title of the Empire's greatest genius is no mere empty boast!"
The spectators' enthusiastic voices echoed throughout the arena, leaving the high-ranking assassins of the 'Shadow Court' lurking in the periphery.
"......Has he already reached the level where he can consciously manifest a 'World of Thought'?"
A man in a plague doctor mask and black coat spoke. It was the voice of the Killing Sword, Master Baro.
"Without at least that much capability, one wouldn't be able to survive in the Fight Club."
"Heh, holy shit. That's one hell of a kid."
Dale replied calmly, and Master Baro spat out a curse, sounding almost awestruck. The assassins in plague doctor masks vanished in unison—the law enforcers that Guild City prided itself on.
And now, the continent's premier assassin organization had been reborn as Dale's own hands and feet.
As the assassins retreated, Dale turned away. A victory in the Round of 32. Furthermore, by defeating the Saint Magdalena Knight's proxy, he had eliminated another competitor for the Black Market.
Dale walked over calmly and reached toward the knight's waist. There hung the golden skull ornament—the invitation to the Black Market that the Saint Magdalena Knight had handed over to his proxy.
Crunch!
He gripped it with all his might and crushed it.
This was the primary reason proxies of the Great Nobles risked their lives to participate in the Fight Club: the fewer the competitors, the better. Even if killing them wasn't strictly necessary, it was preferable.
It wasn't bad if the opponent begged for their life and cried out for surrender, either. After all, there was no ending more miserable than a Great Noble's proxy pathetically begging for mercy.
Dale turned around and exited the arena. It would take quite some time before his next match, and it wouldn't hurt to keep an eye on his rivals.
* * *
Although the opponent had broken the rules by using an Avatar and Dale had manifested his World of Thought strictly in self-defense, such occurrences were extremely rare.
The moment the rules were broken, the 'Shadow Court' standing by would move, with the Killing Sword himself leading his subordinates.
Unless a powerful Great Noble stepped out personally, it was not an opponent a mere proxy could handle.
Those participating in the Fight Club were surely aware of this fact as well.
However, in the face of a life-or-death crisis, reason is less useful than one might think. A knight's pride would not allow them to kneel and surrender, yet they could not simply accept death either. For a knight, surrender was a humiliation worse than death.
Following Dale's match, another duel in the Round of 32 began.
And so, a proxy of a Great Noble lost his reason and unleashed the Fight Club's taboo: an Avatar...
"Heh, look at this clueless, shitty bastard."
Facing that powerhouse, the Killing Sword, Master Baro, moved.
Wearing his plague doctor mask and black coat, he gripped two sword hilts—a twin-sword, dual-wielding style.
Against the knight who was manifesting an Avatar, blood-red Aura Blades coiled around his two swords.
Along with the high-ranking assassins of the Shadow Court he led.
Perhaps he didn't even think it was worth matching an Avatar with an Avatar.
The assassins' blades struck at vital points, and a hail of hidden weapons imbued with blood-red Aura poured in from all directions. Every single one of the assassins wielded the blood-red Aura Blade that Master Baro prided himself on.
Against such an overwhelming number of skilled fighters, even a knight using an Avatar would be helpless.
"Ugh, ughhh......!"
Blood-red hidden weapons struck from all sides. Blood gushed from various vital points, and the fishy scent of gore bloomed in the air.
'......!'
He realized it then.
This man, and the high-ranking assassins of the Shadow Court led by Master Baro... they were by no means mere back-alley assassins. They were formally inheriting the sword and school of the Killing Sword, one of the Seven Swords of the Continent.
They were not a whit behind the knight forces cultivated by the Great Nobles, and at the same time, they lacked the knightly convictions those nobles held. They were not knights who faced opponents fairly, but assassins who would thoroughly and viciously take their opponent's life.
They were worshippers who served the Goddess of Shadows, and those who revered Dale as the 'Black Apostle.'
There are many ways to gain a person's trust. Gold is better than friendship, loyalty is better than gold, and fanaticism is better than loyalty. In that regard, the trust of the Shadow Court was beyond doubt.
'This is the power of the Shadow Court that I will possess...'
Seeing that, Dale's heart raced even faster.
Along with the Night Raven Knights that the Mad Sword Helmut prided himself on, he had even gained the assassins of the Shadow Court cultivated by the Killing Sword Master Baro. An unbelievable amount of military power had fallen into his hands.
"Clean out your ears and listen well."
Watching the knight kneeling, pierced in various vital points, the man in the plague doctor mask, Master Baro, spoke.
"Before you act up and get yourself a one-way ticket to the Sanzu River, you'd better bow your head and surrender quickly."
He warned the Fight Club participants explicitly. A blood-red sword stroke swung—the final blow.
Blood gushed out, and the severed head rolled across the floor.
Silence hung over the arena as a breeze blew through. Before long, Master Baro and the shadow assassins had disappeared.
* * *
Just as the World of Thought manifested by a mage is by no means an omnipotent power, the Avatar manifested by a knight is no exception.
What is important is not the Avatar or the World of Thought itself, but the strength of the ideology projected into it.
For instance, the Avatar of the Saint Magdalena Knight who fought Dale was composed of the pure white that symbolized them. Even if that form could be called the ideology of an organization, it could never be called the individual ideology of the knight. As the ideology of the sword grows stronger, the Avatar gradually gains individuality and power to match.
Not an 'organizational ideology,' but an independent ideology built up through his own sword.
Paradoxically, the grotesque pig-like appearance of the Saint Sword speaks to his level of mastery.
* * *
Some time later, another match receiving significant attention in the Fight Club began.
The adopted son of the Duke of Blood, Ray Yuris.
A monster who held an absolute position within the Imperial Capital and the Red Magic Tower that no one dared to challenge. Unlike the 'Black Prince' of the Saxon House, he had remained thoroughly silent, waiting for his moment, unknown to the outside world.
Ray Yuris had finally broken his silence. The terror he unleashed using black magic against the master of the Kalimala Guild was merely the prelude.
"This is truly a rare sight to behold!"
"To think that besides the eldest son of the Saxon House, such a young child would participate in the Fight Club!"
"He is the adopted son of the legendary 'Duke of Blood'! There is no reason he would be accepted without cause."
The commentators' expectant voices continued, and his opponent gripped his sword tighter. Participating in the Fight Club was usually the domain of knights. When a fight between a mage and a knight followed the 'usual form,' especially in an arena duel, it was inevitably overwhelmingly disadvantageous for the mage.
However, Ray Yuris did not care.
Red-black magic surged beneath his feet—the black power he was said to have obtained long ago through the bond between black and red. To that, he added the red power he prided himself on, accelerating the Circle of his heart.
The RPM of his Circle rose rapidly, creating a vortex of black and red.
'3rd Circle...!'
Dale could intuit it. Ray Yuris snapped his fingers. Flames erupted, blocking the space between him and the knight.
'A jab to deny him distance.'
That was what he thought, but Dale's prediction was completely off.
Whoosh!
The blazing fire began to form a silhouette of something.
—It was a Death Knight of flames.
The 'black power' dwelling within it was too strong for it to be merely a creature of flame.
He had literally fused the secret arts of the Black Magic Tower with his own red magic to create it.
The armor flickered with flames, and even the flaming skull within it was the very 'Death Knight of a Black Mage.' Furthermore, the greatsword of flame held in the knight's hand...
'A Death Knight with red magic...!'
Above all, it wasn't just one. The flames flickered endlessly, generating knights of death. These Death Knights burned with such high heat that one couldn't even breathe near them. They were not made of human flesh and bone, but entirely of flickering flames.
It was a sight that left even Dale astonished.
Furthermore, what the flaming Death Knight was holding was not a mere greatsword of flame.
It was projecting... Aura. It wasn't a single color.
Black-red. An Aura Blade of darkness and blood, where black and red mixed together. Those black-red Death Knights began to charge.
Immediately after, as soon as the knight clashed swords with the flaming Death Knight a few times, he quickly knelt and shouted his surrender.
"Surrender, surrender! I surrender!"
Even if it was humiliating and painful, it was better than dying. Better than the worst-case scenario of dying a dog's death and not even being able to participate in the 'Black Market.'
At least he had the sense to weigh that much.
"I accept your surrender."
Ray Yuris snapped his fingers. Attacking at the moment someone shouts surrender is a prohibited act. The flaming Death Knights all surrounded him and stopped moving in unison.
At the same time.
"Ugh, ughhh, keugh!"
Suddenly, the knight began to clutch his own throat and groan.
"......!"
Seeing that, Dale intuited it. Ray Yuris was intentionally spreading 'poison gas.'
—Toxic gas originating from the fire.
Through the flaming Death Knights, he was 'intentionally' controlling the flow of toxic gas generated by the fire. He was using the mechanism of carbon monoxide (CO) poisoning to interfere with the oxygen binding of hemoglobin.
The knight's body collapsed helplessly as he suffocated.
A colorless, odorless, tasteless assassin.
"Ah, my goodness."
Ray Yuris laughed as if embarrassed.
"I accidentally killed him."
Feigning ignorance in the most blatant way possible.
"In an arena where one bets their life, sometimes these things are unavoidable."
The joy of blood and the festival of madness pursued by the Fight Club. Even if there is a rule that one cannot attack those who surrender, in the face of 'unavoidable circumstances,' it was, quite literally, unavoidable.
Everyone had been wishing for it from the start, and that was why cheers erupted at the sight of Ray Yuris. However, Dale could not laugh.
The sophistication of the ideology projected into each and every Death Knight, and the capability to achieve that in the form of flames.
The Aura Blade he was projecting into it would also be impossible without an aptitude for the sword.
Above all, that was a level that could never be shown by a 'mere 3rd Circle mage.' Just as Dale had once been.
'Finally, it'll be worth having a proper fight.'
Seeing that, Dale thought of it as if it were someone else's business.
* * *
Immediately after.
The Round of 32 matches concluded, and Dale left the Fight Club immediately, heading to the heart of the city where it was built.
'Arte della Lana'.
To the place where the master of the Lana Guild, one of the seven great guilds, resided.
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* * *
The Guild City of Lana. The City Hall of Arte della Lana.
Dale sat in a room within the official residence, draped in the expensive wool fabrics that symbolized the guild.
"I heard that Ray Yuris, the representative of the Duke of Blood, has met with the Master of the Lana Guild."
Through the Shadow Court's intelligence network, he had already identified which representative of a great noble house had contacted which guild master.
"......!"
"You are aware of the attempted assassination against the Master of the Calimala Guild."
"At the very least, I am aware that the Shadow Court is guaranteeing the young master's innocence."
The Master of the Lana Guild spoke, and Dale nodded quietly.
"Does the Master of the Lana Guild intend to become the next City Master by backing the Empire and the Red Magic Tower?"
"......The City Master will be elected legally, in accordance with the republican customs of the seven great guilds."
Seeing him struggle to feign composure, Dale remained silent.
"If the City Master's ledger falls into the hands of the Empire."
After a silence, Dale spoke.
"How long do you think the 'republican customs' the Guild City prides itself on will survive?"
"......."
"The Golden Empire, which saw its own seven-city republic perish and fall into a mere city-state, will see this city's heart fall into its hands."
He recalled the landscape of the 'Seven-City Republic' he had once brought down with his own hands. The thousands of gold coins they boasted of meant nothing before a hero's sword.
"Do you think a country like the Empire would tolerate a 'republic of seven great guilds'?"
Dale continued.
"Surely, opposing the Empire and the Red Magic Tower requires no small amount of courage."
"......."
"However, refusing our Black favor will require an equal amount of courage."
It was a blatant threat, but without such a bold move, he could not sway the guild masters. The Master of the Lana Guild could only remain silent.
If there was ever a saying about a shrimp's back breaking in a fight between whales, this was it.
* * *
Some time later.
Before the Black Market opened, and in order to settle the unrest circulating within the Guild City, a meeting of the seven great guild masters took place.
Furthermore, to escort them, the strongest individuals within the Guild City—the high-ranking assassins of the Shadow Court—were present.
Per the orders of the 'Shadow Monarch' they served, every word of the conversation flowed to Dale.
As long as the Shadow Court was present to protect the guild masters, not even the smallest whisper could escape their ears.
* * *
Some time later, once the seven great guilds finished their calculations, the Guild City was divided into two factions.
The Imperial faction, which sought to join hands with the Empire and the Red Magic Tower.
The Black faction, which agreed to the alliance with the Black that Dale proposed.
Secret meetings were repeated amidst their various alliances and divisions, and each time, it was the job of the 'Shadow Court' to protect them.
They never dreamed that the assassins of the 'Shadow Court,' who were supposed to protect the Guild City, had become the limbs of Dale.
* * *
He could go to the City Master right now, choke him, and take the Guild City's ledger. It was also possible to secure the list of the opposing faction and send the Shadow Court's assassins to eliminate them.
However, there was a reason why Dale did not do so, and why the Empire did not choke them with force either.
The masters of the seven great guilds always held onto information to maintain their own lives.
Furthermore, the true value of the City Master's ledger lay not in what was already written, but in the 'information that would be recorded in the future.'
Using the network the Guild City had rooted throughout the continent, they tracked every transaction across the Empire. The flow of funds across the continent—where sword hilts were sold, where armor was imported.......
Which regional lord was carrying how much debt, and who was intending to take on more.
It was a miniature map that allowed one to grasp not the past, but the future state of the continent.
Unless it was secured in a state where it could be viewed at any time, it was meaningless. That was the context behind why Dale and the Empire were desperately trying to get the 'next' City Master into their own hands.
Intangible information.
That was the greatest reason why, even if they could force the Guild City to bow its head, they could not take away what they possessed.
* * *
Apart from the affairs of the seven great guilds, the next winner's bracket match at the Fight Club drew near.
"Waaaaaah!"
Leaving the cheers behind, Dale turned his head. Above the Lake of Darkness, an uncountable number of 《Shadow Lurkers》 revealed their majesty.
Monsters of shadow.
They boasted snake-like bodies and limbs made of scythes, with countless thorn tentacles writhing along their backs.
"Su, su, surren......!"
Before Dale's opponent could even finish speaking.
Puk!
The thorn tentacles plunged into his body. Blood gushed out, and a roar of madness echoed.
A blow to prove the cruelty of the 'Black Prince,' who showed not a shred of mercy to his enemies. It was a decision made with the cold calculation of reducing the number of competitors in the Black Market by even one.
* * *
The 'Black Prince' of the Saxon House proved his ruthlessness, and then the next match began.
"This is also a spectacle you cannot miss!"
"Mikhail of Lancaster! The second son of the Duke of Lancaster!"
'......The Duke of Lancaster family?'
At the name that caught Dale's attention, he turned toward the arena. There stood a blonde, handsome man.
──The Lancaster House.
One of the '3 Great Duke Houses,' referred to as the Empire's greatest vassals alongside Saxon and Barbarossa.
Needless to say, there was no doubt that the 3 Great Duke Houses would send representatives to the Black Market.
'Even so, for the second son of the Duke of Lancaster to step into the Fight Club himself.'
Forgetting that he was the eldest son of the Duke of Saxony, Dale tilted his head. He surely would have appeared in the Round of 32, but he hadn't watched every single match at the time. However, Dale remembered hearing the name 'Mikhail Lancaster.'
Not from his past life, but right after becoming the eldest son of the Duke of Saxony.
A genius of the sword, said to be closest to the level of the next Seven Swords of the Continent. In fact, it was never strange for children of Duke-level families to be called geniuses of the sword or magic.
Because there was no guarantee of life as certain as being born with a silver spoon in any world.
The world is unfair and absurd, and its nobility and lowliness are determined from birth. The Empire's 3 Great Duke Houses were like the incarnations symbolizing such unfairness.
In a sense, Philip, the wastrel of the Count's house, could be called an irregular who rejected fate.
Finishing his thoughts, Dale turned his head. Mikhail Lancaster had drawn the sword hilt at his waist. It was a knight's sword with a blade dyed crimson.
'Blood Flower Sword.......'
Not an ordinary sword, but a famous blade equivalent to a top-tier artifact. His opponent was also a knight from a named Count's house; it should have been a good opportunity to watch his skills directly.
But as soon as the signal to start the match rang out, the opponent's head was already rolling on the floor.
Without even a moment to shout surrender, and without even wrapping his blade in Aura.
'......!'
One strike.
A speed that even Dale could not follow unless he projected the hero's martial prowess and activated his circles to focus. The majority of the audience could not keep up with that speed and remained silent.
Mikhail Lancaster sheathed his sword and glanced over.
Toward Dale, the eldest son of the Saxon House.
After looking at him, he bowed politely and smiled faintly. He was very polite and elegant, living up to the name of the second son of a Duke house.
The swordsmanship he displayed was the same. It was a strike so clean and beautiful that one could only be left stunned.
Sword Demon, Mikhail Lancaster.
That was his moniker, and Dale instinctively understood why.
The strong who are currently ruling the continent in this era. Even the strong who were active in the same era as his past self would eventually grow old and fade before the passage of time. But that void would never last long.
Because the strong of the next generation would replace that spot.
Just as Dale was, just as Ray Yuris was, and just as Mikhail Lancaster was.
Strong individuals that the past Dale did not know would form the next generation, and he would likely engage in life-or-death struggles with quite a few of them.
Reflecting on that fact calmly, Dale also bowed his head politely.
* * *
The matches at the Fight Club flowed quickly.
In this hell where opponents were killed one after another before they could even shout surrender, those who knew their place chose defeat before fighting. After weeding them out, four people remained.
The Semifinals: Dale, Ray Yuris, Mikhail Lancaster, and one representative from a Marquis house.
'......Did the Barbarossa house not send anyone?'
A powerhouse of the sea that had established its base on the archipelago of the Sea of Death and commanded an invincible fleet. One could not rule out the possibility that they would participate in the Black Market quietly without appearing at the Fight Club.
At the very least, it was not something to think about right now.
Inside the Fight Club arena, cheers filled with more heat than ever before were echoing. Wishing for the ecstasy and madness of blood. To live up to their expectations, Dale raised his head.
"Ah, we finally get to meet like this."
The adopted son of the Duke of Blood, the successor to the Red Magic Tower whom no one dared to challenge—Ray Yuris stood before him.
By now, the shouts of the commentators were no longer audible.
'He is an opponent I have to face anyway.'
Rather, what burned in Dale's chest was a competitive spirit.
A vortex of black and blue swirled, and in response, Ray Yuris accelerated his circles.
"Resonate."
Dale spoke while accelerating his four circles. At the same time, blue particles began to scatter in all directions with a chord that was clear, yet possessed an unknown unpleasantness.
"Blue Dissonance."
After reaching the 4th Circle, he loaded the 《Blue Dissonance》 that Sepia had taught him into the gun barrel.
He submerged the entire arena into the Lake of Darkness and brought out the creature from the shadows. The Death Knight he led behind him gripped the black sword of Saxony again.
Seal the opponent's magic, overwhelm them with numbers, and seize the victory. After setting the strategy, there was not a shred of hesitation in Dale's actions.
「Kieeeeeek!」
The 《Shadow Lurkers》 roared and unleashed their thorn tentacles. The monsters of shadow rushed forward, and Ray Yuris reached out his arm.
Leaving behind the 'Blue Dissonance' aimed at his muzzle to seal his magic in case of emergency.
Amidst the swirling red and black vortex, Ray Yuris opened his mouth.
"──O, 『King of Cold Ash』."
He spoke the name of the grimoire that could never be forgotten.
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* * *
─ Drink this blood.
Contrary to popular belief, Ray Yuris was no mere "random adopted son" of the Duke of Blood.
─ With this, you shall shed the shackles of humanity and be reborn as a part of the Great Clan.
One who inherits the blood-stained legacy built by the Great Clan.
《Young Blood》.
What flowed through Ray Yuris's veins was the history of blood accumulated by his clan and the power of their lineage—something that could not be compared to the mere bond between parent and child.
'I will never disappoint Father.'
With that resolve, Ray Yuris raised his head. The eldest son of the Saxon House, the very "Black Prince," stood there.
The Empire's greatest genius, the victor of the Black and White Rotation, the war hero of Britannia Island....
He was, in every sense, the embodiment of absurdity, appearing to symbolize the very unfairness of this world.
"──O, 『King of Cold Ashes』."
Silence ends here. By defeating the Black Prince of Saxon, Ray Yuris would prove his existence to the "Clan."
The grimoire of the "Demon King Balor," who had once fallen to the hero's hand.
Amidst the vortex of fire and darkness, the power of the ideology held by the leader of the Demons revealed its form.
Thorny tentacles of 《Shadow Lurker》 struck down from within the lake of darkness, and Ray Yuris's body began to scatter like ashes.
Even though he could not yet draw out that power in its entirety, it would at least be enough to strike down a mere child of Saxon.
The history dwelling within Ray's blood was not something that could be handled by the "mere talent" possessed by the Black Prince of Saxon.
'I will defeat the Empire's greatest genius here.'
Fire and darkness swirled, forming the shape of a Death Knight.
The black power he had obtained after devouring an elder of the Black Magic Tower that day.
Drawing upon that power, the Death Knight of flames gripped its black-red sword. It swung, and the black flames imbued in the blade evaporated the lake of darkness.
Within the lake, the Shadow Lurker revealed its horrific true form. An uncountable number of 《Shadow Lurkers》.
The predator in the darkness revealed its adult form, poised to clash with the Death Knight of flames.
Dale opened his mouth.
"「Quad Barrel」, 「12-gauge Birdshot」."
An incantation from another world, unknown to Ray, rang out. Four barrels, and birdshot.
While buckshot is used to hunt large beasts like deer or cattle, containing seven or eight lead pellets with significant mass and reliable lethality in a single shell... birdshot fires hundreds of tiny lead pellets in a single shot shell to hunt small animals like birds.
And what Dale intended to fire now was by no means an attack aimed at slaughter.
Four blue gun barrels shimmered behind his back, and the 《Blue Dissonance》 contained within them was scattered.
"Do you know why I don't build Death Knights out of fire or cold?"
"......!"
"Because there is nothing as difficult as maintaining a construct made of magical power."
For instance, if that were an ordinary Death Knight, it would not be affected by the 《Blue Dissonance》 Dale had scattered.
Because what Dissonance breaks is merely the magical structure, not the flesh, bone, or armor of the dead. Finding the black particles intricately embedded within a corpse is, quite frankly, nearly impossible.
However, Ray Yuris's Death Knight had no physical substance. The flames and darkness that composed it were themselves magical structures formed by his own magic.
In other words, it could not exert any power in the face of Dissonance, which twists the magical structure itself. There is a reason why Blue Mages are called the natural enemies of mages.
Only a "Blue Mage" could so easily collapse the Death Knight of flames that Ray commanded.
And very unfortunately, that very Blue Mage was standing right in front of Ray Yuris.
"Did you think you could win by blindly imitating the spell without understanding the meaning of black?"
Dale asked back.
By now, Ray Yuris's body was turning to ash and scattering throughout the arena, and no human substance existed there.
At the same time, the ashes of death began to scatter. Inescapable death raining down from all directions.
The ashes settled in the arena, and the ground began to corrode and weather as if a clock were being fast-forwarded.
The grimoire of the Demon King, the leader of the Demons──『King of Cold Ashes』.
The ashes of death swirled toward Dale. He drew the knight's sword from his waist and infused his ideology into the blade.
The power dwelling within the hero's beloved sword, Peacemaker.
Peacemaker.
The ashes of death swirled toward Dale again. Particles of annihilation that nothing could escape engulfed him, and yet—
"......!"
Dale's body—no, the power of the ashes Ray Yuris was scattering—vanished.
It was nothing more than ordinary, scattering ashes.
Ray Yuris could not have even imagined it.
The power of Peacemaker that Dale had unleashed here just now.
《Forced Peace》.
And that "peace" meant only one thing.
A barrier that nullifies all "irreversible and un-undoable acts of aggression" occurring within the area.
A sword cannot tear human flesh. Fire cannot burn anything, nor can it annihilate or erase anything. At least within this barrier where the power of Peacemaker reaches, it is impossible to break that "peace."
Even that was merely a fragment of the hero's power, but the Demon King's power that Ray Yuris was using would not be much different. No, it was so immature and clumsy that it couldn't even be called a "fragment." At least, the Demon King's power that Dale remembered, the grimoire he possessed, was not meant to end at this level.
Just as the Peacemaker in Dale's hand was.
'There is a high risk in carelessly revealing the hero's power.'
However, just as he had scattered 《Blue Dissonance》 earlier, Dale had proven that he had the aptitude of a Blue Mage.
Therefore, even if he nullified Ray Yuris's secret technique, it would not raise any suspicion.
Because it is "entirely possible" for the Empire's greatest genius to nullify an opponent's magic.
Regripping Peacemaker, Dale took a step forward. Within the peace he was enforcing, the Death Knights and 《Shadow Lurkers》 that Dale boasted were no exception.
Except for one, the enforcer of that peace himself.
Ray Yuris's body was scattered across the area as ashes, but to Dale, that was nothing of great consequence.
"Freeze."
Dale muttered in a low voice. Not with black, but by creating a vortex with the power of pure blue.
Projecting the chilling cold and darkness dwelling within Dale's World, the arena began to freeze over.
"──!"
Ray Yuris's body, which had been scattering in all directions, gathered into a single point.
Wrapped in fire and darkness, Ray Yuris stared this way.
He activated the bizarrely twisted bio-fused artifact, 'Dragon's Jawbone.' His mouth, distorted like a dragon's maw, moved.
"How...."
The Death Knight of flames, the ashes of death—the trump card he had unleashed with all his might from the start had been rendered null.
In front of that, the 'Black Prince' had not a single moment of hesitation.
"Did you think I wouldn't use the power of a Blue Mage after seeing the black-blue mana?"
Dale bluffed nonchalantly, and Ray Yuris remained silent.
"Do you know about this grimoire?"
"Is there anyone who doesn't know that grimoire?"
After a silence, Ray asked back, and Dale replied calmly.
"You also know that it's not a power you can handle right now."
Ray Yuris did not have the capacity to handle 『King of Cold Ashes』 right now. Just as even Dale, in his 3rd Circle days, didn't have much ability to use the 『Book of the Black Goat』.
"......Why didn't you take out the grimoire?"
"Because I don't have a grimoire yet."
Dale replied as if it were someone else's business.
"......You are lying."
Ray Yuris replied without a moment's hesitation.
"It must be a 'grimoire that cannot be shown in front of everyone,' right?"
"That's rich, coming from someone who has the Demon King's grimoire."
"──Is it the 『Book of the Black Goat』?"
For a moment, Dale held his breath.
"You are underestimating our Red Magic Tower's intelligence network too much."
"......."
"But I suppose I also underestimated the power of the 'Black Prince'."
To Dale, who was struggling to maintain his composure, Ray continued.
"Now I understand."
"Understand what?"
"That the title of the Empire's greatest genius is by no means an empty name."
Ray Yuris said.
"And that it is a wall I cannot dare reach with my current self."
However, on Ray Yuris's face, one could not find the kind of frustration seen in those who had faced Dale until now. It was not the despair felt before the embodiment of absurdity, but rather as if he had found the worthy rival he had longed for so much.
The bizarrely twisted Dragon's Jawbone held an unknown ecstasy.
Wearing the expression of a challenger facing a wall they must overcome, not a wall that could never be crossed.
"This match is my defeat."
Ray Yuris opened his mouth. Or rather, he tried to.
"Shub."
Dale interrupted his words. Calling upon the 『Book of the Black Goat』 that had its tentacles rooted in his heart.
Right here, in front of everyone in the Fight Club watching.
─ Wow, there are so many people!
Shub laughed brightly like a child. And to Ray Yuris and everyone else in the Fight Club──.
The most disgusting and horrific monstrosity in this world was there.
An otherworldly monstrosity where hundreds, thousands of tentacles writhed and clumped together like earthworms.
Black, dark mucus like coal tar dripped down along the tentacles.
Chwa-ak!
Those very jet-black tentacles began to stretch out toward all directions of the arena. As if to show off the power of the 『Book of the Black Goat』 in front of everyone.
Kwa-ang!
The tentacles struck and shattered the arena, and a terror as if an unapproachable monster were running wild descended.
Jjang-geurang!
In front of the swinging tentacles, the Fight Club's protective barrier shattered helplessly.
Screams and astonishment, and amidst that, shouts filled with madness rang out.
In any case, it was not that unexpected that the Red Magic Tower knew about the 『Book of the Black Goat』. At the very least, it was not difficult for them to verify the truth once they "harbored suspicions," and by now, the Sistina Church territory must be in an uproar.
If it were going to come to that, it would be better to show it in front of everyone. The power of the grimoire possessed by the 'Black Prince' of Saxon.
After showing off Shub's power for all to see, Dale withdrew the 『Book of the Black Goat』.
"I will accept your defeat."
No matter if it was the Fight Club, he could not kill the son of the Duke of Blood and the successor of the Red Magic Tower here. Just as the Empire and the Red Magic Tower were currently wary not of the young Dale, but of the 'Black Duke'.
Eliminating the young successor of the Red Magic Tower would only be a blunder that handed them a justification (名分) in the long run.
Accepting the defeat, Ray Yuris nodded silently.
Leaving behind his two legs, which had begun to tremble faintly for the first time.
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* * *
The finals of the Fight Club.
Representatives of the great noble houses participated in the Fight Club for various reasons. Some sought to eliminate a competitor, while others were driven by a pure fighting spirit to test their strength against strong opponents and gauge the hierarchy among the representatives...
And finally, there was a reason more important than all others.
It was to get their hands on the 'championship prize' of the Fight Club, which would be given to the final victor.
The winner is granted the 'special privilege of an immediate, guaranteed purchase' of one item from the Black Market.
And if the Guild City's claims are true, it is necessary to seize victory and secure the item they boast of so highly.
Having made his resolution, Dale raised his head toward his final opponent.
Standing before him was Mikhail, the second son of the Lancaster House, one of the Empire's three great ducal families. Despite the age gap of nearly a full cycle, Mikhail's expression as he regarded Dale was incredibly serious.
He carried himself with a nobility that lacked even a shred of carelessness or rudeness.
"It is a great honor to meet the young master of Saxony."
Mikhail bowed politely, showing his respect.
"I humbly ask for your guidance in a bout."
"It is I who am honored to witness the swordsmanship of Young Master Mikhail, who is said to be the closest to the 'Seven Swords of the Continent'..."
"Oh my, that is too much praise."
Mikhail smiled with feigned humility.
"Who would dare speak of 'talent' in front of the eldest son of the Saxony House?"
Seureung.
The Blood Flower Sword, strapped diagonally to his belt, slid from its scabbard. A blade the color of blood.
Dale recalled the rapid-fire thrusts he had witnessed earlier. However, just as Dale had done with Ray Yuris, Mikhail likely could not kill the 'successor of the Saxony House' so recklessly.
As in any world, this one was not equal.
Therefore, the value of the blood flowing through people's veins could not be equal, either.
For instance, the act of 'accidentally' killing a mere knight who cried for surrender might be dismissed as an unfortunate incident, but it was a different story if the victim were the successor of an Imperial ducal house or the Red Magic Tower.
The weight of blood, the nobility or lowliness determined from birth. Even so, one could not be blindly careless about that fact.
In any case, Mikhail Lancaster was a powerhouse who could never be taken lightly.
Accelerating four Circles around his heart, Dale projected the philosophy of Peacemaker onto his knight's sword. A lake of darkness spread out, and simultaneously, Dale's Death Knight gripped its black sword firmly.
"Shub."
Finally, Dale called out the name of the grimoire dwelling in his heart.
The worst grimoire, which he had already revealed to everyone in the form of the 『Book of the Black Goat』, and which there was no longer any need to hide.
─ Yes, Oppa.
Shub smiled brightly, and for an instant, emotion flickered across Mikhail's face—a sense of disgust, as if looking at the ugliest thing in the world.
The hero's sword, the grimoire, the 4th Circle acceleration. Amidst the swirling cold and darkness, Dale took his battle stance and raised his head.
Mikhail Lancaster adjusted his grip on the hilt and raised his sword high above his head.
The Posta di Falcone (Falcon's Stance).
On his breastplate, the white and red roses symbolizing the Lancaster Ducal House were revealed.
That symbol meant 'cruel nobility', just as the night raven crest of the Saxony Ducal House signified the 'messenger of death'.
In Dale's mind, the 'memories' of the Saint Magdalena Knight that he had absorbed earlier began to play back.
The sword of Mikhail Lancaster active on the battlefield, his Avatar, and the sense of despair felt at his overwhelming talent.
'...He is no ordinary opponent.'
He was not an opponent who would merely become a future threat like Ray Yuris. The level already dwelling in Mikhail's sword was far beyond the achievements one could reach in their mid-twenties.
Taat!
He had raised his sword above his head, and it came crashing down vertically. A head-strike, the foundation of all swordplay.
'...!'
Before he knew it, the distance between Dale and Mikhail had closed. The Death Knight's black sword parried the strike swung right in front of his nose. Suddenly, Mikhail's sword slid like a snake and burrowed into the flesh and bone of the Death Knight.
Chwaaak!
The area around the Death Knight's shoulder bone was sliced off.
The bone crumbled as smoothly and cleanly as flowing water, and at the same time—.
The severed flesh and bone of the Death Knight caused an explosion right in front of Mikhail's nose.
Corpse Explosion, the foundation of black magic. However, considering the lethality of the various formulas projected into it, its destructive power was far beyond that of a mere necromancer.
It inflicted fragmentation while simultaneously sharpening the tips of the scattered bone fragments.
In front of it, Mikhail swung his sword again.
Like a net dense enough to scoop up dozens of pieces of meat all at once.
Following this, Shub's tentacles plunged down in unison. The thorn-like tentacles of the 《Shadow Lurker》 sprang out from the shadows.
A one-sided barrage coming from all directions.
Simultaneously, following the Shadow Cloak, 'bullets of darkness' began to rain down from the black barrel.
Mikhail swung his sword again.
Covering the strikes raining down from all sides in a 360-degree arc, the wind of the blade scattered like a whirlpool.
'The wind of the blade...?'
No. What he was scattering was not mere wind pressure, but Aura emitted from his sword. He was scattering Sword Qi in the form of projectiles, sniping every single attack pouring in from all eight directions simultaneously.
However, there was not a single hint of color on the Blood Flower Sword held by Mikhail Lancaster.
The Aura was invisible.
Formless, colorless Aura.
And that Aura finally wrapped around the 'sword' of Mikhail Lancaster.
Invisible Sword (Mu-hyeong-geom).
It was not the color of the Aura symbolizing the 'Rose Cross Knight' of the Lancaster House. It was, in every sense, the unique Aura possessed by Mikhail Lancaster.
"The invisible sword is the most terrifying, is it not?"
Holding that very formless sword, Mikhail Lancaster smiled.
"I never imagined my sword was already known as far as the frozen lands of the North."
"In this world, there is nothing as hard to hide as a brilliantly shining talent."
Dale feigned ignorance and pretended to be calm.
If he hadn't absorbed the brain of the Saint Magdalena Knight, that strike could have dealt a fatal blow. Even for Dale, who possessed the memories of his past life, he did not know everything about this world. At the very least, something like 'invisible Aura' was of a nature that even Dale could not hide his astonishment.
That wasn't all.
Mikhail Lancaster spun the hilt of the Blood Flower Sword and adjusted his grip.
Chwareureuk!
"...!"
The blood-colored blade segments forming the sword split into iron pieces, transforming into a whip held together by wires.
Blood Flower Sword. A name given because it is said that every time those blade segments slaughter an enemy's body, a blood-colored flower blooms.
Dale knew the notoriety of that sword. However, that blood-colored snake-belly sword...
It was invisible.
Wrapped in invisible Aura, the whip of the blade was hiding its form.
Huung!
He had no choice but to watch Mikhail's hand and infer its movements. That wasn't all. Once again, the formless Aura scattered from his sword, and invisible Sword Qi swirled.
It was not of a nature that could be grasped and dealt with by sight alone.
And as long as Dale was 'unconscious' of that attack, the ability of Peacemaker, 《Force of Peace》, was meaningless.
《Force of Peace》 only takes effect when the caster is clearly conscious of the attack.
The first feeling of impatience tightened around Dale's heart.
"Shub."
At the same time, Dale opened his mouth. The most certain way to deal with the invisible in the current situation.
"Go wild to your heart's content."
─ Yes.
From beneath the hem of Shub's dress, giant tentacles, like those of a deep-sea monster, rose up.
Kwaang, kwang!
As if a giant monster were unilaterally trampling a city, the super-large tentacles began to smash the entire stadium indiscriminately. Spreading the lake of darkness, the 《Shadow Lurker》 also spewed out thorn tentacles in unison.
Amidst the cover of countless tentacles, Dale raised his head.
Huung!
At the same time, an indescribable killing intent swirled, and Dale set up a shield with his Shadow Cloak.
Kaang!
From the empty air, the shadow shield struck something and made a metallic sound. However, what faced Dale's shadow shield was no ordinary sword.
The blade whip collided, and predicting the path it would be swung like a snake, he set up another shield.
Kaang!
The blade segment attached to the tip of the whip was blocked by Dale's shield once again.
"...!"
Seeing that, Mikhail gasped.
A mere mage, parrying an invisible blade whip relying solely on his sixth sense? And even accurately predicting the path the snake-belly sword would be swung?
In Dale's appearance, one could never find the 'impatience of a mage who has allowed a knight to close the distance'.
At the same time, countless tentacles plunged down from all sides of Mikhail. Already, he began to withdraw the snake-belly sword, the blade whip, and scatter Sword Qi in all directions.
Hardening his formless Aura into the form of protective energy to block Shub's tentacles and black slime, while simultaneously... removing the tentacles by firing Aura in the form of projectiles.
A technique of offense and defense combined that one could not help but be astonished by.
Chwaaak!
And that very formless blade whip, the 'Blood Flower Sword', finally began to bloom flowers of blood just like its name. Blood flowers bloomed on Dale's shoulder.
The blade segments grazed him narrowly, slicing his chest, and once again, flowers of blood bloomed on Dale's chest.
The blade whip, swirling endlessly, drenched Dale's body in blood.
Amidst the pain of his body being torn to shreds, narrowly avoiding fatal wounds, Dale bit his lip.
'This is driving me crazy.'
Though it's not for him to say, this was an opponent incomparable to a greenhorn like Ray Yuris.
'Should I surrender?'
After thinking it, he immediately shook his head. At least if the item that the Black Duke would covet was not a bluff.
The person who coveted that item would not stop at just the Black Duke.
No matter how much the Saxony Ducal House was the greatest great vassal of the Empire, its financial power was not the greatest in the Empire either.
Right now, in front of the abundance and fertility of the Lancaster House, one of the three great ducal families, the frozen lands of Saxony would not even be able to raise their heads. If they were to go into a bleeding auction, even Saxony could not guarantee a 100% successful bid. In the first place, if Mikhail Lancaster were to get his hands on that item as the winner, competition would not even be established.
That is why he had to get it. The championship prize that the winner of the Fight Club would have.
He had to find a breakthrough.
'At the very least, I need a way to break the formless Aura.'
But if he were to let Shub's power run wild any more than this, the protective barrier of the Fight Club would not be able to handle that power.
Furthermore, breaking the protective barrier before either one called for defeat was an immediate disqualification.
He could not draw out 100% of the power Shub possessed, and he could not unfold the World of Thought.
"It is not a very good situation for a mage."
As if looking into Dale's agony, Mikhail opened his mouth.
"No, in a sense, it would not be an exaggeration to say it is the 'worst situation'."
"......"
"In the first place, for a mage to allow a knight to close the distance... and even to maintain this level of parity in close-quarters combat."
With awe that contained not a single lie.
"You have already far exceeded the capabilities that an ordinary mage could show."
"......"
"To be honest, I cannot hide my wonder at Young Master Dale's talent either."
Mikhail Lancaster said.
"In the first place, the distance of this arena was too close to a knight for a mage, and the situation was too advantageous for me."
His words were correct. To speak coldly, every situation was hopelessly disadvantageous for an 'ordinary mage', and the fact that there were only two mages who participated in the Fight Club right now, Dale and Yuris, proved that fact.
"So you do not need to be too ashamed."
There is no need to be ashamed of defeat.
"Because this was a fight that a mage could not win in the first place."
A model of a knight who showed off his pride while not forgetting respect for his opponent.
"So please, surrender at this point."
Mikhail asked as he withdrew his sword.
"Young Master Dale has already sufficiently proven the weight of that name."
"......"
"Even if you are defeated by me, there will be no blemish on the reputation of the 'Black Prince'."
"How can you be so sure of that fact?"
"Because I will not allow it."
Mikhail Lancaster said. Unlike his swordplay, which was nothing short of ruthless, he possessed a nobility that seemed to symbolize chivalry itself.
Dale remained silent for a moment.
"Young Master Mikhail, are you not ashamed of being defeated by me?"
At the end of the silence, Dale asked back. There was no need to hear the answer.
"I am the same."
At those words, Mikhail's expression froze for an instant.
"I have absolutely no intention of surrendering."
Dale, swirling his black-blue magic power again, continued.
"Unfortunately, I am not an 'ordinary mage'."
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* * *
Leaving the biting cold and darkness behind, Dale spoke.
"Stand down."
Neither his shadow constructs nor the Death Knights he commanded were exceptions. A vortex of black-blue swirled beneath his feet, and the 'Shadow Cloak'—mimicking the form of a black robe—flapped violently.
Dale adjusted his grip on his sword, Peacemaker. At the absurd sight, Mikhail gasped.
A black mage dismissing his own constructs to face him with nothing but a single sword?
"That is far too reckless."
Just as it was for the House of Sachsen, the House of Lancaster could not simply swing a sword at a descendant of Sachsen. That was the 'weight of blood' carried by those who stood here.
"Are you afraid to kill me?"
"......."
Dale asked again.
"Are you afraid of the backlash that will follow if you kill me here, turning my father and the entire North into your enemies?"
Mikhail shook his head.
"I simply do not wish to kill you, Young Master."
"The knight whose throat was slit by that sword in a flash of light would wail in the afterlife."
Dale sneered, as if it were someone else's business.
"We all understand that this world is not fair, do we not?"
Mikhail Lancaster replied calmly, speaking as the heir to one of the Empire's three great ducal houses.
"It is truly fortunate that you think so."
Dale adjusted his hilt and continued.
"In this unfair and absurd world, nothing would be strange."
Dale's 4th Circle began to accelerate. It contained no black-blue, only a biting cold. The ambient temperature plummeted, and white frost began to coat the area.
Absolute zero, descending further into the void.
"Shub."
Dale spoke, and at those words, the 'Old Mother of Darkness' smiled silently. A thin tentacle burrowed directly through Dale's ear, through his auditory nerves, and into his brain.
At the same time, the world shifted.
A world of winter night, filled with biting cold and darkness, unfolded.
It was not a 'World of Thought,' but merely a phantasm Shub overlaid onto the Fight Club while manipulating Dale's brain.
That was enough.
A mage's philosophy is, in the end, a battle of how firmly one can construct an image—even if it is a world of absurd delusion.
Dale lifted his head. Dale was lost in a world of self-hypnosis.
He bore the risk that Shub's power might cause 'irreversible damage' to his brain.
The Hero of the Otherworld, the bloodless and tearless Hunting Dog of the Empire.......
He adjusted his grip on his sword.
* * *
A shiver.
Goosebumps rose involuntarily, and not just because of the frost coating the Fight Club.
The 'Dale of Sachsen' standing before him moments ago was emitting a terrifying spirit, as if he were a completely different person.
He couldn't understand it.
The black mage had dismissed his Death Knights, recalled his shadow constructs, and wasn't even thinking of using his Shadow Cloak.
He held only a single sword, accelerating four circles as a substitute for Aura, and stared ahead. Rationally, it was the worst possible blunder—a fight without a shred of a chance of winning. That was how it should have been.
However, Mikhail Lancaster's swordsman intuition whispered: 'It's dangerous.'
What was? The twelve-year-old child in front of him? A mage who couldn't even use Aura, holding nothing but a single sword? He didn't know. He couldn't understand.
Emotion vanished from Dale's expression. His blue pupils stared into the void without focus.
At the same time, Dale kicked off the ground. He swung his sword, wreathed in biting cold, and Mikhail's Blood Flower Sword coiled around his blade like a whip.
No, it tried to coil.
But before their swords could clash, Mikhail stepped back, overwhelmed by an unknown terror.
Involuntarily, the symbol of the Duke of Sachsen engraved on Dale's clothing entered his field of vision.
Night Raven. The messenger of death.
Only then did he understand the nature of the emotion Mikhail Lancaster felt.
It was the 'fear of death.'
Increasing the distance, Mikhail scattered invisible sword energy once again. Amidst the gale of energy, he swung the whip-blade of the Blood Flower Sword.
Clang!
Dale swung his sword. He deflected the Blood Flower Sword, kicked off the ground, and lunged in reverse. The formless blade swung in an unpredictable path, but it changed nothing.
He was deflecting everything.
A mere mage who couldn't even use Aura, against a knight said to be the closest to the next Seven Swords of the Continent.
Without a shred of agitation, he remained perfectly calm.
Clang!
The Blood Flower that should have bloomed in profusion withered in vain, and a flower of cold bloomed instead.
Clang!
Sliding past Dale's strike, the tip of the whip-sword finally plunged toward Dale's blind spot.
At the same time, Dale reached out his arm.
He reached out to snatch Mikhail Lancaster's sword, which was imbued with 'Aura.'
He envisioned the eldest son of the Duke of Sachsen being shredded to pieces by his own whip-sword, and the political backlash that would erupt between the two ducal houses.
That imagination instilled a moment of hesitation in Mikhail, but Dale snatched the whip-blade without a second thought.
An act no different from sticking one's hand into an industrial blade mixer.
Halt.
Mikhail's movements stopped dead.
Dale's arm, which should have been shredded by the whip-sword, gripped the blade perfectly fine. Without a single scratch.
《Force of Peace》.
An invincible barrier that nullified all attacks, provided one was 'clearly conscious' of the opponent's strike. Within his extreme self-hypnosis, his sharpened senses detected Mikhail's sword.
He could see without looking, know without looking, and feel without looking.
Therefore, as long as Dale remained conscious of the formless sword, it was impossible to break the 'peace' within it.
The sword could not tear human flesh, and flames could not burn him.
If blue magic is assumed to be the natural enemy of a mage, Peacemaker could be said to be the natural enemy of a knight that seals all physical attacks.
"H-how...!"
Mikhail, unaware of the fact, was astonished. Dale moved, swinging Peacemaker while gripping the whip-sword.
The fear of death, as if the scythe of the Grim Reaper were being swung, wrapped around Mikhail's spine.
The fear of death from which one cannot escape.
Just then, Dale's brain exceeded its threshold, and he regained consciousness. To make matters worse, the 《Force of Peace》 activated by Peacemaker vanished.
Squelch!
Dale's hand, gripping the sword, was shredded as if ground in a mixer.
From the five fingers to the elbow, scattering flesh, blood, and bone.
However, no clear scream was heard.
He did not twitch, ignoring the pain of his arm being shredded. The sword in his other hand was aimed squarely at Mikhail's throat.
As if he had known it would turn out this way.
"Why did you not strike my throat immediately?"
Dale asked, maintaining his composure even with his arm shredded to pieces. He pressed the sharp tip of his blade against the throat of the next Seven Swords of the Continent.
"If you had struck my throat without hesitation after cutting my arm."
"I would surely have been a dead man."
However, he could not do it, crushed by the 'weight of blood' flowing within Dale of Sachsen.
"......Did you calculate from the beginning that I would be agitated?"
"At the very least, I calculated the fact that this world is not fair."
Dale replied.
"......."
Mikhail remained silent. If he had tried to kill Dale with all his might, this fight would have surely ended in Mikhail's victory.
Once he had shredded the opponent's arm, landing the next blow would have been a piece of cake. However, Mikhail Lancaster did not have that level of resolve.
A momentary hesitation. That difference in resolve decided the match.
It wouldn't be much different even if he had lost the psychological warfare.
It was a difference as thin as a sheet of paper, but in the world of competition, hypothetical questions have no meaning. There is only a winner and a loser. It was no different now.
An absurd difference in the size of their vessels.
Mikhail Lancaster stood without a scratch, while Dale looked as if he would collapse from blood loss at any moment. Even so, the scale of victory and defeat was clearly tilted.
It was a black victory, stained with blood.
"I, Mikhail of Lancaster."
After a silence, Mikhail spoke.
"In this place, facing Young Master Dale of Sachsen."
He released his formless Aura, shattering his beloved sword into pieces.
"......!"
"......I announce my defeat, without a shadow of a doubt."
A knight breaking his own sword. In front of the winner of the Fight Club, he chose to suffer the greatest humiliation he could show as the second son of a ducal house.
"......I accept your defeat."
Dale replied amidst the mess of flesh, blood, bone, and iron shards.
Without a single trace of disorder.
* * *
'A victory obtained by sacrificing an arm and sticking a straw into my brain.'
That night.
Dale, having lost an arm, sat on the edge of the bed and muttered as if it were someone else's business. It was a victory of nothing but wounds. Yet, his expression held no hint of the despair one might expect from losing a limb.
A poker face so calm it was almost carefree.
'A product that even the Duke of Sachsen would covet.'
It was worth obtaining, even at the cost of flesh and bone. If the Guild City's words proved to be empty boasting, there would be no need to even pass through the Black Duke's hands.
Dale stretched out his arm—the one crippled and shredded from fingers to elbow.
The Shadow Cloak flapped, swarming into the void of the missing arm.
In a sense, it was no exaggeration to call it a part of his body—and that was no metaphor.
Darkness began to take on substance and imitate the form of a body. He tried moving the prosthetic hand made of shadows as a test.
'It moves amazingly well.'
An arm made of evil itself, connecting the nerves of the shadow and the body.
'I suppose I'll have to live like this until I return to the Duchy.'
Contrary to what ordinary people think, at least by the 'standards of the Black Magic Tower,' losing a few limbs was not a major issue. Repairing or replacing flesh with the Tower's technology would be no trouble.
Especially for a son who has the greatest black mage on the continent, the Black Duke, as his father.
That way of thinking was why the House of Sachsen and the Black Duke were pointed at and called the 'Clan of Darkness.'
However, aren't even the White Magic Towers packaging such healing acts as 'miracles of the goddess' and raking in tithes by the handful?
Only because there was insurance that would willingly bear the risk of giving up flesh and bone could Dale attempt a gamble.
It was a mindset of the Magic Path that a knight would find difficult to understand.
Let alone the House of Lancaster, which has no connection to magic.
Contrary to Mikhail's thoughts, Dale had held the upper hand from the beginning. No matter how great Dale was, he wouldn't have the guts to bet his limbs without a plan.
That did not mean the pain of losing limbs disappeared. Dale bit his lip against the agony.
'I have no choice but to endure this somehow.'
No matter how much he tried to feign composure, Dale could not escape the bonds of being human.
* * *
Dale fell asleep in pain, and the assassin in the shadows revealed herself.
Lady Shadow.
Watching Dale groan in his dreams, Orelia reached out. She reached toward the 'Black Young Master' who had become the Empire's rider and driven her homeland into hell.
──White, slender fingers gently stroked Dale's cheek. As gently and mercifully as those of a holy maiden.
Why is it?
Why did the opponent who should be so hateful and detestable feel so small and lovely?
Whenever she watched the darkness and pain he carried within his shadow, he seemed so poignant and lovely that she could not control her emotions.
"Ah, my Lord......."
He was becoming a child who gave up being a puppet of the heavens and finally learned emotions one by one.
A woman's joy, the ecstasy of slaughter. Orelia kissed Dale's cheek carefully, not denying the desire and pleasure wrapping around her heart.
"Please, wind the puppet's strings around my body."
She swore to become the 'assassin's sword' that would be swung within his shadow for the rest of her life.
Dale's breathing, which had been ragged with pain, calmed down just a little.
* * *
Some time later, the Fight Club match concluded, and the Black Market opened its doors.
It was a secret black market permitted only to the continent's greatest nobles and the wealthy—a path of beasts where the Empire's ugliest desires swirled, whether for objects or lives.
A masquerade of beasts.
Dale was also there, having become a part of those very beasts.
As the winner of the Fight Club, holding the 'privilege to confirm an immediate purchase' of one product on the spot.
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* * *
At the edge of the Guild City territory, the night sea ripples, cradling the pale starlight pouring down upon it.
The 'City of Cambio,' a port city bordering the southern sea, is arguably the Empire's greatest trading hub.
Arte del Cambio.
It is one of the Great Guilds managing currency exchange and finance, and the guild to which the 'City Master'—the overseer of the seven cities and the Great Guilds—belongs. Within this city, the ugliest desires writhe.
The Beast Realm.
Pigs, birds, horses, cows—not metaphorically, but literally. Those wearing the masks of every beast imaginable were present. Like a carnival, they wore ceremonial masks, enjoying a party so luxurious it would make the Imperial Palace envious.
Dale was no exception.
Wearing a white mask reminiscent of The Phantom of the Opera, he disguised his identity by morphing his Shadow Cloak into a black robe.
The continent's greatest black market had opened.
Amidst the masquerade of beasts, Dale turned his head.
True to its name, an uncountable number of goods were lined up.
Much like the glass display cases of a department store.
These were goods not valuable enough for the auction, yet precious enough to liven up the Black Market. They ranged from living beings to rare artifacts adventurers risked their lives to obtain in the labyrinths. Treasures worth a thousand gold—sums that would bankrupt a low-ranking noble—were merely snacks rolling around this marketplace.
It was a golden battlefield that even the Empire's leading nobles could not enter without preparing for a 'hemorrhage' of funds.
"Gentlemen, ladies......"
A man spoke.
"And the puppets of those gentlemen and ladies."
His mouth was grotesquely torn into a crescent moon.
He wore the mask of the 《Laughing Man》.
He was one of the seven Guild Masters, and the representative of the other six and the seven cities.
"I sincerely welcome you to the 'Black Market' that our Guild City boasts of."
The pinnacle of the Guild City. The City Master had finally revealed himself.
* * *
"We will begin the auction starting from three black chips."
"Four."
"Five."
"Seven!"
"Ah, seven, we have reached seven!"
The City Master raised his voice, sounding amused. He wore the 《Laughing Man》 mask, its mouth grotesquely torn like a crescent moon.
For the continent's largest black market, the currency values they shouted were absurdly small. However, the price of a single chip was truly equal to the weight of a thousand gold.
In a sense, it was no different from casino chips.
A product was presented, a value assigned, and the owner decided. That was all there was to it.
One product sold, and the next appeared. People scrambled to bid, and the next item went to the person who called out seven chips.
None of these piqued a shred of interest in Dale.
The night was still young.
Feeling the weight of the 'hundreds of black chips' hidden inside his robe, he turned his head away.
Bird-beak masks and black coats.
He ignored the lackeys of the 'Shadow Court' blending into the masquerade of beasts without a hint of incongruity.
* * *
"One hundred."
The man spoke, and silence descended upon the hall. The sound of the City Master clapping broke the stillness.
"A truly excellent decision."
The number of representatives was decreasing rapidly.
After paying the chips, they settled the price through the branches of the 'Cambio Guild' scattered across the continent.
Promissory notes.
Receiving the goods only happened after payment was settled, not at this venue. The Guild City was not stupid enough to gather expensive treasures in one place.
After emptying their chips, the representatives of the nobles began to disappear from the hall one by one. Yet, some kept their seats without a twitch.
Led by the Saxon House's 'Black Prince,' the Empire's agent Ray Yuris, Mikhail of the Lancaster Duke House, and others whose identities remained hidden behind masks.
Their numbers steadily decreased amidst the endless stream of goods, yet nothing stimulated the greed of Dale or the Black Duke.
Were they planning to hide their cards until the very end? It didn't matter. Amidst the throbbing pain, Dale thought, moving his shadow prosthetic arm.
"It must be about time."
After an unintelligible mutter, the City Master continued.
The final product.
"......!"
Dale's expression—no, everyone's expression—froze in astonishment.
* * *
At that time.
The night sea rippled in the thick darkness. Breaking the heavy silence, several boats cut through the water and reached the shore. Shadows moved quickly.
Grappling hooks were silently set onto the walls of the port city 'Cambio.' Shadows sprinted up the stone.
Chwa-aak!
A blade slashed down toward a guard protecting the watchtower.
"Keuk, keo-heuk......!"
Blood gushed from the severed throat, a choked sound leaking through the gap. The guards collapsed without a chance to resist.
Shortly after.
Beyond the pitch-black horizon, silhouettes as huge as monsters appeared. The bows of the fleet revealed their majesty as they cut through the water, sails flapping in the night wind.
The sails bore a pirate flag: a skull with two thigh bones crossed beneath it.
The Jolly Roger.
In this world, that symbol meant only one thing: the crest of the Barbarossa House, one of the Empire's '3 Great Duke Houses' alongside the Saxon and Lancaster Houses.
A maritime powerhouse that had established its base in the Sea Archipelago of Death and commanded an invincible fleet.
Chwa-reuk!
The ships released their anchor lines, and the anchors plunged into the sea all at once. The strongest fleet, commanded by the 'Drowned Duke' Francis Barbarossa.
As if monsters were rising from the sea, the silent fleet slowly approached the shore.
However, no watchmen remained on the towers to report their landing or light the beacon.
* * *
"Ci, City Master-nim!"
In the hall of the Black Market, which should have been guarded like an iron fortress, a vulgar noise broke the silence. Unable to hide his astonishment, a soldier ran over and shouted urgently to the City Master and the other Guild Masters.
"The fleet of the Drowned Duke, Ba, Barbarossa is landing throughout the city!"
"......!"
They knew the weight that raiding the Black Market carried.
It was not just making one Guild City an enemy. It was an act no different from making the Imperial Family, the Emperor, the Red Magic Tower, and all the countless great nobles of the Empire enemies.
It was literally 'making the world an enemy.'
Nevertheless, no one in the Black Market dared to be shaken. The seven Guild Masters, as well as the representatives present, were no exception.
"Now, at what price shall we begin the auction for the product?"
The City Master spoke, looking directly at Dale without a shred of hesitation.
The Guild City's prediction that the Black Duke would be greedy for it was correct.
No, not just the Black Duke. Who in the Empire would not feel greed for this product? It wasn't the time to worry about a lost arm in the Fight Club. Even if one were to lose an arm forever, it wouldn't change anything.
"I myself cannot even dare to estimate the value of this."
"......What do you want?"
Finally, after the silence, Dale spoke, throwing the 《Phantom of the Opera》 mask he was wearing onto the floor.
"How on earth did you get your hands on that?"
"That is a trade secret."
Inside the 《Laughing Man》 mask, the City Master smiled slyly.
"Why are you trying to hand it over to us instead of taking 'that' for yourself?"
"Because I don't need it," the City Master replied.
"Just because I have 'that,' is there any other benefit it will give me?"
"Are you even calling that an argument?"
"Then let me change the question."
The City Master continued.
"Just because it is in the hands of our Guild City, what changes?"
He spoke as if he couldn't understand.
"In a situation where Dale-gongja-nim has threatened the Guild Master of Calimala and even obtained the Shadow Court...... Ray-gongja-nim is intimidating the master of the Lana Guild, and Mikhail-gongja-nim is recruiting the Santiago Guild......"
"......!"
He detailed the secret struggles (暗鬪) happening in the Guild City one by one.
Confusion rippled among the six Guild Masters, who could not hide their bewilderment. Furthermore, when the name of the Shadow Court was mentioned, even the legendary Dale could not maintain his poker face.
"Heomi, shit."
Even the men in bird-beak masks guarding the Black Market, including Master Baro, were no exception.
"What will change in the future of this city, where bonds will collapse as it becomes a battlefield for the strong?"
Just then.
Kwa-ang!
A huge commotion erupted at the entrance of the Black Market, which should have been guarded more strictly than anything else. Led by the Slaughter Sword Master Baro, the top experts of the 'Shadow Court' reached for their sword hilts.
The strongest experts of the Guild City stood to protect the Black Market where the Empire's VVIPs were participating.
Tuk, tuk.
"Ah, please don't worry too much."
The sound of shoe heels rang out from afar.
"Even so, I am not foolish enough to hand 'that' over to the Empire."
The City Master continued.
"There were only two people from the beginning who were qualified to possess this product."
Two people.
"Saxon, and Lancaster."
He mentioned the names of two of the Empire's 3 Great Duke Houses.
"And I have no doubt that you, Dale-gongja-nim, are the most suitable person to obtain this product."
"......."
"After seeing your performance at the Fight Club, I was finally able to be certain."
"Of what?"
"A genius who is called the greatest talent in the Empire in terms of sword and magic," the City Master said.
"Furthermore, despite the difference in overwhelming capabilities, you even have the guts and insight to accurately grasp the opponent's psychology and make a gamble."
"......."
"Dale-gongja-nim has the 'qualification'."
"What qualification are you talking about?"
"──The qualification to take this world into your hands."
"......!"
From the beginning, this was not an auction. It was a test.
A test to determine the qualification to obtain 'that' through the outcome of the Fight Club.
To find the person who took the final victory among the geniuses called the Empire's leading talents.
"The scales of power supporting the Empire will tilt, order will be broken, and truly many things will change."
However, there was one thing he couldn't understand. What on earth was that man, the City Master, aiming for?
The footsteps drew closer.
Kwa-ang!
Finally, the iron-clad entrance of the Black Market was broken, and a man revealed himself. He looked exactly like a drowned rat.
One of the high-ranking assassins of the 'Shadow Court' kicked off the ground as soon as he saw him, gripping his sword hilt with a reverse grip.
"You moron, stop right there!"
Master Baro shouted in astonishment.
Ttuk.
The assassin's body stopped dead.
Bogeul.
A sound like bubbles forming echoed somewhere.
The assassin, who should have been rushing toward the man, froze.
"Keuk, keo-heuk...... Keuk!"
At the same time, he began to 'sink' into the empty air, struggling as if submerged in water. The marble floor of the room seemed to turn into seawater.
"Then, let me introduce the product."
Leaving behind the 《Laughing Man》 mask, the City Master spoke.
In that place where Saxon, Lancaster, and Barbarossa were all gathered.
"One of the 3 Great Dukes of the Empire, the Drowned Duke Francis Barbarossa."
"......."
"Starting from one black chip, we will begin the auction for the box containing the Drowned Duke's heart."
The box containing the Drowned Duke's heart.
Legend had it that in the past, when he was called the 'Pirate Duke,' Barbarossa made a deal with a 'demon' of the sea to obtain eternal life...... and hid his own heart in an obsidian box at the bottom of the sea.
The fact that the 'Drowned Duke' himself, the person involved in that very anecdote, had come to this place leading his entire fleet proved the City Master's words more surely than anything else.
In other words, the final product in the Black Market meant only one thing: if you obtained that box, you held the lifeline of one of the Empire's 3 Great Dukes...... the Drowned Duke.
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* * *
The Drowned Duke, Francis Barbarossa, stood before them.
He looked like a drowned rat.
He was an 'Admiral' commanding the continent's greatest invincible fleet, yet he remained a pirate at heart. For Francis, noble birth was a foreign concept. He was a sailor who hadn't even possessed a surname.
Born in the Four Seas Archipelago, he built his power through sheer charisma, displaying his greatest talent in piracy—plundering enemies upon the open sea.
Before long, Francis became an outlaw of such notoriety that every nation on the continent trembled at his name.
When the Empire initiated the Unification War, they bestowed the surname 'Barbarossa' upon the pirate 'Francis,' appointing him Admiral and entrusting him with command of the entire Imperial fleet.
They even granted him a letter of marque, allowing him to 'legally plunder the ships of enemy nations.'
Barbarossa immediately took the helm, achieving victory against the 'Old Britannia Kingdom's' invincible fleet—the strongest of its time.
That crushing defeat dealt the death blow to the Old Britannia Kingdom. For his merit, Barbarossa, once a mere pirate, was reborn as one of the 'Empire's 3 Great Dukes.'
Saxony, Lancaster, and Barbarossa.
Yet, even after the Empire unified the continent, Barbarossa did not abandon his true calling.
He remained a Duke of the Empire while continuing his life as an outlaw, endlessly engaging in piracy. As long as he held his island stronghold, even the Empire dared not move against him. That was why people dubbed him the Pirate Duke.
Some time later.
The Pirate Duke, Francis Barbarossa, suddenly led five ships beyond the continent's eastern sea.
He sought to witness the 'end of the world' said to exist beyond the horizon.
No one expected him to return. Even the Empire believed the Pirate Duke had fallen off the cliff at the 'end of the world' and perished.
Yet, Francis Barbarossa returned.
Of the five ships, four had sunk; only the vessel directly commanded by the Pirate Duke remained.
He had discovered the Eastern Continent beyond the sea of death and succeeded in the 'first circumnavigation of the world' by venturing even further. In the process, countless rumors and tall tales decorated his legend.
One such legend claimed that when he was caught in the 'Devil's Triangle' and his fleet sank, he made a deal with the 'Devil' of the sea to obtain immortality.
And what Dale faced now was the reality behind that legend.
The Drowned Duke, Francis Barbarossa.
Just as the stories claimed, he was perpetually damp, soaked like a rat caught in the rain.
"──How did you find my heart?"
The Drowned Duke spoke. His voice was heavy, gloomy, carrying a weight that felt as if it would sink to the bottom of the sea at any moment.
"As I said, that is a trade secret."
The City Master, wearing the mask of the 《Smiling Man》, replied with a sly smile.
At the same time, the entire landscape of the Black Market sank.
Into the bottomless darkness of the deep sea.
It was no metaphor. A suffocating sensation washed over them, as if they were truly submerged and unable to breathe.
'The World of Thought......?!'
However, it was unheard of for the Drowned Duke to possess any aptitude for magic. It was even more impossible that he could utilize that world as a 'weapon.' Dale had no certainty, but he felt it intuitively.
It looked similar at a glance, but something was different.
It was not the magical power Dale was familiar with, but something more alien and unknown.
"......I could just sink you all into the abyss of the deep sea and drown you right now."
The Drowned Duke spoke from within the deep sea. Despite being underwater, he spoke as calmly as if they were chatting on land. ──No matter how much Dale tried to overlay the power of thought with magic, he couldn't.
With seawater gushing into his throat, even maintaining consciousness was a struggle.
Chwa-ak!
The landscape flipped, and the suffocating sensation vanished. Dale and the others were back on the marble floor of the Black Market.
"Ugh, cough!"
He vomited the water from his throat, his body soaked like a rat in the rain.
The City Master, wearing the mask of the 《Smiling Man》, was no exception. The mask peeled away, revealing his true appearance.
He bore no significant wounds or scars. He was a man of blurry features, possessing nothing particularly distinctive.
The Drowned Duke, fluttering the hem of his water-soaked uniform coat, snatched the City Master by the throat.
"Ugh, kuh-heuk......!"
A suffocating sensation, much like having water poured down his throat, washed over him.
"I will ask again," the Drowned Duke continued.
"How did you find 'that box,' and where are you hiding it?"
An answer was impossible while his throat was being crushed. After the threat, the Drowned Duke tossed him aside like refuse. The City Master regained his breath and smiled.
"Heuk, huff! My, my....... At this rate, it's becoming confusing whose hands the Duke's heart is actually in."
He adjusted his clothes, leaving the 《Smiling Man》 mask that had fallen to the floor.
"As I said, the obsidian box containing the Duke's heart will be traded according to the procedures of the 'Black Market'."
Like an actor on stage, with an unreadable smile.
"And since the trade is concluded, no matter how much you grab and squeeze my throat, you won't get an answer."
"......Do you dare threaten me?"
"I am merely fulfilling my duty as an 'auction intermediary' to the end."
The City Master continued, reaching out his arm toward Dale.
"As I just said, the starting price of the auction is 'one Black Chip'."
Dale was not the only participant. Ray Yuris and Mikhail Lancaster were present. However, the only one who had stood against them and seized victory in the Fight Club was the 'Black Prince' of Saxony...... and in Dale's hand lay the special privilege to instantly win one item from the Black Market.
And the starting price of the item was a mere single chip.
"As the winner of the Fight Club, will you use your special privilege?"
"......."
After a silence, Dale glanced over. He could see the Drowned Duke glaring at him, exuding an oppressive force so great that few dared meet his gaze.
"I will use the winner's special privilege."
Dale spoke. A starting price of one Black Chip.
"Ah, a truly excellent decision."
The City Master smiled as if he were enjoying himself.
"Then for one chip, the Duke's heart to Young Master Dale......"
"No."
Dale cut off the City Master, taking out a heavy pouch hidden inside his black robe.
He called out the price for the item he wished to win.
"Eight hundred and thirty-nine."
"Ho-oh."
For the 'Drowned Duke's Heart,' which had a starting price of a mere single chip, Dale staked everything he had. The City Master held his breath as if intrigued.
Dale, the City Master, and the Drowned Duke.
The air between the three was stretched taut, as if it would burst at any moment.
Ray Yuris, Mikhail Lancaster, and the assassins of the 'Shadow Court' were merely extras on this stage.
"You little brat, how dare you."
The Drowned Duke spoke.
"Are you trying to buy my heart with such a petty trick?"
Every word carried a weight that felt as if it would sink to the bottom of the sea.
"Your Excellency the Drowned Duke must know well, too."
However, Dale was not so easily intimidated.
"In this world, no one refuses a deal that puts the lifeline of a powerful person into their own hands."
"And you think a brat like you will get away with this safely?"
"Are you safe, Drowned Duke?"
Dale asked calmly.
"If you lot so much as twitch a finger at that box."
The Drowned Duke opened his mouth.
"I guarantee that not even a single ant in this city will be safe."
His aura seemed ready to drown everyone in the area at any moment.
Just as he said, the invincible fleet boasted by the 'Drowned Duke' had surrounded the sea of Guild City, and by now, his subordinates who had landed must be surrounding the entire city.
"You still haven't answered my question."
However, Dale continued, unbothered.
"I am asking if you, Drowned Duke, are safe."
"......Are you, a brat like you, trying to threaten me?"
The Drowned Duke asked back.
At the very least, one thing was certain: this man was not a coward like Cardinal Nikolai who trembled in fear for his own life.
A man who started as a mere pirate, reigned as the King of the Sea, became an Admiral of the Empire, defeated the invincible fleet of the Britannia Kingdom, and—in addition to the first circumnavigation of the world—made a deal with the devil of the sea.
A big shot of that caliber would not tremble for the sake of his own life.
"The Drowned Duke would surely rather give up his life than succumb to such a threat."
"Then you must also know well that you lot will be his companions in death."
"I am not trying to threaten you with the Duke's life."
Dale said.
"Do you still not realize?"
"Realize what?"
"The Drowned Duke must have hidden that box in the 'deep sea where no one can find it'."
Dale continued.
"But that box is now up for auction by this man's hand."
Pointing at the City Master.
"I don't know how he found it either."
"......."
"But there is one thing I can say for certain."
"What is it?"
"No matter how securely you hide it anywhere in this world, this man will eventually find it, and the Duke will never be able to shake off his worries."
Dale said.
"You know well."
The Drowned Duke replied coldly.
"That I will never let that heart leave my side ever again."
"Ah, if I could, I would also like to return the heart to the Duke and leave safely."
"Then hand over the heart."
Dale replied as if it were someone else's business.
"But if I did that, everyone here would be unable to escape the fate of becoming water ghosts."
"I can spare your life in particular."
"No."
Dale shook his head coldly.
"Once I know the secret, the Duke will 'absolutely' not let me live."
With a voice without a shred of doubt.
"And I, too, have no intention of dying obediently like this."
For a very brief moment, interest flickered in the Drowned Duke's expression.
"So I would like to make a proposal."
"Speak."
"The deep sea could not protect the Drowned Duke's heart."
"......."
"But I know a place that can protect both the Duke's heart and my life."
"Where is that place?"
The Drowned Duke asked, and Dale replied.
"The Abyss of Saxony."
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* * *
"......It seems the rumors of an interesting brat in Saxony weren't just empty talk."
In the taut, strained air, the Drowned Duke opened his mouth.
"Brat, I will accept your offer."
"......!"
"No, I suppose I have no choice but to accept it."
An immediate answer, devoid of hesitation. Even Dale caught his breath in surprise.
"However, do not make the mistake of thinking that I will play along as your puppet."
"I am happy to understand that."
Dale smiled craftily and nodded.
There was no room for debate. A rat cornered does not hesitate to bite the cat. Faced with the threat to his own heart, the Drowned Duke would have gladly thrown his life away to exact ruthless, bloody revenge.
But that changes when a cornered rat finds an escape route.
Even the Drowned Duke could not simply throw his life away if an alternative existed. That was exactly what Dale had aimed for, and the Drowned Duke understood it.
"Then, it is decided."
The City Master spoke up.
"Young Master Dale of Saxony has bid for the 'Heart of the Drowned Duke' through the special privilege granted to the winner of the Fight Club."
He spoke, leaving the six Guild Masters—who could not accept this baffling situation—in his wake.
"I shall finalize the winning bid for the item at eight hundred and thirty-nine Black Chips."
Ray Yuris, Mikhail Lancaster.
Among those destined to watch the 'strong of this generation' fall, only to rise as the 'strong of the next,' the one who seized the first victory was Dale of Saxony.
* * *
The Barbarossa crest—a skull with two crossed femurs—fluttered on the sails in the night breeze.
The invincible fleet of the Drowned Duke Barbarossa, which had surrounded the city of Cambio, turned its bow and retreated beyond the pitch-black horizon.
They carried the 'enormous spoils' looted from the city of Cambio, the financial hub of the Guild City—the so-called Empire of Gold.
To maintain his dignity as a pirate, he left a scar that could never be erased, inflicting enough damage to cripple the city without driving it to total ruin.
He had raided the 'Guild Bank' in the city of Cambio and emptied every single vault inside.
The city burned. It was the Drowned Duke's message that he would never bow, and Dale understood it.
The city district facing the sea was reduced to ashes after the looting and arson.
It was undeniable proof that Francis Barbarossa, the Drowned Duke, had been there.
* * *
Some time later, the seven Great Guild Masters gathered in the Guild City.
The venue for the vote to decide the next City Master.
Excluding himself, the 'next City Master' was decided by the unanimous vote of the six Great Guild Masters.
It was the man wearing the mask of the 《Laughing Man》.
* * *
"What are you plotting?"
The city of Cambio. The official residence of the City Hall of Arte del Cambio.
The man stood there, wearing the mask of the 《Laughing Man》, whose mouth was grotesquely torn like a crescent moon.
"I am not plotting anything in particular."
The City Master answered with a sly tone.
"I simply know, that is all."
"Know what?"
"The fact that Young Master Dale threatened the Guild Master of Calimala, took control of the Shadow Court, and...... the future of this city, which will be played like a puppet by the strong."
It was not strange for the City Master to be aware that Dale had made contact with the Guild Master of Calimala. However, the fact that the Shadow Court, the law enforcer of the Guild City, had sworn loyalty to Dale was a different story.
The continent's premier assassin organization.
They had been reborn as the limbs of Saxony, and Dale was not particularly happy that this had leaked.
"Did you plant a spy within the Shadow Court?"
"Of course not."
The City Master replied.
"I simply knew that the 'Shadow Church' had a history of long-standing ties within the darkness of Saxony."
"......After the deal is made, the Drowned Duke will not let you live."
"Ah, I am aware of that fact as well."
The City Master laughed as if it were someone else's business.
"I truly know many things."
That phrase again.
"That the Heart of the Drowned Duke has fallen into the hands of Saxony, that the Empire, the Red Magic Tower, and the representative of Lancaster witnessed it...... and what will happen after that."
As he said this, the City Master pulled something out of the table's drawer. It was the ledger of the Guild City.
"The reason Young Master Dale covets this ledger is also to know what is happening on the continent, isn't it?"
"......."
"How many swords were sold, where they are scheduled to be sold, and who took on debt to buy them. Based on that information, you intend to grasp the events unfolding on the continent in advance and act accordingly."
Dale remained silent.
"Have you ever thought about something like this?"
"What do you mean?"
"Just as we predict the political situation of the continent and 'future events' by looking at the Guild City's ledger......."
The City Master continued.
"If we assume there is a ledger that records all information occurring in this world, and based on that, there is a 'demon that can accurately predict the movements of this world'."
A demon of omniscience.
"It would not be impossible to foresee all the events that will occur in this future."
"Laplace's Demon......."
A being that knows the exact position and momentum of every single molecule in the universe.
"What exactly is your identity?"
"Ah, I am merely a simple merchant."
Inside the mask of the 《Laughing Man》, the City Master smiled craftily.
"I am nothing more than a merchant who happens to know far too much compared to others."
"Don't tell me."
"However, just because I know, it does not mean I can change anything."
The City Master continued calmly.
"For instance, the death that is approaching me is no exception."
Because the Heart of the Drowned Duke is being traded, and there is no way he would let the City Master live.
"It is stipulated that if the incumbent City Master dies, the Guild City is obligated to appoint the Guild Master with the next highest number of votes as the successor."
The City Master said, pulling a stiletto that shone with a cold, blue glint from the table drawer.
"Six Guild Masters voted for me, and I passed one vote to the 'Guild Master of Calimala'."
"......!"
At the same time, the City Master drew the stiletto across his own wrist.
For a moment, Dale caught his breath.
"This world is already decided, and no one can change it."
Blood began to gush from the severed artery.
"Because we are nothing but puppets of fate."
Leaving the 《Laughing Man》 mask behind, the City Master spoke.
"Just as Young Master Dale was once nothing but a 'puppet of the Empire'."
"......!"
Shock washed over Dale's expression. The City Master continued, unconcerned.
"And in this world, there is nothing as boring as a story where you already know the ending."
"What is that ending?"
"That is a trade secret."
The 《Laughing Man》 laughed slyly.
──That was his final word.
Vitality drained away, and the City Master's body slumped over the table. Dale could not utter a word.
* * *
The Shadow Court was seized, and the Guild Master of Calimala became the City Master. All because the 《Laughing Man》 chose to commit suicide in front of Dale.
The City Master died, but the mechanisms he had prepared in advance proved Dale's innocence to the 'Shadow Court'.
"As I said."
In front of the new head of the Guild City, Dale spoke.
"I have fulfilled my promise."
The promise to seat him in the position of City Master.
"Now it is the turn of the Guild Master of Calimala—the City Master—to fulfill your promise."
A mutual deal. The promise that if he were seated as City Master, he would share the heart of the Guild City...... the City Master's Ledger.
The 'Black Prince' had fulfilled his promise. In a way that the Guild Master of Calimala could never have dared to imagine.
No, he didn't even want to imagine it.
"......I understand."
Therefore, there were not many decisions he could make from the seat of the City Master.
* * *
The hideout of the Shadow Court, which does not belong to any city in the Guild City territory.
"Heh, damn it."
Right there, Master Baro gulped down beer and spat out a curse.
"There's nothing as tasty as a beer you drink after finishing some fucked-up business."
The storm that had turned the Guild City into a slaughterhouse had passed, and a new order had finally come to the city.
Officially, the Guild Master of the Calimala Guild sat in the seat of the head of the Guild City, but there was another true ruler standing at the pinnacle of this city.
"O Black Apostle, who will gather the final embers of this world and extinguish its last light."
In front of him, the Shadow Saintess, whose vision was covered by black bandages, spoke.
Along with the loyalty of the continent's premier assassin organization, the 'Shadow Court,' she knelt before the 'Black Prince' of the House of Saxony.
"Please, bring down the Empire of Fire and Light, and lead us to the Empire of Shadows."
As she said, the 'Shadow Monarch' in name and reality stood before her.
* * *
A bitter sense of defeat tightened Ray Yuris's chest.
He had promised his father to break his silence and reveal himself to the world. Yet, when he finally did, the one who struck him down was the 'Black Prince' of Saxony.
As one carrying the legacy of a great clan, it was a disgrace he could not accept. Furthermore, the situation at the Black Market was no exception.
Faced with the overwhelming power displayed by the 'Drowned Duke,' Ray Yuris finally realized how much of a frog in a well he had been.
And now, he had stepped out into the world beyond the well.
* * *
A broken sword lay before Mikhail Lancaster.
The Blood-Flower Sword. A whip of a blade, blood-red in color.
He recalled the sword the 'Black Prince' had shown at the Fight Club that day.
It was overwhelming. It felt like encountering someone stronger than the Seven Swords of the Continent. Even if he hadn't used the full power of his 'Avatar,' the opponent would be no different. A mage with that level of talent could not possibly be unable to activate a 'World of Thought'.
That was why he could intuit it.
With a sword like this, he could never reach the 'Black Prince.' With the current method, he could never surpass that monster.
Mikhail, who was once called 'a talent in swordsmanship that no one in the Empire could follow.'
He had been defeated by a child twelve years his junior, and a mage at that, not even a knight.
However, that day's defeat did not break Mikhail's heart. Rather, it ignited a fire in his heart, which had been filled with an inexplicable emptiness.
Dale of Saxony. A worthy rival to be defeated, with the greatest awe he could muster.
Finishing his resolve, Mikhail Lancaster placed his hand on the hilt of the sword at his waist. It was an ordinary knight's sword without a single distinguishing feature.
* * *
Some time later, the 'Black Prince' of Saxony safely left the Guild City and returned to the Duchy of Saxony.
He held things so absurd that the Duke of Saxony could not even dare to imagine them.
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* * *
"Dale of Sachsen, I submit my report to Your Grace."
Dale had returned from Guild City, and now, he presented the spoils of his journey.
"......!"
Even the legendary Black Duke could not mask his astonishment.
He believed himself accustomed to his son's bottomless talent, yet Dale consistently produced wonders that defied the horizon of his imagination.
The Shadow Church, the City Master's Ledger.
"......So, the rumors were true."
Above all, the Black Duke stared at the obsidian box on the table, his voice calm. Inside, a human heart pulsed with rhythmic, sickening life.
"......How is this possible?"
Dale asked the continent's greatest black mage.
"It is a Life Vessel."
"Are you saying the Drowned Duke has become a Lich?"
Dale asked, struggling to comprehend. A Lich—the forbidden path where a black mage achieves immortality through the power of darkness.
"The principle is similar, though the nature differs."
The Black Duke replied, his assessment matching Dale's own intuition.
"You said he struck a bargain with the demon of the sea to obtain immortality."
At Dale's words, the Black Duke remained silent. As the continent's greatest black mage, he had his own suspicions regarding the outcome.
"For now, let us focus on you fulfilling the contract you made with him."
"I understand, Father."
The Black Duke deliberately shifted the subject. Dale nodded, pressing no further.
"I am truly glad that you have returned safely."
The conversation concluded, and the Black Duke offered a rare, fatherly smile.
* * *
Time passed, and Dale's thirteenth birthday arrived.
* * *
"We wish you a happy thirteenth birthday, Young Master Dale!"
In the Great Hall of the Saxon Ducal Castle, Sir Helmut Blackbear knelt to honor the occasion.
"We wish you a happy birthday!"
The Night Raven Knights in the room knelt in unison, driving their swords vertically into the floor.
"Please, rise."
Dale offered a modest, self-deprecating smile.
"It is because of your loyalty that I am who I am today."
"Young Master Dale......!"
Helmut, Sir Baskerville, and the other Night Raven Knights gasped, unable to suppress their overflowing devotion.
"Today, this gathering is not to celebrate my birth into this world."
Dale continued, his voice calm.
"It is to remember and express my gratitude for the dedication of everyone who has made me who I am today."
He spoke with the dignity befitting the eldest son of the Duke and the successor of Sachsen.
Lady Elena smiled at her son's dignified bearing, while the Duke of Sachsen, though stoic, could not entirely conceal a father's pride.
"Brother, happy birthday!"
"Yes, Lise."
Leaving her mother's arms, the young lady smiled at Dale.
These were the people of the Saxon Ducal House who had shaped him. Before them, Dale smiled, finally feeling the warmth of family.
He left behind the world of the winter night, filled with cold frost and darkness.
* * *
Dale's thirteenth birthday was celebrated more grandly than ever before.
However, unlike the great lords of the Empire, he did not invite influential figures from across the continent; the event was devoid of the vanity and hollow formalities of the nobility.
The festival in the Saxon Duchy was held entirely for the people of the Ducal House—for everyone in the territory.
The entire city of Sachsen was swept up in the fervor of the festival. Furthermore, the serfs of the Duchy were granted a reduction in that month's taxes—such as eggs or harvests gathered from the frozen lands—and were given a considerable number of rest days, in accordance with the "wishes of Young Master Dale, who is celebrating his birthday."
In every corner of the Duchy, local festivals erupted. Each one celebrated the birthday of Dale, the eldest son of the Saxon Ducal House.
In one sense, it was a display that defied noble convention, yet in its own way, it was more befitting a true lord than any lavish banquet.
* * *
That dawn.
Though the night was deep, the festival fireworks continued to illuminate the city. However, in the Saxon Ducal Castle, where darkness had settled, a girl remained, immersed in training alone.
"Charlotte."
"Dale!"
Charlotte gasped in surprise at his sudden appearance.
"You were swinging your sword until nightfall again."
"Yeah."
Under the fractured moonlight, Charlotte nodded.
"Because I need to become stronger."
Strength. Charlotte gripped her sword hilt tighter. Dale watched her, then spoke.
Seureung.
He picked up one of the knight's swords from the armory and drew the blade.
"Then, shall I test how much stronger you've become?"
"Fine."
Charlotte nodded, smiling as she adjusted her stance. There was no hesitation.
Taat!
A dash of near-supernatural speed. Charlotte lunged, closing the distance to Dale's nose, and swung the heavy sword of Sachsen. It was fast—fast enough that even Dale struggled to react. He had intended to lightly test her growth, but a strike he hadn't anticipated swept in as a surprise attack. Dale urgently accelerated his four Circles.
By the time he realized it, it was already too late.
"Heu-heung."
Charlotte smiled triumphantly, pointing her sword at him.
"You've gotten stronger while I wasn't looking."
Dale smiled in return. For a moment, agitation flickered across Charlotte's expression.
"What's wrong?"
"Umm, it's nothing."
"For someone who says it's nothing, you certainly don't look like it."
At Dale's words, Charlotte puffed out her cheeks and turned her head. Silence descended.
"Just......."
Charlotte hesitated, then continued.
"Lately, I feel like you're drifting away."
"Me?"
"......I, I don't know, you idiot!"
She tried to suppress her shyness, pretending as if nothing was wrong.
It was a fair assessment. While he was active as the full-fledged eldest son of the Ducal House, Charlotte had been left alone to swing her sword; it could not be compared to the days when they clashed in the castle all day long.
"That's why...... I want to become stronger."
Charlotte said.
"So that I can protect the side of the 'Black Prince,' who is active all over the continent, even a little bit more."
Just to protect Dale's side. At those words, Dale gasped.
Suddenly, the image of Sir Vadel, the Divine Sword and Charlotte's father who fell at the hands of the Hero, came to mind. And his daughter was...... swearing the loyalty of a knight to the person who had plunged a sword into her father's heart.
If a daughter were to fall into a puppet show, dancing on the strings of an enemy, how would her father, Sir Vadel, accept that sight?
"Charlotte."
A strange, unsettling sense of impropriety tightened in Dale's chest, and he opened his mouth.
"Yeah?"
"......It's nothing."
"What is it, all of a sudden?"
Dale trailed off, then smiled.
"Come to think of it, your birthday hasn't come yet, has it?"
"Yeah, not yet. Why?"
Thirteen-year-old Dale said to twelve-year-old Charlotte.
"Then you'll have to call me 'Brother' until then."
Dale muttered as if it were a trivial matter, and Charlotte blushed, driving her sword hilt into the floor. It hurt a little.
* * *
A few days later, while the heat of the festival still lingered, a group of a thousand mercenaries returned to the Saxon Ducal Castle. Devoid of the typical mercenary vulgarity, they moved with the steel-edged discipline of a professional army.
A heavy infantry unit, each soldier clad in expensive black armor.
"Yones of Kenet, reporting the battle results of the Black Armor Company to the Captain!"
"Yes, how did it go?"
It was the Black Armor Company, the continent's premier elite mercenary group led by Dale.
"We report a safe victory in the territorial war of Count Wilhelm! In addition, our mercenary side's casualties are......."
Receiving the report of the battle's outcome from Sir Yones, Dale nodded.
The situation had grown beyond Dale's direct control, becoming self-reliant under the Vice-Captain, Sir Yones. Nevertheless, they had overcome a nearly two-fold difference in troop numbers in the jaws of death and seized victory.
"You used your head quite well."
The tactic was flawless; as a mentor, Dale felt a surge of satisfaction he could no longer suppress.
"You did well, Sir Yones."
"It was all a tactic made possible because of your teachings, Young Master!"
A top disciple to whom Dale was teaching everything from command to strategy and tactics. Sir Yones was someone worthy of being trusted with the Black Armor Company that Dale had cherished and nurtured.
No matter how capable the soldiers, if the commander's head is empty, the unit is doomed.
"There is still a mountain of things left to teach."
In that regard, Sir Yones possessed the wisdom and the joy of learning. Every time he heard one of the strategies, tactics, or military arts that Dale taught, he asked endlessly, and asked again.
"But it is not yet time."
After saying that, Dale shook his head.
"My birthday festival is happening right now, and I've set aside your share of alcohol and meat."
"Yo, Young Master Dale!"
"Let's see you after you've drunk your fill."
Dale said, and Sir Yones knelt and drove his sword into the floor, his loyalty leaving no room for doubt.
* * *
"Haha, damn it! The quality of this silver spoon is incredible!"
Master Baro laughed heartily while chugging the Saxon house's beer.
"Hehe, I wish you a happy birthday, Apostle of the Black."
The Shadow Saintess, who covered her eyes with black bandages, smiled beside him.
The Grand Courtroom was no longer the neutral zone of the Guild City territory.
While the 'Shadow Court' still enforced the laws of the Guild City, as the continent's greatest assassin organization...... it was necessary to keep the leadership directly by Dale's side to command their every move.
The leadership of the Grand Court, composed of the Slaughter Sword Master Baro and the Shadow Saintess, had built a new nest in the frozen lands of Sachsen, under the protection of the Black.
The Black Armor Company, the Shadow Court. The countless forces that Dale had built up.
"Master Baro, I have one request."
"Well, is there some neck you want me to pluck for you?"
Master Baro said while sipping his beer. Dale shook his head.
"There is someone I would like you to educate."
"Ah, I'll work them until they're fucking exhausted, so just tell me."
With Master Baro's answer, a silhouette appeared from under Dale's shadow. A silent sword that was always by Dale's side, protecting its lord from within the shadows.
"As the continent's greatest assassin......."
Saintess Orelia.
"Strip the 'chivalry' from Lady Orelia's blade. I want her reborn as a pure instrument of assassination."
"Oh my, damn it. What do I do about this?"
Seeing Orelia's appearance, Master Baro muttered in feigned embarrassment.
"There's no dick to fall off."
* * *
A few days later, to Dale, who had reached his thirteenth birthday, a 'territory' was bestowed in the name of his father, the Duke of Sachsen.
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* * *
"I intend to bestow a territory within the Sachsen Duchy upon you."
For Dale, who had just turned thirteen, the Duke of Saxony's offer was fitting for a scion of the ducal house.
"A territory......"
Dale already held the title of Viscount, acting as the Duke of Saxony's proxy. However, that had been a strategic political maneuver; it did not mean he was actually granted a fiefdom. After all, it was more important for Dale to travel the continent and fulfill his role than to be tied down to a territory.
To spread the name of the 'Black Prince' and endlessly hone his skills. Furthermore, to acquire what he needed.
However, when the Duke of Saxony spoke of 'Dale's territory' on his thirteenth birthday, the situation was different.
He had already seized control of the Shadow Court, the continent's premier assassin organization, and led the Black Armor Company—an invincible mercenary group of one thousand heavy infantrymen.
Reliable blades such as the Sword Maiden Charlotte and the Holy Maiden Orelia guarded his side.
The Raven Knights, under his direct command, including Sir Veil of Baskerville, were no exception.
And finally, his mentor, the elf mage Sepia, stood by him without a shred of doubt.
These individuals existed not for the Duke of Saxony, but solely for Dale. His forces possessed an absurd level of military power. The eldest son of the Saxon house now held strength that far surpassed the average small-to-mid-sized noble, and the Duke of Saxony, realizing this, intended to bestow a territory that matched his stature.
A foundation where Dale's forces could settle and take root. Therefore, there was no reason to hesitate.
"Is there any place within the Duchy that you have your eye on?"
"Yes, there is a place I am very eager to have."
"Ho-ho, let's hear it."
A map of the Empire lay on the table, dominated by the 'Sachsen Duchy' in the north. Shifting his gaze upward, he saw the white mountain range blocking the northern border. Beyond those peaks lay an endless, unknown dark zone, starting with the 'Old Demon Territory.'
The Dark Land.
When the hero once subjugated the being known as the 'Demon King,' the people of the continent believed peace had finally arrived. However, the imperial leadership realized that the demons had merely attempted a great migration to survive the barren environment of the 'Dark Land.'
Despite this, the Imperial family granted the 'Demon Territory' to the Sachsen Duchy as a fief, issuing an absurd command to pioneer it as imperial land.
When Dale was young, work to pioneer the Demon Territory had been attempted to some extent. However, the project ultimately failed, and currently, it was limited to stationing winter sentinels in the white mountain range to monitor the movements around the Demon Territory.
A barren land that even the great Duke of Saxony could not tame.
"Give me this place, the territory around the Demon Territory."
Pointing at that land, Dale spoke.
"......As I thought."
However, at Dale's words, the Duke of Saxony merely gave a bitter smile, unperturbed. As if he had expected it.
"You aren't surprised."
"There have already been too many surprises you've shown me to be shocked by every little thing."
The Imperial family had intentionally left the darkness of the Demon Territory unpurged to force the Duke of Saxony to bleed.
"What do you intend to do by taking control of this Demon Territory?"
"I will establish my Viscounty here and become a shield against the demonic threat."
"Even now, there are countless labyrinths and wandering monsters in the Demon Territory. Building a fortress is one thing, but creating an environment where people can live will be impossible."
"At least with our current strength, that would be the case."
Dale replied.
"However, there are still countless skilled individuals on the continent wandering in pursuit of the opportunity to strike it rich."
Pathfinders, monster hunters, mercenaries—adventurers who live aimlessly on the roads of this world without a promise of tomorrow.
"Because the way people live doesn't necessarily have to be in the form of harvesting crops."
It was a statement Dale could be certain of, as he was the one who had most pioneered the darkness of the 'Demon Territory' and defeated the Demon King. If the value of the treasures sleeping there were to become known, it would be reminiscent of the Gold Rush of the Western frontier era.
"Do you know the meaning of that action?"
"I do."
The Duke of Saxony asked heavily, and Dale nodded. To make the treasures sleeping in the Demon Territory known to the world and provide the adventurers of the continent with a chance to strike it rich.
"But it is a task worth doing."
Breaking the Duke of Saxony's isolationism and moving toward an open-door policy.
"We will merely assist the adventurers and guard against threats they cannot handle."
"Truly an absurd concept."
"Humans are creatures that live by desire."
Dale replied.
"Even so, do you have a way to persuade the countless adventurers of the continent all at once?"
"I do."
At the Duke of Saxony's question, Dale smiled as if he had been waiting for it.
* * *
Some time after that.
A significant number of adventurers appeared at the giant marketplace held in the Guild City, clutching artifacts and jewels they had risked their lives to obtain from beyond the Sachsen Duchy, in the land of the Demon King.
The seven masters of the Guild City scrambled to engage in a bidding war of thousands of gold for those very treasures of darkness, and naturally, it drew significant attention.
The treasures of the Demon Territory that the adventurers had obtained spread through the mouths of the seven cities and the great guilds.
Leveraging the Guild City's network, the rumor spread a thousand miles.
'The Sachsen Duchy is recruiting skilled adventurers.'
'Countless labyrinths and artifacts are still sleeping in the northern Demon Territory.'
'By getting your hands on just one artifact, you can become rich enough for three generations to live without working.'
'Even if you're an unskilled adventurer, you can grow slowly by hunting low-level monsters.'
'Even if you're lucky enough to dig up a single jewel in a labyrinth while avoiding monsters, you can live in abundance for the rest of your life.'
Following the special orders of the City Masters, every place where the seven great guilds had branches began to chatter about the 'treasures of the Demon Territory.'
Through the Guild City's network, the story spread from the mouths of mercenaries.
A land of opportunity to risk one's life and strike it rich. The Artifact Rush.
It was the prelude announcing the start of the 'Wild North' era.
* * *
The following year, Dale's fourteenth birthday arrived.
* * *
Labyrinth City Labyrinthos.
A city of opportunity built atop the 'Great Labyrinth' of the northern Demon Territory.
Adventurers bustled through every street, and in the Labyrinth City area, those very adventurers began to double as 'pioneer farmers,' tilling the frozen earth with winter crops.
Furthermore, the Church also joined in, with many pioneer monks claiming that 'pioneering the land of the Demon King is an act desired by the Goddess,' to carry out her will. Moved by the fiery passion of Cardinal Nikolai, they volunteered as servants of the sister gods.
People were gathering, a city was forming, and wealth was circulating. Now, no one dared to call this place a remote northern backwater.
Great merchant houses from all over the continent, including the Guild City, were establishing branches everywhere. The various facilities, such as taverns, which were packed in layers on every street of the Labyrinth City, were no exception.
By remodeling the base fortress that the Duke of Saxony had once used to pioneer the Demon Territory, it had continued to expand into a city.
And that day, at the lord's castle of the 'Sachsen Viscounty' in Labyrinth City Labyrinthos.
Dale was sitting on the throne of that very castle. He had officially become the 'Sachsen Viscount' who ruled the northern Demon Territory region.
A title bestowed upon Dale as a proxy for his father, the Great Duke of Saxony.
The Black Armor Company formally signed a long-term contract with the Sachsen Viscount—Dale—and was reborn as the guard officially protecting the Demon Territory region.
As the years went by, the northern pioneering project that Dale had envisioned was proceeding more smoothly by the day. By choosing openness, not isolation.
This is not to say that the Duke of Saxony's method was wrong. Rather, the fact that the current Dale is choosing openness and bringing about the revival of the territory is based on the power of the Saxon house that the Black Duke had built up by choosing isolation until now.
It was the son's duty to receive and inherit what his father had built.
The ruler of the Demon Territory.
Even though the place officially bore the name of the Sachsen Viscounty, the name of this land did not change. It was revered for the notoriety and fear of the 'Black Prince' who ruled this territory.
And Dale, too, did not feel any particular resistance to calling his territory the 'Demon Territory.'
"Viscount Sachsen-nim."
Around that time, a 'Winter Sentinel' who monitored the Demon Territory region reported to Dale.
Having escaped the status of a mere mountain guard unit stationed in the mountains, they had been reborn as an intelligence unit directly under the Sachsen Viscount.
"There is a report that a ghoul horde is preparing a large-scale raid, targeting the pioneer monastery north of the city."
Hearing the report, Sir Veil of Baskerville spoke.
"Shall I issue a summons to the knights?"
"What is the number of ghouls?"
"It is around one thousand."
"I will handle it myself."
Dale nodded and continued.
"Sir Veil, call the vassal knights in the castle."
"I will carry out your order!"
"Sir Yones, two hundred heavy infantry from the Black Armor Company."
"I will follow the Captain's order!"
What adventurers can handle, they handle, and it is the 'Saxon house's' duty to protect against threats they cannot. Therefore, Dale rose to his feet.
As the lord of the Sachsen Viscounty and the ruler of this Demon Territory.
The Sword Maiden, armed in black armor, who assisted by Dale's side, followed behind him.
Lady Charlotte.
Although her appearance could not be seen as it was hidden by her helmet, one could tell from the chest that could not be hidden and was swelling above the black armor that symbolized the Raven Knight. In her, now growing into her fourteenth year, one could no longer find the childishness of those days.
Dale was no exception either.
Flapping the Shadow Cloak that was mimicking a black surcoat, Dale moved. The vassals of the Sachsen Viscounty lined up to the left and right, bowing silently.
Dale's first plan, for his forces to take root in this Demon Territory and build a 'city of opportunity,' had succeeded. But that was not the end.
In fact, it had only been a few months since the city began to revive and adventurers began to flock there. The countless conflicts between person and person, and person and monster, were giving Dale a headache day after day.
In this land filled with the power of darkness, the threats Dale would face were also just a taste of what was to come.
It was not for no reason that the great Duke of Saxony had abandoned the 'Demon Territory.'
Therefore, having been bestowed the title of 'Sachsen Viscount' by his father, Dale's journey as the lord pioneering the Demon Territory had only just begun.
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* * *
The Northern Demon Territory beyond the Sachsen Duchy.
A territory governed by the Viscount of Sachsen, acting as the proxy for his father, the Great Duke of Sachsen.
"We stand our ground even in death!"
"Never break the formation!"
Amidst the 'impenetrable formation' boasted by the Black Armor Company, there was one who walked alone.
Facing an endless swarm of ghouls, the Viscount of Sachsen... Dale, lifted his head.
The Lord of the Demon Territory.
The 'Black Prince' flicked his finger, and black-blue magic began to swirl beneath his feet. The 'Shadow Cloak,' mimicking the form of a black surcoat, fluttered, and the area transformed into a lake of darkness.
Just as the ghoul swarm reached the tip of Dale's nose.
「Kieeeeeeek!」
From beneath the dark lake, a crouching 'Shadow Lurker' let out a monstrous shriek.
Chwaaaak!
The 《Shadow Lurkers》 simultaneously unleashed their thorn-like tentacles. The thorn tentacles, swirling like a storm from all directions, began to slaughter the flesh and bone of the ghoul swarm.
Monsters that boasted speed and strength beyond that of mere undead, refusing to stop even when an arm or a leg was severed. Even those undead, the most troublesome to deal with in the Demon Territory, were helpless before the thorn tentacles of the 《Shadow Lurkers》.
Like being fed into a meat grinder, an endless pulverization raged. Every time the thorn tentacles whipped about, they crushed the bodies, leaving not even the minimal form required to function.
People said that an unknown dark power dwelled in the land of the Demon Territory. However, even that darkness was far too pathetic compared to the darkness displayed by the 'Black Prince' before them.
A greater darkness that swallows the darkness.
Fear and awe gripped the heavy infantry of the Black Armor Company as they held their breath.
"The Captain has wiped out the enemies!"
"Wipe out the remnants!"
"Never break the formation! We stand our ground even in death!"
The heavy infantry of the Black Armor Company began to shout in unison. This was their Captain, and the power of the 'Black Prince' who ruled this Demon Territory.
* * *
The Labyrinth City of Labyrinthos.
A fortress built by the past Duke of Sachsen to prevent the flooding of the 'Great Labyrinth,' whose scale was once unknown. As the new Lord of the Demon Territory, Dale had remodeled and expanded that fortress into the form of a city, making it the capital of the Sachsen Viscounty.
A key strategic point for pioneering the Demon Territory, and the place where the castle of the Viscount of Sachsen stood.
The 'Viscount of Sachsen,' having just defeated the ghoul swarm, strode through the city streets, leading the Night Raven Knights—the symbol of the House of Sachsen—and the heavy infantry of the Black Armor Company.
A young lord who had just celebrated his 14th birthday. To distinguish him from his father, the Duke, he was known as the Lesser Viscount, Dale of Sachsen.
However, there was no one in the Labyrinth City who dared to look down on the Viscount of Sachsen, or the 'Black Prince.'
The Artifact Rush. Countless people gathered in the Demon Territory chasing after treasures that could make them rich overnight, and that pit of desire naturally created a vortex of lawlessness.
Yet, the secret to the order maintained in Labyrinthos was singular.
It was the order of fear that Dale of Sachsen had built as the Lord of the Demon Territory.
As his father, the Duke of Sachsen, often said, fear is what guarantees loyalty.
* * *
The Castle of the Viscount of Sachsen.
As the 'proxy for the Duke of Sachsen,' Dale sat on the throne. Having left his father's ducal castle, he had become the Lord governing the Demon Territory and the master of the Sachsen Viscounty castle.
Lined up to his left and right were those loyal to the Viscount.
The two loyal female knights who guarded the throne.
Lady Black, the Sword Maiden Charlotte.
Lady Shadow, the Holy Maiden Orelia.
Hiding their identities behind black armor and helmets, they were unrecognizable to the common folk. And even if the armor betrayed feminine curves, no one dared to doubt their blades.
Everyone knew the fate of the drunken adventurers who had once picked a fight with them upon discovering they were 'female knights.'
Above all, they were the blades guarding the world-renowned 'Black Prince.' Only a fool would underestimate their martial prowess.
Furthermore, Dale's reliable retainers stood nearby.
Sepia, the elf mage who assisted him from the 'closest position' and offered sage advice, stood alongside the Night Raven Knights of the House of Sachsen, led by Sir Veil of Baskerville.
Moreover, it was not only Dale who was growing.
Sir Veil had also reached the realm of an Aura Master, obtained an Avatar, and was reborn as part of the 《Grave Guard》. Even so, he had become one of Dale's people who assisted the 'Black Prince' alongside the Holy Maiden Orelia.
Furthermore, the deputy commander leading the Black Armor Company, Sir Yones of Kenet.
Following the pioneering of the Northern Demon Territory, the elite scouts, the 'Winter Watchers,' were also performing their duties, acting as the vanguard of the pioneering efforts. The entire unit had been reborn as an intelligence agency directly under the Viscount of Sachsen.
Finally, there was the 'Assassin's Sword,' who remained officially unacknowledged by the Viscount's side, yet executed the 'Black Prince's' will from the shadows, never hesitating to dirty their hands.
The Shadow Court.
An enforcer of justice spreading like an urban legend among adventurers.
The Artifact Rush. The curtain had risen on the 'Northern Pioneering Era' that fueled the desires of adventurers, and the pioneering business of the Demon Territory was proceeding very smoothly, at least within the order of Dale.
* * *
That night.
The night was deep, and Dale slipped out of a room in the Lord's castle alone.
The 'Shadow Cloak,' which usually took the form of a black surcoat, had already mimicked the form of a black robe to hide Dale's identity.
Shadows settled under the hood, and the man in the black robe left the castle. Without a single guard to protect him, he slipped out of the Sachsen Viscounty castle and headed toward the streets of the Labyrinth City.
Despite the late hour, the city's flames never died. Mercenaries shouted boisterously in the taverns after their daily work, while others sought to enter the Great Labyrinth to gain 'wealth overnight' precisely because the night was deep.
At least in the Labyrinth City of Labyrinthos, there is no clear distinction between day and night. The flames that light the city do not go out at night, and the darkness inside the labyrinth is as deep and dark as the night even during the day.
However, Dale had to perform his 'duties as a Lord' during the day. Only after finishing that daily routine and finding solitude could he step into the darkness of the Great Labyrinth to begin his own adventure.
* * *
《Faceless》.
In Labyrinthos, everyone knew that name.
An adventurer who had appeared out of nowhere and quickly established himself as one of the strongest in the city.
It took only a few weeks from obtaining his license at the Adventurer's Guild to reach S-rank, the highest grade of skill.
Legend held that he would enter the depths of the labyrinth solo, hunt high-ranking monsters, and never return until he had secured at least one artifact.
The Faceless One.
A name derived from the shadow cast beneath his hood, as no one had ever seen his face.
Some believed he was one of the Seven Swords of the Continent, operating under a hidden identity, while others speculated he was one of the continent's renowned 'Monster Hunters.'
The people of Labyrinthos harbored their own suspicions about the identity of 《Faceless》, and quite a few had surprisingly guessed the truth.
However, whenever they voiced this theory, they were ridiculed: would the world-renowned 'Black Prince' ever enter the labyrinth without a single guard?
It was precisely that 'no way' that protected him.
* * *
Not much is known about the 《Great Labyrinth》.
In the past, it was thought to be nothing more than an underground fortress built by the Demon King Balor. However, shortly after the hero defeated the Demon King, the Empire advanced to the depths of the Great Labyrinth and realized it was not a structure of mere demons. Furthermore, even the Empire's greatest powerhouses, including the hero, could not conquer the Great Labyrinth.
Roughly 70% of the failure to capture it was political. The Empire, needing to force the Duke of Sachsen to bleed, did not welcome the prospect of the darkness in this area being rooted out.
The remaining 30% was due to a threat lurking there—a danger that even the world-renowned hero had to risk his life to face.
Even now, small and large labyrinths appear all over the continent, though none compare to the scale of the Great Labyrinth.
The prevailing theory is that the labyrinth is a 'structure built by ancient demons,' and that their appearance on the surface is caused by crustal uplift.
Even now, enthusiasts speak fearfully of an 'ancient demon' with power exceeding the Demon King, sleeping in the depths of the labyrinth or the deepest reaches of the Dark Land.
* * *
There was a monster.
A monster wandering aimlessly in the darkness of the depths of the Great Labyrinth.
These monsters have no proper names. Like unidentified deep-sea fish inhabiting the depths of the ocean, their forms are all different, and it is rare to even witness a monster of the same species.
Monsters in the truest sense. Each possessed a grotesque, heteromorphic appearance.
Here, one had to give their all just to hunt a single monster; fortunately, they did not form groups.
It was a six-armed monster, much like the Asura (阿修羅) of Buddhist lore, each hand wielding a weapon.
Before it, the S-rank adventurer 'Faceless' drew his sword.
It was a knight's sword without a single distinguishing feature, but the intent dwelling within it was anything but ordinary.
The Hero's Sword, Peacemaker.
Kaang!
The Asura swung its six arms, the weapons striking in an off-beat rhythm.
Six-Slash (육참).
Simultaneously, the power of Peacemaker twisted the laws of physics in the area. Within that domain, the Asura's blades could not reach 'Faceless.' The 《Force of Peace》 nullified all attacks.
However, the power only acted for a split second.
Kaang!
The Six-Slash shattered the 《Force of Peace》 Peacemaker had overlaid on the area. It broke the transcendental power dwelling in Dale's blade, countering it with an 'unknown power' of equal caliber.
'This is it.'
While demons are categorized as monsters, not all monsters are demons. 'Demon' is not a racial designation, but a general term for monsters possessing a certain level of intelligence.
This monster possessed no such intelligence. It did not form groups like orcs, nor did it exhibit organic tactics.
It was an unidentified existence, possessing power incomparable to 'mere demons,' wandering the labyrinth aimlessly.
As Peacemaker's ability vanished, an expression of interest finally appeared on the face of 'Faceless'... Dale.
It was exactly this.
'The identity of the unknown power that these existences show.'
Furthermore, the secret hidden in the Great Labyrinth.
The reason why the one and only young master of the House of Sachsen, the Viscount of Sachsen, heads to this labyrinth alone without a single guard.
He recalled the memories Dale had experienced here during his time as a hero, pondering the 'unknown familiarity' he felt from these mindless destroyers.
Fwoong!
Facing the six swinging swords, Dale swung Peacemaker. With every clash against the onslaught, the memories sleeping deep within him stirred.
It was not the memory of the hero. It was something older, sleeping in the deepest recesses of his subconscious. A sensation that should have been too faint to recall was coming back to life.
The current Dale, and the original power that had defined the hero of his past life.
It was the power of a 'Monster Hunter'.
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* * *
A Triple S-Rank monster hunter.
Dale had earned this title in his past life, long before he became the Hero of the Otherworld and the Empire's Hunting Dog. It was a past so distant that the memories were fading, yet the sensations of that time were returning to life.
Ka-ang, kang!
The Asura's six arms swung, and every time, Dale parried the blows.
'Monster'.
This was a world of swords and magic; monsters scattered across the continent were common. Being a 'monster hunter'—one who made a living by taking hunting requests—was a legitimate profession.
He deflected the six-fold blows, swung in an off-beat rhythm, using Peacemaker and the black sword of his Shadow Cloak.
He was training, intentionally suppressing his magic to hunt in the depths of the Great Labyrinth with only a sword. Dale sought only one thing.
The mysterious memories that resurfaced with every clash.
The instincts of a monster hunter.
After becoming the Hero of the Otherworld, obtaining unimaginable power, and enduring ruthless physical modification by the Red Magic Tower, the Dale of his past life had lost his 'original power'.
It was the first power he had obtained as an 'Awakened' to stand against the alien beings known as 《Creatures》—a transcendental force beyond a knight's Aura or a mage's magic.
That lost power pulsed with every clash of steel against the monsters.
'What exactly are the monsters in this Great Labyrinth?'
They were unlike the common monsters scattered throughout the world.
Though compared to the high-level monsters he fought in his past life, these were merely child's play.
As he deflected the six weapons, Peacemaker's blade pierced through like flowing water.
Straight toward the Asura's heart.
Puk!
The sword tore through the Asura's chest and burst out its back. The monster stopped, its body scattering into ash, leaving behind a blood-red gem.
Magic Stone (Maseok).
A high-priced gem containing powerful magical energy.
The more powerful the monster, the higher the purity of the crystal. Magic stones dropped by monsters in the deep levels were worth more than low-grade Artifacts.
They were an indispensable source of income for adventurers conquering the labyrinth.
The labyrinths overflowing in the Demon Territory, including the Great Labyrinth, were essentially 'Magic Stone Mines.' While not comparable to the sudden wealth of an Artifact, they were, in vulgar terms, a bonanza.
──The monsters wandering the labyrinth left no bodies behind. Even demons like Orcs left corpses, but these things did not.
These beings were not part of the natural order. They were creations, brought into existence with specific intent—carrying out their creator's purpose.
The powerful magical energy within the magic stone was proof of this.
Just like a creature that vanishes while leaving behind a Core.
"......."
Who designed this labyrinth, created these mysterious beings, and hid Artifacts within? The people of this world lacked such technology.
Did the beings called 'Ancient Demons' truly exist, as the enthusiasts claimed?
The people of this world accepted it nonchalantly, but Dale did not.
He would not find the answer immediately. After grabbing the high-purity magic stone from the floor, Dale walked away calmly.
Not as the Viscount of Saxony or the 'Black Prince,' but as the S-Rank adventurer 《Faceless》.
* * *
By the time Dale emerged from the depths of the labyrinth, dawn was breaking.
In a single night, one could only reach the first edge of the deep levels, and only if one possessed the skill to instantly kill the upper-level monsters on sight.
The Great Labyrinth was largely composed of three tiers.
The Upper Level, the Lower Level, and the Deep Level.
However, below the Deep Level, there was another tier unknown to ordinary people. Long ago, a hero had reached the deepest part of the Deep Level, discovering a tier beyond.
Abyss.
An unknown realm beyond Dale's current reach. To venture beyond the first edge of the Deep Level, where Dale had established his base, one had to be prepared to camp inside the labyrinth.
But Dale was the 'Viscount of Saxony' who ruled the Demon Territory; after sunrise, mountains of tasks awaited him as a lord.
"Fa-, Faceless is here...!"
"Hey! Faceless is coming back!"
"Did he already get an Artifact?!"
As he moved from the deep levels toward the surface, adventurers began to appear.
"If low-lifes like us went to the deep levels, we wouldn't survive..."
"That guy is a monster, a monster."
These were the people swept up in the whirlwind of the Northern development era, drawn by the Artifact Rush.
The opportunity for sudden wealth Dale provided was real. However, the world was no fairy tale; opportunity was not given to just anyone. Even if given, seizing it was another matter.
The S-Rank adventurer 《Faceless》 had seized that opportunity, becoming an object of awe (敬畏) that ordinary adventurers could not approach.
Facing the shadow cast under his hood, they were overwhelmed by fear before they could even act.
Just as they were with the 'Black Prince' of the House of Saxony.
* * *
Meanwhile, in the Lancaster Duchy.
A man was engrossed in training from the moment dawn broke.
The second son of the Lancaster house, Mikhail Lancaster. A promising knight, once called the greatest genius on the continent with a sword.
Someone had volunteered to be his training partner.
A powerhouse closest to the 'Seven Swords of the Continent,' a man whose skill did not yield to Mikhail's—rather, he showed the composure of overwhelming him.
Grand Duke Gabriel Lancaster, the Heavenly Sword.
The Great Feudal Lord of the Empire, head of the 3 Great Ducal Houses—the pinnacle—and head of the Grand Duke Lancaster house.
He was the strongest knight, holding the title of Heavenly Sword and, succeeding Sir Vadel the Divine Sword, the title of 'The Empire's First Sword' among the Seven Swords.
The Empire's 3 Great Ducal Houses—the Northern House of Saxony, the clan of darkness, and the House of Barbarossa, which originated from a mere pirate. Strictly speaking, their images were far from the 'nobility' people imagined.
In comparison, the Grand Duke Lancaster house was the model of an orthodox noble, just as their crest indicated.
The White-and-Red Rose; what that symbol meant was cruel nobility.
A fertile, prosperous territory worthy of the ducal name, and a noble bloodline that allowed no shred of baseness. They understood the duties they bore as nobles and were willing to bear that weight.
Whoosh!
Grand Duke Lancaster, the Heavenly Sword, deflected Mikhail's knight sword and widened the distance.
"To be training at the very dawn of the day you leave on a journey—aren't you tired?"
"It is a sorrow that I cannot cross swords with Father's blade again before I leave."
Mikhail Lancaster smiled, readjusting his sword.
"You are indeed my son."
Grand Duke Lancaster smiled, unable to hide a father's satisfaction.
An honor student who had possessed the Empire's greatest talent for the sword since youth, never neglecting his training.
The most likely candidate for the next Seven Swords of the Continent.
However, a dark cloud hid deep in Grand Duke Lancaster's heart as he looked at Mikhail.
It was the bottomless emptiness dwelling in his son's sword.
As the second son of the Lancaster house, he had been given heavenly talent and the best bloodline. His life had been about having everything in the world in his hands, walking a path of success laid at his feet since birth.
Just as a mage's magic is a projection of their ideology, a knight's Aura is no different. The Aura projecting Mikhail's ideology was 'colorless and formless,' reflecting his own emptiness.
However, the day he was defeated by the eldest son of the House of Saxony at the Guild City's Fight Club—defeated by a child twelve years his junior, not by a knight but by a mage, with a 'sword'—the emptiness in Mikhail's sword vanished.
After that bitter defeat, color finally began to dwell in Mikhail's Aura, along with the new sword his father had bestowed upon the son who had broken his own blade.
It was a knight sword without a single distinguishing feature.
Two years had passed, and the whirlwind of the 'Artifact Rush' in the Northern Demon Territory had swept the continent.
The prelude to the Northern development era.
Viscount Saxony, the 'Black Prince,' had opened the Northern Demon Territory and called for adventurers. Mikhail Lancaster did not hesitate.
When Mikhail announced he would leave for training in the 'Demon Territory' ruled by Viscount Saxony, Grand Duke Lancaster gladly respected his son's will.
* * *
"Ad-, Adventurer-nim!"
When Dale appeared at the 'Guild House,' a receptionist shouted, their face turning pale.
"W-welcome! You are back from your labyrinth hunt, aren't you?!"
Sounds of people catching their breath erupted throughout the Guild House, and silence descended. Dale... no, the S-Rank adventurer 'Faceless' walked across the Guild House without a word.
He placed the high-purity magic stones he had obtained onto the table. Murmurs swirled again at the blood-red light the stones scattered.
"I-I will issue a sales permit as soon as the appraisal is finished!"
──In the Labyrinth City of Labyrinthos, there are several rules defined in the name of Viscount Saxony.
One, all adventurers entering the labyrinth must register their information at the 'Adventurer Guild' established by Viscount Saxony.
Two, all Artifacts and magic stones obtained there must be mandatorily reported to the Guild, and they cannot be handled carelessly until a sales permit is obtained.
However, the consequences for breaking the rules are not well known.
Officially, it is written that 'the goods will be confiscated and they will be expelled from the Viscount Saxony territory, never to return'. The problem is that those who broke the rules disappeared, never to be seen again. Permanent disappearance.
In fact, Dale's goal did not stop at just developing the Northern Demon Territory.
The real purpose of establishing the 'Adventurer Guild' was to gather countless powerhouses of the continent to test their skills and control them.
The brokerage commission from buying and selling labyrinth spoils was not insignificant. However, more important was the ability to grasp the details of the continent's powerhouses.
That was also another reason why Dale himself was active as the S-Rank adventurer 'Faceless'.
Just then. An adventurer whom 'Viscount Saxony' was observing with great interest entered the Guild House.






Chapter - 110 

Chapter 110
* * *
《Monster Hunter》 Drake.
Known as 'Monster-slayer Drake'.
As one of the few S-rank adventurers in the Labyrinth City, he was a powerhouse capable of hunting monsters from the 'Deep Floors,' much like Dale.
Even before the Artifact Rush drew him to the Northern Demon Territory, he was a renowned strongman across the continent.
However, there was something else about Drake that piqued Dale's interest.
Dale could sense no mana from him.
He possessed neither a Circle in his heart like a mage, nor the accumulated Aura of a knight.
Was it possible to hunt monsters of that caliber without mana?
He had intended to observe him in combat, but rarely encountered him in the depths of the Deep Floors.
Furthermore, he held a keen interest in the profession of 'Monster Hunter'.
Usually, this path was taken by knights who had failed to master Aura Heart Methods or by second-rate mercenaries; in a world overflowing with monsters, it was not a particularly special occupation.
However, 'Monster-slayer Drake' was a powerhouse whose name shook the continent; it was impossible for a strongman of that level not to use mana.
No matter how much an ordinary person honed their body, there was a clear threshold.
A hypothesis flashed through Dale's mind.
A supernatural power that could not be explained by mana.
'Could it be...'
"H-here is your trading permit!"
A receptionist approached Dale—no, Faceless—trembling.
The certificate appraised a high-purity magic stone of roughly 1kg, authorizing its trade within the Labyrinth City.
Dale accepted the certificate. 'Monster-slayer Drake' glanced over before turning away.
The shadow under his hood stared at Drake in silence; the standoff was brief.
"Please appraise this artifact and issue a trading permit."
He placed the spoils obtained from the labyrinth on the table.
A symbol of the sudden wealth adventurers in the Labyrinth City desperately craved.
An artifact.
A sword wrapped in darkness.
The black blade was reminiscent of the Raven Knights' Aura Blades.
Artifacts of the Demon Territory were imbued with powerful dark energy; those lacking the qualifications often met their doom if they touched them carelessly.
Adventurers were provided with magic tools from the Black Magic Tower to suppress the artifacts' power; even Monster-slayer Drake was no exception.
Yet, Drake handled the ominous black sword without any sign of a suppression tool.
As if handling an artifact of that caliber were trivial.
'Ho-oh.'
Gasps rippled through the crowd. Dale made no effort to hide his interest in the artifact.
His activity as the adventurer 'Faceless' ended there.
Dawn was breaking. After a short nap, it was time to resume his duties as 'Dale of Sachsen'.
* * *
In the Sachsen Viscounty, the Great Labyrinth was not the only threat to the Demon Territory.
However, it remained a threat that required constant vigilance for the territory's development.
Outbreak.
An abnormal phenomenon known as a 'Labyrinth Flood,' where monsters within the labyrinth surged toward the surface.
Fortunately, even during an outbreak, powerful monsters from the Deep Floors did not easily reach the surface.
Nevertheless, the damage from a flood of monsters pouring out of a labyrinth of this scale would be immense.
This was why the adventurers were needed amidst the 'Artifact Rush'; opening the Great Labyrinth to them was a measure of vigilance.
The threats to the Demon Territory did not stop at the Great Labyrinth.
Rather, the issues plaguing the Sachsen Viscounty lay outside the labyrinth.
Guarding the people traveling through the territory against the raids of demons appearing everywhere.
Protecting the pioneer farmers cultivating the Demon Territory into 'Imperial land' and steadily increasing its productivity.
Securing the 'winter crops' harvested from the frozen earth of Sachsen and monitoring the movements of the 'Dark Land' beyond.
As a lord, Dale's daily routine began with receiving reports from the organizations under his command.
The Raven Knights, the Black Armor Company, the Winter Watchmen, and finally, the Shadow Court.
"The Sito Pioneer Monastery in the North is requesting additional troop deployments."
"A small number of wolf-riding Orc tribes raided a 'Kalimala Guild' caravan crossing the mountain range."
"Have you found the Orc tribe's stronghold?"
"They haven't settled. The entire tribe consists of wolf riders sweeping through the Demon Territory."
The Winter Watchmen, the Sachsen Viscount's direct intelligence unit, reported the suspicious movements of demons within the territory.
"Regarding the Sito Monastery's request, I will consider deploying the Black Armor Company after further review."
"As for the Orc tribe, deploy the cavalry as soon as we locate their temporary base. Increase the search teams."
He prioritized the threats and organized suppression squads with the Raven Knights and the Black Armor Company's heavy infantry.
Furthermore, the 'Shadow Court' was tasked with monitoring conflicts within the Labyrinth City.
"Centered around the S-rank adventurer 'Edward of Dalles,' the noble adventurer faction was exerting influence on the streets."
"The tendency to openly ignore and ostracize common-born adventurers was accelerating."
Not everyone in the city bowed obediently to Dale's rule.
From the smuggling of labyrinth goods to factional strife among adventurers.
'Being a lord isn't easy either.'
Ruling 'one Demon Territory' required this much effort.
How much more difficult must it be for his father, the Duke of Saxony, who governed the entire Sachsen Duchy, including this Demon Territory?
The weight the Black Duke carried as the ruler of the North was something even Dale, as he was now, could not fathom.
Feeling the heart of a son who had newly grasped his father's hardships, Dale offered a bitter smile.
"L-Lord Sachsen!"
A soldier hurried toward Dale, who sat on the throne.
"A-an urgent report!"
"Speak."
"An accident occurred while handling an artifact on the guild street in the Labyrinth City!"
The soldier panted, breathless from the urgency.
"The 'Black Sword' that Monster-slayer Drake brought is rampaging on its own!"
An artifact runaway.
Dale stilled.
The black mages of the Black Magic Tower, who could skillfully handle the 'power of darkness,' were the ones who appraised the Demon Territory's artifacts.
They were experts who had reached the 5th Circle or higher.
The fact that even those black mages could not handle the power, causing a runaway...
It was no ordinary matter.
"I will examine the situation myself. Prepare a horse immediately."
"I-I will follow your orders!"
Dale rose without hesitation, followed by the two female knights guarding his side.
Lady Black, Lady Shadow.
As he left them—armed in the black armor of the Raven Knights—he recalled the events of that morning.
The black sword causing the runaway had to be the one 'Monster-slayer Drake' obtained that morning.
The sword of darkness emitted power so intense that even the Black Magic Tower's mages could not contain it.
How could that man... Monster-slayer Drake... hold that sword and remain perfectly fine?
* * *
The guild street in the Labyrinth City.
Cassius, a 5th Circle black mage, was there.
His five circles accelerated wildly, swirling black mana around his feet.
He held the aforementioned artifact Monster-slayer Drake had obtained... the black magic sword.
There was no trace of reason in his expression as he gripped the sword.
He laughed madly, his pupils rolled back to white, drool spilling from his lips.
At the same time.
The mage swung the magic sword.
Black petals scattered across the area.
Where the petals landed, the ground was dyed in darkness.
Just like the lake of darkness Dale unfolded.
The area submerged in a wave of darkness, and 'those things' erupted from the lake.
Shadow Walkers.
Like Dale's Shadow Cloak, they were 'shadow creatures' made of darkness itself.
"Do not retreat under any circumstances!"
"We die where we stand!"
The heavy infantry of the Black Armor Company surrounding the area braced themselves, and the Shadow Walkers rushed toward them.
'That is not something that a mere infantryman can block.'
That was why Dale did not hesitate.
"Everyone, retreat immediately!"
Dale shouted, stepping forward without hesitation.
He covered the lake of darkness the black magic sword was scattering with his 'Shadow Cloak'.
「Kieeeeeek!」
The 《Shadow Lurkers》 simultaneously unleashed thorn tentacles.
The swirling thorn tentacles mercilessly slaughtered the Shadow Walkers.
He could clearly intuit it.
Dale's Shadow Cloak and that magic sword shared the same power.
An artifact is a general term for 'items imbued with magical power'.
Artifacts of the Demon Territory are called 'Dark Artifacts' because they were not created by human hands.
For instance, a Holy Sword is a blade forged by the first master of the White Magic Tower, and most artifacts used by noble-born mages are imbued with power by high-ranking mages.
However, 'Dark Artifacts' were different.
They were the prized possessions of high-ranking demons, including the Demon King Balor—dark treasures forged by the hands of demons.
Therefore.
There was no reason to hesitate.
Fwoooong!
Centered around Dale's feet, the surrounding area was isolated, forming a barrier.
World of Thought.
Two years had passed since he reached the 4th Circle.
Dale's world finally manifested, swallowing the black mage holding the magic sword.
A white and dark winter night.
Amidst the biting cold and darkness, another 'scenery' had been added to Dale's mental world.
Black Castle.
Just as Dale had obtained the Demon Territory and become its lord.
This was no exception in this world of a white and dark winter night.
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* * *
In the midst of a dark, wintry night, a jet-black fortress stood tall and solitary.
The lonely lord of that castle resided within.
A grand hall, designed in a gloomy, Flamboyant Gothic style.
Like a medieval cathedral, the castle was filled with a solemnity that bordered on the melancholic.
And there, a throne of black gold rose high, overlooking the entire expanse.
The 'Black Prince' was present.
Not on the land filled with biting cold and darkness, but as the lord reigning over that very castle.
The Fortress of Solitude.
A World of Thought, newly overlaid as the 'Ruler of the Demon Territory'.
The rampaging dark artifact and the black mage acting as its host were also there.
To eliminate that uninvited guest, Dale's world began to move.
A fortress of solitude built upon a void of land—in other words, this place was 'Dale's Empire'.
"Rise, my knights."
At the monarch's command, the immortal knights, who never rested nor stopped, stirred to life.
《Order of the Dead Knights》.
Simultaneously, the jet-black sword held in the black mage's hand swung, scattering black petals once more.
However, the scattering petals failed to overlay anything onto Dale's world.
The biting cold and darkness that stretched endlessly outside the castle began to swirl inside the grand hall.
The ambient temperature plummeted, and white frost began to coat the interior.
This place was the 'Black Prince's' world—his empire, his fortress.
The world that fourteen-year-old Dale had built was of a nature that a mere rampaging dark artifact could never hope to touch.
The 'Shadow Cloak', mimicking the form of Dale's black surcoat, whipped violently.
The dark artifact had gone berserk, and there was a puppet being controlled as its host.
Therefore, there was only one decision Dale could make.
Chwa-ak!
Death Knights, projecting the martial prowess of a hero through 「Automated Formulas」, swarmed from all sides.
The black mage's arm, holding the sword, was severed at the shoulder.
The jet-black magic sword, having lost its host, plunged vertically into the marble floor of the grand hall.
"Ah, aaaaah...!"
The black mage, missing his arm, finally regained consciousness with a shriek.
Before he could even survey his surroundings in his agony, Dale spoke.
"This is not a place for you."
Dale commanded, and the black mage's existence was ejected to the 'outside of the World of Thought'.
Forced expulsion.
Treating the wound of the severed arm and restoring the body would be the job of those on the outside.
He turned his head immediately.
The jet-black sword, having lost its host, remained stuck vertically in the floor.
Dale walked toward the magic sword.
Without a hint of hesitation, Dale gripped the hilt of the embedded blade.
「Kieeeeeek!」
The Shadow Cloak flapped wildly and let out a shriek.
For an instant, a headache so intense it felt as if his consciousness would shatter struck his brain.
Just like when he first donned the Shadow Cloak... no, with even greater darkness, the malice dwelling within the sword began to thrash, trying to consume Dale as its host.
'As expected, it's not ordinary.'
Even so, not a single flicker of agitation crossed Dale's face.
"You want to make me submit?"
Dale spoke, as if addressing an opponent he could converse with.
The hilt of the artifact began to tremble wildly once again.
"I'll give you a chance. Go ahead and try."
Dale said, amidst the trembling of the hilt.
He slammed the hilt he was holding onto the black-and-white marble mosaic tiles.
Simultaneously, he flapped his Shadow Cloak, creating a lake of darkness that seemed to submerge the entire area.
And from within that lake of darkness, an arm rose.
A 'human form' made of shadows emerged, gripping the hilt of the magic sword Dale had slammed down.
A shadow construct—a Shadow Walker.
─ Ki, kihihihi.
The shadow construct gripped the hilt of the magic sword, and an aura incomparable to before swirled around it.
A 'Shadow Knight' stood before Dale.
Not as a construct obedient to Dale, but reborn as 'another host' moving according to the malice of the magic sword.
To that magic sword, it was the ultimate host, incomparable to the body of a mere mage.
It had been granted the perfect vessel to exert 100% of its power—an artifact filled with malice.
A truly reckless act.
However, Dale didn't care.
'There's nothing better than this for grasping the power of an artifact.'
Rather, what filled Dale's chest was a competitive spirit, the thrill of being able to face a strong opponent.
A sword forged from the darkness of the Demons.
'Demons' is not a term for a specific race, but a collective term for monsters with intelligence above a certain level, such as Orcs.
Among them, what distinguishes ordinary Demons from 'High Demons' is whether or not they can use magic.
Just as the people of this world build their systems of magic using fire, water, light, etc., as the foundation of their thoughts...
High Demons also use magic with their own systems.
Using 'shadow' as the foundation of their thoughts.
The reason people fear and look down on the mages of the Black Magic Tower is also because they accept and inherit the thoughts of High Demons.
Shadow, darkness, the absence of light.
Strictly speaking, it would be no exaggeration to say that 'Demonic thought' is what made the current Black Magic Tower and the Saxon House what they are.
It was in that same context that the artifacts of the Demon Territory were all based on the 'power of shadows'.
If one were to assume that Demons could establish a magic tower in the Empire, the tower they would build would likely be a 'Shadow Tower'.
Just as the mages of the magic towers are called Pyromancers, Wizards, Necromancers, Clerics, or Druids depending on their color...
Dale clearly remembered the notoriety of the High Demons called 'Shadow Casters'.
And one of the artifacts infused with power by those 'Shadow Casters' was Dale's prized 'Shadow Cloak'.
Furthermore, the jet-black magic sword in front of him would be no exception.
'The one who will bring down the Empire of Fire and Light and bring about the Empire of Shadows.'
'The Apostle of Black, and the Shadow Monarch.'
The words the saintess of the 'Shadow Church' had said to Dale came to mind unbidden.
'...Why is everything around me so pitch-black and gloomy?'
That was as far as his useless thoughts went.
The 'Shadow Knight' controlled by the jet-black magic sword rushed forward, and Dale drew his sword to meet it.
Ka-ang!
Projecting the philosophy of Peacemaker along the blade, the hero's sword clashed with the jet-black magic sword.
《Force of Peace》, which returns all hostile actions to nothing, twisted the laws of the area and exerted its influence.
However, just as the monsters in the depths of the labyrinth had done before, the power dwelling within the jet-black magic sword did not submit easily.
Jjanga-rang!
A sound like shattering glass rang out, and the magic sword held in the Shadow Knight's hand slid forward.
'Figures, for a knock-off.'
The distance closed, and Dale spat out a curse as he quickly widened the gap.
At the same time, the Shadow Cloak flapped, and a hail of dark bullets poured out along the black gun barrels.
However, that strike did not reach the Shadow Knight.
The pouring dark bullets were being sucked into the magic sword.
Just as a black hole pulls in all surrounding light, the gravity of the magic sword was devouring Dale's 'Shadow Bullet'.
Immediately after, the Shadow Knight swung the jet-black magic sword in mid-air.
Dozens of 'Shadow Bullets' that had been swallowed into the black hole were fired back toward Dale.
Ta-ang!
Several bullets riddled Dale's body, but he narrowly avoided a fatal wound as his flesh and bone crumbled.
Ghostification.
Dale's body, having lost its substance and crumbled, became a fluid of darkness and quickly widened the distance.
The black-blue mana swirling beneath his feet turned into magic once again and struck down toward the Shadow Knight's 'magic sword'.
But that magic was no exception either.
'It's absorbing all of my magic.'
Truly like a black hole.
That was no mere shadow.
A gluttonous, ravenous magic sword that devours all philosophy.
'Hunger...'
The Shadow Knight kicked off the ground to close the distance.
The jet-black magic sword 'Hunger' held in its hand was swung.
Ka-ang!
However, there was another black sword blocking that rush.
No, it wasn't just one black sword.
Dozens of black swords, and the Death Knights holding them.
In silence, they moved to protect their lord.
The Death Knights, each imbued with the martial prowess of a hero, surrounded the 'Shadow Knight' in unison and rushed forward.
'It doesn't seem like it can absorb Aura Blades.'
Although the Death Knights existing in Dale's world are not real, they are merely 'materializations of his inner world'.
However, when a high-level mage unfolds a World of Thought and utilizes it as a 'form of weapon' to thoroughly exclude the enemy.
Depending on their capability, a mage can exercise god-like power in that world.
It is by no means an exaggeration to call the battle between high-level mages a 'clash of worlds'.
In the frozen land of cold and darkness, the fortress of solitude built upon the void of land was the very symbol of that 'power'.
Dale's Empire.
A single knight cannot win against a nation.
Even if what he holds in his hand is a 'sword that eats magic', nothing changes.
It might be able to eat magic, but it won't be able to eat the world itself.
In Dale's world, the immortal knights were endlessly deployed to protect their lord.
The army of Death Knights, the countless black swords of Saxony, were rushing toward the jet-black magic sword.
This place was Dale's Empire, and what was opposing that empire was nothing more than 'a single knight'.
A jet-black Aura Blade struck down toward the Shadow Knight, and the shadow's body was torn to shreds by the black swords of Saxony.
Without even shedding blood, without even having flesh and bone shattered.
The jet-black magic sword held in its hand was slammed down onto the marble mosaic tiles of the grand hall once more.
Dale walked over and gripped the hilt of the magic sword 'Hunger' just like that.
He didn't feel even a tremor.
Like a child cowering in fear, only a trivial malice, like a needle prick, could be felt.
Submission, without a doubt.
'A sword that absorbs magic, huh.'
I don't know how much it can devour, but it was clearly worth getting his hands on.
He dispelled his World of Thought, and the scenery of the labyrinth city finally returned to his surroundings.
"T-the Viscount of Saxony has... the artifact..."
Seeing Dale holding 'Hunger', sounds of people catching their breath came from all over.
However.
"The artifact's rampage has been suppressed."
After spinning the hilt and gripping it in a reverse hold, he slammed the sword into the floor.
"As expected of Viscount Saxony...!"
"Even a 5th Circle black mage couldn't do anything about that artifact!"
The son of the Black Duke, the successor of the Saxon House—who would dare doubt that name?
Dale turned his head.
Countless people had gathered due to the sudden commotion, and among them, he saw someone he couldn't just pass by.
"Monster Hunter, Sir Drake."
With his hand still on the hilt of the magic sword 'Hunger', Dale called his name.
"...Did you call for me, Viscount Saxony?"
'Monster Hunter Drake' bowed politely, and Dale continued with a smile.
"How much will you sell this sword for?"
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* * *
"......I am merely a simple monster hunter."
Drake the Monster Hunter replied, feigning indifference.
"As for the sword's value, Viscount Saxon, the price you named is far more accurate."
"Where did you obtain this sword?"
"I simply happened to come across it by luck."
"......."
Dale suppressed a snort.
'By luck? No way.'
As the S-rank adventurer 'Faceless,' he remembered the day he had acquired this demonic sword. He recalled the sight of Drake holding an artifact of darkness that even a 5th-Circle black mage couldn't handle, as if it were nothing. Drake feigned humility, never revealing his true self. The continent's premier monster hunter, who eschewed the power of mana, was no ordinary man.
"I will have the fee sent to your account at the Adventurer's Guild, Sir Drake."
Dale continued, pulling the hilt of 'Famine' from where it was stuck vertically in the floor.
"If the amount is insufficient, do not hesitate to tell me."
"How could that be?"
Drake the Monster Hunter bowed politely.
"Since you are pleased, Viscount Saxon, it is an honor."
"......."
After a few brief exchanges, Dale turned away. He left behind the aura of awe befitting the Viscount Saxon and the 'Black Prince.' In his hand, he held the hilt of the demonic sword of hunger... 'Famine'.
* * *
That night.
Dale was reviewing Demon Territory affairs in his office late into the night.
"Dale."
A knock sounded, and a woman with beauty as cold as crystal entered. A 6th-Circle elf mage, her ears perked between sapphire-colored hair.
"Master."
"You are working late."
At Sepia's worried tone, Dale smiled in the lamp's dim light.
"Did I disturb you?"
"Not at all."
Dale shook his head. A brief silence settled before Sepia spoke.
"You are truly growing into a fine man."
The childish look she remembered from when she first met him was long gone.
"Thank you, Master."
Dale smiled silently at Sepia's unconcealed contentment.
"Have I become a man worthy of you, Master, even a little?"
He asked mischievously.
"Th-that is exactly why you are still a child."
In the darkness, Sepia's cheeks flushed peach-colored.
"Still...... I am relieved."
Trying to hide her shyness, Sepia continued.
"When I first saw you at nine, and realized your talent."
The form of the talent Dale possessed, as the Empire's greatest genius. Sepia could still not forget the 'Ice Bolt' Dale had first shown her. It possessed a lethality beyond what veterans who had dedicated their lives to the battlefield could accumulate—the golden ratio of military-grade formulas. A talent for killing people.
"In you, the shadow of a certain 'monster' I know overlapped."
"......."
"Do you know about the Hero of the Otherworld?"
At those words, Dale held his breath.
"Dragged to a world he didn't know, raised his whole life as the Empire's hunting dog, and──."
After swallowing, Dale replied.
"I know at least that he was discarded like a dog once the hunt was over."
"Yes."
Sepia nodded, not denying it.
"He was truly a pitiful monster."
"......!"
Sepia's following words held an unexpected sympathy that Dale had not anticipated.
"At the same time, he was, without a doubt, the 'God of Massacre'."
God of Massacre.
"I still cannot forget the hellscape he created."
Dale did not answer immediately.
"Why did that man's shadow overlap with me?"
He asked, as if discussing someone else.
"Who knows."
Sepia did not answer immediately, trailing off. A talent for killing people. At first glance, it seems like a grand talent, but unexpectedly, the number of people in this world with a 'talent for slaughter' is countless. Isn't that the purpose of a knight sharpening his sword—to kill better? In that context, Charlotte's talent for the sword is not much different.
"That person had a 'specialness that distinguished him from ordinary strong individuals'," Sepia said.
"I, too, find it difficult to name exactly what that was."
"......."
"I simply felt that same 'specialness' in your talent."
Dale gasped.
"Now I can be certain."
After saying that, Sepia smiled as if there was nothing to worry about.
"At least you will not misuse that 'specialness' as he did."
The urge to reveal his identity rose to his throat. However, Dale could not.
"Because Sepia-nim has been by my side," Dale replied.
"......Did I not promise to stay by your side?"
Sepia smiled shyly, and Dale smiled back.
"Thank you."
He suppressed the urge to jump from his seat and hold Sepia in his arms. In the dim lamplight, he remembered the white, dark winter night of that day.
* * *
Some time after Dale obtained his new artifact, the beloved sword 'Famine'.
An unexpected guest, whom he hadn't imagined, visited the northern Demon Territory. The castle of the ruler of the Demon Territory, Viscount Saxon.
"I am very glad to see you again."
In the great hall, the unforgettable handsome blonde man bowed politely.
"Mikhail of Lancaster meets the 'Black Prince'... no, Viscount Saxon."
He fluttered his golden surcoat, engraved with the white and red rose, the emblem of the Lancaster family. Cruel nobility.
"Lord Mikhail."
Dale rose from his throne and bowed politely.
"You have made a truly difficult journey."
"Not at all."
Mikhail of Lancaster smiled. He placed his hand on the hilt of the sword worn diagonally at his belt.
Before Mikhail could draw his sword,
"......!"
Dale's two female knights rushed forward. Lady Black, Sword Maiden Charlotte. The disciple of the Mad Sword, Sir Helmut Blackbear, and a female knight blooming with the talent of the God Sword. Lady Shadow, Holy Maiden Orelia. A female knight who had abandoned 'chivalry' through the teachings of the Slaughter Sword, Master Baro, and been reborn as an assassin. The two knights in black armor aimed their blades at his neck and chest before he could draw. Charlotte held a pitch-black Aura Blade; Orelia, a blood-red one.
"Sheathe your swords."
Dale reached out, stopping them.
"You have truly reliable knights."
Mikhail did not waver; he simply smiled.
"I still cannot forget the defeat at the Fight Club that day."
With a smile, Mikhail continued.
"I have endlessly sharpened my sword since that defeat... waiting for the time to face your sword and magic, Young Master."
Sreung.
"May I ask for a few pointers from Viscount Saxon once again?"
Mikhail drew his sword. A knight's sword, devoid of any special characteristics, scattered a pale edge.
"......!"
Seeing the sword, Dale gasped. How could he forget it? It was no imitation projecting thoughts by tracing memories. The original, without a doubt, was there. Peacemaker, the mediator of peace. The hero's beloved sword, Peacemaker, shimmered in Mikhail Lancaster's hand.
"It seems you know about this sword."
Mikhail replied, noting Dale's agitation.
"It would be faster to find those who don't know the sword's reputation."
Dale replied, feigning ignorance. How could that sword be in his hand? The answer was not difficult to find. The Grand Duke of Lancaster had pledged loyalty to the Empire early on, before it revealed its ambitions. As one of the Empire's war heroes, it was not strange for the 'Sword of the Hunting Dog' to be bestowed upon the Heavenly Sword, Grand Duke Lancaster, and for his son to possess it.
"It's a good thing, then."
Dale rose from his throne and smiled. He accepted Mikhail's request for a duel.
"Because I, too, have just gotten my hands on a new beloved sword."
"Ho-ho."
He drew the pitch-black demonic sword he had obtained after stopping the artifact's runaway. The pitch-black blade, reminiscent of the Saxon family's sword, scattered a dark, ominous edge. The 'Shadow Cloak,' mimicking a black surcoat, fluttered wildly.
That day, Dale had achieved victory at the Fight Club. Strictly speaking, that victory was not achieved purely by skill. And how much time had passed since that day? Dale was not the only one growing. Yet, in the time given to both, their growth rates were not equal. Therefore.
He ignored the two worried female knights and lifted his head.
"You had better be prepared."
Dale gripped the hilt of 'Famine' tighter. This duel would be entertainment, without deploying an Avatar or a World of Thought. However, a clash between two such strong individuals was no simple mock duel. It was a real sword fight where a moment of carelessness meant death.
"It seems you have regained the arm you lost that day."
Mikhail said, eyeing the arm holding the sword.
"Ah, not quite."
Dale shook his head and laughed. The arm he had sacrificed to achieve victory in the Fight Club finals. Contrary to what ordinary people think, losing a few limbs is not a major issue by the 'standards of the Black Magic Tower.' Restoring flesh with the Tower's technology was trivial. Nevertheless.
"I, too, still cannot forget the scars of that day."
"......!"
Dale's arm holding 'Famine' began to harbor a black light, assimilating into the sword's darkness.
The shadow arm.
He could have restored his arm with the Black Magic Tower's technology. However, he did not. It was not that he couldn't. Rather, while staying in the Guild City, he had understood the value of the 'Shadow Prosthetic Arm' that had become part of him. His shadow prosthetic arm scattered darkness as it assimilated with the demonic sword 'Famine'. Mikhail Lancaster's Peacemaker emitted the light of peace. It was no imitation mimicking power by tracing memories, but the power dwelling within the original.
Mikhail Lancaster kicked off the ground in the great hall of Viscount Saxon's castle. At the same time, Dale's 'Shadow Cloak' fluttered, submerging the area in a lake of darkness.
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* * *
Synchronize.
The two dark artifacts, Shadow Cloak and Gia, were fusing into a single artifact.
Dale's shadow prosthetic arm acted as the gear mechanism that locked the two artifacts together.
As gears mesh, the artifacts locked into one, drawing out a synergy that transcended their individual power.
While fusing and controlling the dark artifacts relied on Dale's powerful will, it also required a definitive focal point to bind them.
Four Circles wrapped around Dale's heart, with pitch-black tentacles rooted deep within both the heart and the Circles—another source of black power Dale possessed as a mage.
It was the 『Book of the Black Goat』.
As he meshed his powers into their optimal form, Dale lifted his head.
Mikhail's beloved sword, Peacemaker, rushed toward him.
It was a knight's strike, fueled by internal aura—the strike of Mikhail Lancaster, the sword genius said to be closest to the Seven Swords of the Continent.
A mage who had allowed a knight to close the distance. No—from the start, the distance between them guaranteed defeat for any ordinary mage.
Clang!
The sound of clashing steel rang out. Gasps rippled through the onlookers.
No one at Saxony Viscount Castle doubted Dale's absurd talent, but his opponent was Mikhail Lancaster—the Empire's greatest sword genius.
To clash swords at this range against a knight nearing the level of the Seven Swords of the Continent.
"The aura..."
As the blades of 'Gia' and Peacemaker collided, Dale spoke calmly, watching the aura wrapping around Peacemaker's edge.
It was not the formless aura Dale remembered from the Fight Club.
"It's imbued with color."
It was a crimson-white Aura Blade.
The color of the cruel nobility, symbolizing the Grand Duke of Lancaster family.
"It is thanks to you, Young Master Dale."
Amidst the clash, Mikhail Lancaster smiled.
"That unforgettable defeat gave me an enlightenment incomparable to anything else."
"......."
They broke apart, only to close the distance again. As their swords clashed, Dale's Shadow Cloak morphed into six blades, raining down upon Mikhail Lancaster.
Within the shadows of the scattered blades, the 《Shadow Lurker》 unleashed its thorn-like tentacles.
Swoosh!
However, Mikhail swung his crimson-white sword like a vortex, parrying Dale's attacks from every direction.
He wasn't even fully utilizing Peacemaker's abilities; it was as if he were declaring no need to rely on the sword's supernatural power. Mikhail deflected every shadow.
'He is strong, indeed.'
Not just a powerhouse of the current generation, but one of the next, growing alongside Dale. Mikhail Lancaster's talent was beyond doubt.
What surprised Dale even more, however, was something else.
When he faced Mikhail at the Fight Club, his specialty had been an 'Assassin's Sword'—aiming for blind spots like a snake, using formless aura and the reach of a whip-sword.
But the Mikhail Lancaster before him was different. This was no formless sword; it was a knight's blade, shining, wrapped in crimson-white aura.
"You are using a new sword style."
"It was not an easy task."
He had discarded his previous swordsmanship and rebuilt 'his own sword' from the foundation up. To call it bone-grinding pain would be an understatement.
To exaggerate slightly, it was no different from Dale discarding his black-blue magic to learn a new attribute.
"But it was worth it."
Mikhail said, adjusting his grip on the crimson-white knight's sword, Peacemaker.
"So, would you please show me as well?"
"Show you what?"
"How much the 'Black Prince' who defeated me that day has grown. The achievements you have built as the Empire's greatest genius."
At Mikhail's provocation, Dale fell silent.
The magic sword 'Gia' in his hand devoured magic. To a knight utilizing aura, it was nothing more than an ordinary blade.
However, now that the two black artifacts were meshed, Mikhail could not possibly imagine the cards Dale held.
Besides, he was an opponent against whom victory was not guaranteed without playing those cards.
'He is an opponent I will have to face eventually anyway.'
And next time, it won't be a simple game like this.
Rather than clumsily hiding his cards and losing, it was better to give his all.
From the lake of darkness swallowing the area, a new shadow creature emerged.
It was not a Lurker.
《Shadow Knights》... Knights of shadow, wielding the magic sword 'Gia's Malice'.
By meshing the two dark artifacts, he overlaid the power and malice dwelling in the pitch-black magic sword onto the Shadow Cloak's creatures.
A replication of the magic sword.
By arming each of the Shadow Cloak's creatures with a replicated magic sword, he summoned a force equivalent to Death Knights.
Furthermore, the 《Shadow Lurker》 remained. Beneath the lake of darkness Dale spread, it aimed its thorn-like tentacles, waiting for an opening in Mikhail's defense.
The marble floor of the Duke of Saxony's castle submerged into a lake of darkness, with shadow knights and lurkers rising from the depths.
The 'Shadow Monarch' stood, commanding an uncountable army of darkness.
"It seems my provocation was a bit too much."
Facing the Black Prince's army, which overwhelmed him with sheer numbers, Mikhail replied as if he found it interesting.
Leaving the rushing shadow creatures behind, he thrust his sword vertically into the ground.
At first, Dale thought it was a sign of surrender. It was not.
Peacemaker, imbued with crimson-white aura, cleared away the 'lake of darkness' centered around Mikhail's feet.
At the same time, the light of peace dwelling within Peacemaker flooded the area.
《Force of Peace》, which renders all hostile actions null and void.
A world without wounds where swung swords cannot inflict damage, and flames cannot burn flesh.
This was no mere imitation or projection of thought, but the original power, beyond doubt.
Dale's shadow creatures, swung out of sync, passed through Mikhail Lancaster's body like fleeting phantoms.
"The Arbiter of Peace."
Spreading the power of Peacemaker, Mikhail spoke calmly, adjusting the hilt of his beloved sword.
"What dwells in this sword is, quite literally, the power to seize the peace of this world."
Dale scoffed at Mikhail's words, finding them absurd.
"Have you already forgotten how much blood that Arbiter of Peace has shed in this world?"
"Peace comes with sacrifice."
Mikhail continued.
"The Hero of the Otherworld who once held this sword taught me that fact."
The Hero of the Otherworld. For a moment, Dale's blood ran cold.
"......You speak as if the Hero of the Otherworld were some kind of idol."
"I have admired him since I was young. Because he is, without a doubt, the hero of the Empire."
Mikhail laughed without denying it.
"And as you can see, we are living in the world of peace he secured."
"Did you say the world of peace the Hero secured?"
"Those who desire peace, prepare for war. At least the Hero knew the meaning of those words."
Leaving behind the light of peace that Peacemaker scattered, Mikhail spoke. Dale bit his lip.
"You seem to overrate the Hero of the Otherworld too much."
"No, the Hero of the Otherworld was, without a doubt, a patriot who desired the peace of the Empire."
Mikhail said.
"And he taught me that peace without sacrifice cannot exist."
He spoke with an uprightness that held not a shred of doubt.
"Because peace can only be obtained through war."
"Since when did the word 'peace' become a synonym for a bloodbath?"
"Is it wrong?"
Mikhail asked. At his confidence, Dale was momentarily at a loss for words.
"Does a peace that can be obtained without shedding blood exist in this world?"
Involuntarily, he remembered the elder of the Red Magic Tower who had poured malice toward Dale and Sepia during his time at the Imperial Academy.
Walter of the Burning Blood, a 6th Circle Red Mage. Dale could clearly remember the madness-filled conviction he shouted.
──Blood, blood, only blood!
──The wheels of this world are turned only by shedding blood!
Peace can only be obtained through war. How was that different from that man's madness? He couldn't even manage a dry laugh.
But hadn't Dale himself said as much while mocking King Charles VII of the Britannia Kingdom?
"That is why I have sworn to inherit the Hero's will with this sword and seize perfect peace."
"Ah, is that so."
The Empire's Hunting Dog. The Butcher. Mikhail surely knew that people pointed fingers at the Hero of the Otherworld in the past. Yet, there was not a shred of hesitation in Mikhail's expression.
Only then could he finally understand. The Empire of Fire and Light. The crimson-white aura dwelling in Mikhail Lancaster's sword, Peacemaker, was the very 'color of fire and light' itself.
This was the Empire's justice, its peace, and the reality of the 'cruel nobility' that the Lancaster Grand Duke family constantly shouted about.
Facing the Apostle of Black, the Shadow Monarch... the Apostle of Fire and Light stood there.
"Even the world-renowned 'Black Prince' would find it impossible to break the ideology of this sword."
Mikhail Lancaster said, scattering the power of Peacemaker as if to show it off.
The ideology of Peacemaker. The power of peace. It was not an ordinary sword. It was a supernatural sword that exercised power close to magic, just as a high-ranking mage overlays ideology onto the world.
'Power close to magic...?'
Something flashed through Dale's mind.
'It's worth a try.'
And there was no reason to hesitate. Amidst the peace scattered by Peacemaker, Dale kicked off the ground and rushed forward.
Within the barrier of Peacemaker, which rendered all hostile acts null and void, he swung the pitch-black magic sword 'Gia'.
Dale remembered the ability the magic sword 'Gia' had shown in the past: a gluttonous sword that devoured magic.
The supernatural power shown by Peacemaker did not stem from aura at all. In a sense, it was a power just like magic.
Clink!
A sound like a glass window shattering rang out.
"How...!"
"It is just as Young Master Mikhail said."
Shock colored Mikhail Lancaster's expression.
"Do you desire peace?"
Dale replied, adjusting his grip on the hilt.
"Then we must go to war."
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* * *
The white-red Peacemaker held in Mikhail's hand clashed against the blade of shadow.
There was no longer any "Force of Peace" here to protect him.
As the Shadow Monarch, Dale submerged the area in a lake of darkness and brought forth his creations. Shadow Lurkers and Shadow Knights began to surge forward at their monarch's command.
To wage war between the two.
"As expected, your growth is unbelievable; it does no dishonor to the name of the 'Black Prince'."
Amidst the overwhelming barrage of attacks pouring in from all sides, Mikhail Lancaster smiled bitterly. However, there was never a hint of impatience or agitation in his demeanor as he blocked the strikes rushing at him from every direction.
This man is strong. He is an opponent against whom even Dale, growing by the day, cannot afford to let his guard down.
But that was not the only reason Dale was wary of Mikhail Lancaster.
'This man is dangerous.'
It was his obsession with the Hero of the Otherworld, and furthermore, the reality of the 'peace' he envisioned while wielding Peacemaker.
Dale was hardly in a position to judge, but this man possessed a truly absurd and dangerous ideology.
A monster of peace.
Was he, in the end, just another noble of the Empire? It was laughable how foolish Dale had been to think, even for a moment, that Mikhail Lancaster was 'different'. He wasn't. In truth, Dale had never truly believed he was.
He simply hadn't expected that the hesitation or uprightness Mikhail showed at the Fight Club would be of such a twisted nature. Having thought that far, he burst into laughter.
Cruel nobility. Red-white aura symbolizing the 'power' of the Red Magic Tower and the 'hypocrisy' of the White Magic Tower.
It was none other than Dale himself who had pulled that trigger.
It was the unforgettable, bitter defeat of that day, and the peace he had obtained as the Hero of the Otherworld.
Mikhail Lancaster was no exception, either. He was just like those who struggled, unable to escape Dale's shadow. It was just that his 'nobility' had not yet accepted that fact.
Suppressing the laughter that threatened to burst forth, Dale kicked off the ground.
The jet-black magic sword 'Gia', held by his shadow prosthetic, was swung. At the same time, the 《Shadow Knights》 holding 'replicas of Gia' surged forward in unison.
Shadow Knights created by fusing the 'Shadow Cloak' and 'Gia' through dark synchronization.
The dark knights, loyal to the command of the 'Shadow Monarch', plunged their swords toward Mikhail Lancaster all at once. It was a desperate, fatal blow that even Mikhail Lancaster could not avoid.
In that instant.
Before the surging onslaught, the red-white aura Mikhail was emitting swirled like a storm.
"......!"
Thud. Dale's movement stopped. He quietly held his breath.
"Ah, this is..."
The apostle of fire and light was there.
No longer in a human body, but as a 'Knight of Fire and Light' scattering brilliantly shining flames.
He was a knight who illuminated this world like the sun, while simultaneously swirling with flames comparable to the sun's heat.
Light surged. It was the light of dawn breaking the dim twilight.
Dale's shadow creations perished all at once before that light, as if the light could not tolerate their existence.
No, even Dale himself was overwhelmed by the power emitted by Mikhail Lancaster's 'Avatar' and held his breath. It was as painful as a vampire facing the sunlight in the middle of the day.
At the same time, the shadow knights moved to swallow that very sun.
"Please forgive me, Viscount Sachsen."
Before he knew it, the two female knights who served the 'Black Prince' had thrust their aura blades forward: Lady Black and Lady Shadow.
However, they were not deploying their own 'Avatars' to counter the knight who was deploying his.
It was because they understood that, at the very least, there was no murderous intent in Mikhail Lancaster's sword. Dale also understood that fact. That was why, when he brought out his 'Avatar', he did not deploy his World of Thought to counter it.
The fact that the two female knights were aiming their blades was merely their loyalty and a message that they would not forgive any 'rudeness before their liege'.
"──I felt an intuitive threat from Prince Dale's strike."
It was only for a fleeting moment that Mikhail Lancaster revealed his 'Avatar'. The apostle of fire and light. Before long, the aura vanished from his body, and he quietly knelt before Dale.
"If I hadn't used my Avatar, it would have been a fatal blow I could not have survived."
Plunging his sword vertically into the ground, he continued calmly.
He ignored the blood-red and black aura blades the two female knights aimed at his neck and chest.
"Once again, I have been defeated. That makes twice now."
"......"
"As expected, you are a figure worthy of the name 'Black Prince'."
However, once again, no sign of a 'defeated man' could be found in his voice. He knew. It was nothing more than a show to flaunt himself to Dale. That was why Dale remained silently stoic.
Before the fleeting light scattered by the sun, the 'shadow' that had wrapped around the area vanished.
Even the shadow creations were no exception. No, even the artifact 'Shadow Cloak' was crying out in pain before Mikhail's light.
The fragments of shadow remaining throughout the castle were all sucked toward the soles of Dale's feet at once.
As he sheathed the magic sword 'Gia', held by his shadow prosthetic, back into the scabbard on his sword belt, Dale said.
"Regrettably, if I were to wish for any more 'peace' than this, I don't think my castle would remain standing."
"I agree."
At the same time, the red-white aura dwelling in Mikhail's sword vanished, and he, too, sheathed Peacemaker.
"Prince Mikhail of Lancaster, as Viscount Sachsen, representing the Duke's household..."
After sheathing it, 'Viscount Sachsen' Dale bowed politely.
"──Welcome to the land of the Demon King."
Right here, as the ruler of the northern Demon Territory.
* * *
Labyrinthos, the labyrinth city of the Demon Territory ruled by Viscount Sachsen.
Following the whirlwind of the 'Artifact Rush', dawn settled over the city where people had gathered, puffed up with dreams of striking it rich.
Without hiding his identity in the slightest, Mikhail Lancaster, who had filled out his details at the Adventurer's Guild, was immediately granted an S-rank adventurer rating and given the qualification to enter the 'Deep Levels'.
With this, the number of S-rank adventurers who could enter the deep levels of the labyrinth became twelve. Faceless, Mikhail Lancaster, the Monster Hunter Drake, and furthermore, eight others including Edward, the second son of the Count Dalles family who led the 'Noble-faction adventurers'. Dale was in the process of identifying the identities of the remaining eight adventurers through his intelligence network as well.
It was the power of the Guild City, which, along with the 'Shadow Court', had built an intelligence network like a spiderweb across the Empire.
An adventurer rank was merely a qualification granted by Viscount Sachsen to prevent accidents within the labyrinth. At least, that was the official story.
But in reality, it was also a device to identify the powerful individuals gathering in the North, drawn by the artifact rush.
An overwhelmingly powerful individual on the level of the Seven Swords of the Continent had not yet appeared. However, the Empire and the Imperial Family would not simply sit by and watch the fact that the development of the labyrinth city and the Demon Territory was proceeding smoothly.
But at least, that was not something to think about right this moment.
Around that time, a secret messenger carrying 'very secret information' arrived from the Kalimala Guild, which periodically traveled back and forth to the Viscount Sachsen territory.
* * *
Viscount Sachsen's castle, Dale's office.
The messenger of the Kalimala Guild was paying his respects before 'Viscount Sachsen'.
Among the seven great guilds of the Guild City, the master of the Kalimala Guild reigned as the 'City Master'—and the message he periodically sent to Dale was always the same.
The City Master's messenger opened his mouth.
"The lion has cried... and the cicada is dancing on the maiden's shoulder."
At those words, Dale nodded calmly.
"The clown is stacking bricks, the priests are eating animals, and the traveler is raping the wind."
"Has the gold put on clothes?"
"No, the gold has not put on clothes."
"Has the wind conceived the traveler's child?"
"She has conceived triplets, and they are all girls."
"How many animals did the priests eat?"
"They ate three roosters and five eggs, and two eggs were broken. And the priests stole horses and fled."
"Are they black horses?"
"No, they were two white horses and six brown horses, and all of them were 'warhorses'."
"Warhorses. At those words, Dale's expression twitched for a moment."
"They aren't stallions."
"Yes, they are all warhorses."
It was a conversation that made no sense, like the talk of madmen, and in fact, even the City Master's messenger did not know what those words meant. Only two people knew the meaning. Dale, and the City Master.
The contract that Dale and the Guild Master of Kalimala had signed in the Guild City that day.
What was flowing from his mouth was the transaction history written in the 'City Master's Ledger'.
The information recording the entirety of the transaction history of the seven great guilds of the Guild City, which had taken root throughout the Empire.
It was impossible to just memorize the 'transaction history of the ledger' by heart every month and send someone to Dale.
That was why they were conversing in the form of a pre-arranged code.
Even after that, the conversation continued in a way that made no sense, and each time, Dale's quill pen moved busily as he listened to the conversation.
"Thank you for your hard work."
Finally, the story came to an end, and Viscount Sachsen smiled quietly.
"Furthermore, regarding the request to increase the number of Kalimala Guild's trading houses, I have already secured a spot on the Guild Street and am negotiating with the Stonemasons' Guild."
"Th-thank you!"
"Furthermore, on the Guild Street, a patent will soon be issued under the name of Viscount Sachsen regarding 'tax benefits'. And I remember the 'sincerity' that the Kalimala Guild has shown."
Dale smiled meaningfully, and the messenger of the City Master, who was also acting as the 'Guild Master of Kalimala', bowed his head in a hurry.
"Th-there is no doubt about it! Viscount Sachsen!"
There is giving, and there is receiving.
And the artifact rush that Dale had brought, the wind of the Northern Pioneering Era—even the Guild City, called the greatest commercial organization on the continent, was no exception to being swept up in it. That was why the bond between Dale and them, and furthermore, the one he had with the Kalimala Guild among them, was very special.
These were the things Dale intended to get his hands on as the ruler of the labyrinth city and the northern Demon Territory.
Before long, the City Master's messenger withdrew, and Dale glanced at the glass window behind his back. Even in the frozen land of the Demon Territory, the sun had risen as usual, scattering its light. The symbol of fire and light.
It was absurdly early to finish his work as Viscount Sachsen.
Nevertheless, Dale rose quietly. To carry out tasks that could not be performed unless it was now.
Not as the ruler of the Demon Territory, Viscount Sachsen.
But as the faceless one, as the S-rank adventurer 《Faceless》.
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* * *
Around that time, the appearance of Mikhail Lancaster caused quite a stir in the Labyrinth City.
Mikhail Lancaster, the sword genius said to be closest to the Seven Swords of the Continent.
It was understandable for mere adventurers or mercenaries to get caught up in an 'Artifact Rush' in hopes of striking it rich. But this was no ordinary target; this was the second son of the Lancaster Grand Duchy, one of the Empire's three great ducal families!
Within the Demon Territory ruled by Viscount Sachsen, the weight of his presence was beyond words.
However, the shock of Mikhail Lancaster's appearance rippled far beyond the Demon Territory.
The world-renowned Lancaster Grand Duchy—specifically Mikhail, the presumptive next head of the family—personally visiting the northern Demon Territory was unprecedented. He was the first major figure to arrive at the frontier, and the impact on the Empire was immeasurable.
Before long, the wind brought by the northern frontier era and the Artifact Rush was no longer a 'fever.' It was a veritable 'gale.'
In other words, it was no longer just adventurers or mercenaries; even the Empire's nobles had begun to lick their lips at the prospect of sudden wealth in the 'Labyrinth City.'
Gold always attracts flies. Even if Mikhail Lancaster wasn't a 'fly,' his appearance acted as a catalyst for the swarm.
* * *
Around that time, the S-rank adventurer in the Labyrinth City, Edward of Dalles, was extremely anxious.
He had bowed to Viscount Sachsen's rule, secretly joined hands with several guilds to expand his black market business, and was successfully gathering adventurers to expand his influence within the city.
The Dalles Count family was a prestigious name in the Empire; even Viscount Sachsen could not easily lay a hand on him.
Viscount Sachsen needed the cooperation of the nobility to maintain the northern frontier and the Artifact Rush he envisioned. No matter how much he disliked Dalles, he couldn't simply bury him like a common criminal—not even if he were the world-renowned 'Black Prince.'
Just as the son of the Holy Swordsman, Philip, was the only one to survive that black-and-white rotation.
That was the nature of nobility. In this world, the value of a life was not equal, and Edward of Dalles possessed that noble bloodline. At least, Dalles himself never doubted it for a second.
Just then, news spread that an unexpected big shot had arrived in the Labyrinth City.
The second son of the Lancaster Grand Duchy, Mikhail Lancaster.
Edward of Dalles did not hesitate. He intended to propose an alliance—the 'Noble Adventurer Alliance' he was building.
The Labyrinth City held value beyond a mithril mine, and he couldn't hand all those profits to the Sachsen family. The ultimate goal of Edward's Noble Adventurer Alliance was not to remain 'mere miners,' but to eventually seize a share of the city from Viscount Sachsen.
"What do you say, Young Master Mikhail? Surely nobles like us cannot mix with those adventurers of lowly blood."
Nobles and lowly blood. That was the sentiment most nobles held toward commoners. At the proposal, Mikhail Lancaster smiled softly—a very gentle smile. Was he intending to agree?
"Regrettably, I am nothing more than a 'mere adventurer' here."
Mikhail Lancaster replied.
"Furthermore, it is not the nobility of blood that saves us from the depths of the labyrinth."
Lancaster smiled gently. It was hard to believe such words came from one of the greatest nobles in the Empire.
In the face of Lancaster's humility, Edward of Dalles was left speechless.
* * *
Some time later, in the deep levels of the labyrinth.
"You were here, Young Master Dale."
A voice spoke from behind him, devoid of any presence. It was Mikhail Lancaster.
"......."
At that voice, the S-rank adventurer, Faceless, turned his head. A bottomless darkness lay heavy beneath his hood, and his shadow remained still. The silence did not last long.
"How did you know?"
From beneath the shadow of Faceless, who rarely opened his mouth, came a voice with a youthful tone. He didn't even bother using magic to disguise it.
"Who could fail to recognize the existence of the 'Black Prince'?"
Mikhail Lancaster laughed, wrapping a red and white aura around the Peacemaker in his hand.
Faceless—Dale—remained composed, unfazed by the 'cruel nobility' wrapped around the blade.
"Why did you follow me?"
"I was simply curious."
Mikhail Lancaster replied.
"I wanted to know why the world-renowned 'Black Prince' and ruler of the Demon Territory would personally hide his identity to enter the labyrinth."
"It is merely training."
"Were the knights of the Sachsen Ducal Castle not suitable opponents for your training?"
Mikhail asked, readjusting his grip on the hilt of the Peacemaker.
"Then, how about me as your training partner?"
"Young Master Mikhail must be aware."
Dale continued, the shadow under his hood writhing.
"The rule states that anyone who crosses swords within the labyrinth will be expelled from the Demon Territory and never allowed to set foot here again."
It was a rule established by Viscount Sachsen to maintain order in the Labyrinth City.
"Is there anyone in the darkness of this labyrinth who can monitor that rule?"
Mikhail Lancaster asked, genuinely amused.
At that moment.
"......!"
A presence stirred in the darkness.
A chilling wind swirled, and before they knew it, silhouettes surrounded Dale and Mikhail.
They were men wearing bird-beak masks and black coats.
High-ranking assassins of the 'Shadow Court,' reborn as Dale's limbs.
No matter how high-ranking those assassins were, they could not deceive Mikhail, who was close to the Seven Swords of the Continent. What surprised Mikhail was not their existence, but one specific assassin among them.
Even the world-renowned Mikhail Lancaster could not detect the presence until a blade touched his neck.
A blade so sharp that even he, said to be closest to the Seven Swords of the Continent, had not realized it was there.
That meant only one thing.
The continent's greatest assassin—one of the Seven Swords of the Continent.
"Killing Sword......"
"Well, I have no malice, so don't feel too bad about it."
Master Baro, the Killing Sword, replied as if it were someone else's business.
"It's not like I enjoy holding the tip of my blade to the neck of the Heavenly Sword's son."
The Heavenly Sword—Mikhail's father—held the title of 'Empire's First Sword' following the death of the God Sword.
"Are these 'Shadow Court' members monitoring adventurers within the labyrinth?"
"At least in the areas they can monitor, yes."
These were organizations led by Viscount Sachsen, the ruler of the Demon Territory: the Night Crow Knights, the Winter Watchers, the Black Armor Company, and the Shadow Court. Each acted as a limb carrying out Dale's orders in their respective domains.
"You knew from the beginning that I was following you."
"And Young Master Mikhail knew that fact and followed me anyway, didn't you?"
The conversation continued like a chain. Mikhail followed Dale; Dale knew that and used his subordinates to track him; Mikhail knew *that* as well. He had provoked him, knowing it from the start.
Though the fact that the Killing Sword himself was following him was beyond even his expectations.
"That day, at the Black Market in Guild City...... the City Master said that Young Master Dale had brought the 'Shadow Court' under his control."
At least in front of Mikhail Lancaster, it was a fact that didn't need to be hidden.
"I cannot help but be truly amazed by the path Young Master Dale is carving."
"It is nothing compared to Young Master Mikhail, who has been reborn as the 'influential successor of the Lancaster Grand Duchy,' despite being the second son."
In this world, inheritance is based on primogeniture, and the weight of that rule among nobles is by no means light.
If the head of a family refuses to pass the title to the eldest son, would the eldest son accept it obediently? If surrounding nobles use that as an opportunity to incite a coup, it is not uncommon for it to turn into a war of succession.
Especially when the scale is that of a ducal family, it could easily become a flame that engulfs the entire Empire.
Despite knowing that, the Lancaster Grand Duke's decision did not change. He was officially designating his second son, Mikhail, as his successor and had begun the work to solidify his position.
"You wouldn't have come all the way to this northern Demon Territory just to cross swords with me once."
Realizing that, Dale spoke.
"For what purpose have you visited my territory?"
Finally, as the two brought up the topic hidden in their hearts, the negotiation began.
"How much do you know about the eldest son of the Lancaster family, Richard Lancaster?"
"I know at least that he won't watch obediently while the second son becomes the head of the Lancaster family."
"That is correct."
Mikhail Lancaster nodded calmly.
"And a while ago...... the eldest daughter of the York Marquis family, Lady Margaret, became engaged to my brother."
The York Marquis family was one of the great noble families just below the three great ducal families. Her engagement to the eldest son of the Lancaster family meant only one thing.
"If my father breaks the rule of primogeniture any further and proceeds with the succession, the York family will claim to be the forces of my brother under the guise of defending the 'traditions of the Empire.'"
Involuntarily, Dale recalled the crest that symbolized the York Marquis family.
The Lancaster Grand Duchy was symbolized by the red and white rose—the cruel nobility.
The York Marquis family was symbolized by the blue and white rose—the wise nobility.
"Wars of the Roses......"
Dale muttered.
At those words, Mikhail Lancaster smiled bitterly.
"What do you say, Young Master Dale?"
Smiling, Mikhail continued.
"Would you please lend the 'power of Sachsen' to our Lancaster Grand Duchy?"
"Is that for the peace of the Lancaster family?"
Dale asked, recalling his own words: peace can only be obtained through war.
"That is correct."
"The two ducal families forming an alliance is a situation that could easily threaten the order of the continent."
"Furthermore, the Empire and Young Master Mikhail know the product I obtained at the 'Black Market' that day."
The heart of the Drowned Duke Barbarossa, one of the Empire's three great ducal families. The fact that the Sachsen Ducal family, which held that heart, was joining hands with the 'successor of the Lancaster Grand Duchy' meant only one thing.
"The power of the three great ducal families being tied together with Sachsen at the center will not be welcomed by the Empire."
Even knowing that, Mikhail reached out to Dale, and Dale scoffed at the contradiction.
"And weren't you, Young Master Mikhail, a patriot who thought of the 'peace of the Empire' above all else?"
"Ah, I desire the peace of the Empire more than anything."
Mikhail laughed, as if he had expected that.
"However, for the 'perfect peace' I desire, some degree of destruction is a sacrifice that must be endured."
As if to say that destruction must precede creation.
"Furthermore, in this world, there is a way of giving and receiving."
"In exchange for forming an alliance with the Sachsen Ducal family, I am ready to willingly show the 'sincerity' that befits it."
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* * *
"Did you say a token of sincerity?"
"That is correct."
At Dale's question, Mikhail Lancaster smiled calmly.
"This place, the Northern Demon Territory that leads to the Dark Land, has long been a thorn in the side of the House of Saxony."
"......."
"That is precisely why you, Young Master Dale, are transforming this Demon Territory into a 'Land of Opportunity' to summon the powerful figures of the Empire, are you not?"
He had accurately gauged the frenzy of the 'Artifact Rush' that Dale was aiming for as the Viscount of Saxony during this era of Northern development.
"As you said, Young Master Mikhail, there is always a give and take in this world."
Dale remained unfazed, smiling calmly. Adventurers would seize the chance to strike it rich in this Demon Territory, and in doing so, they would fulfill the role of blocking the threats originating from this land of darkness. That was the tacit agreement established between the Viscount of Saxony and the adventurers.
"If the House of Saxony were to become an ally to you, Young Master Mikhail, and the Lancaster family."
Dale continued.
"What can the Grand Duke of Lancaster offer us in return?"
The sincerity Mikhail Lancaster intended to show for Dale's alliance.
A brief silence settled over them.
"I will give you what the Viscount of Saxony desires."
Mikhail Lancaster replied. What the Viscount of Saxony, Dale, desired.
"──An anti-demon alliance."
"......!"
"That is the 'form of alliance' that will be officially signed between our Lancaster family and the House of Saxony."
Mikhail Lancaster said.
"It is a coalition of princes to protect the Empire against the threat of the 'Dark Land' that lies beyond the Northern Demon Territory."
"A truly plausible justification."
Dale replied, feigning interest.
An anti-demon alliance to face the threat of the Demon Territory. As long as there was a grand cause to 'protect the Empire' against a common enemy, the Imperial family would not be able to openly criticize the alliance between the two ducal houses.
Furthermore, from Dale's perspective, he would gain unparalleled military strength for his Demon Territory development project. Regardless of the circumstances, the Grand Duke of Lancaster was one of the greatest princes in the Empire.
As Dale and Mikhail had said, it was a transaction of give and take, and there was no particular reason to refuse the offer.
Nevertheless.
"It seems the situation of the Lancaster family is worse than I thought."
Dale, having assessed the situation, spoke coldly. He was not foolish enough to be blinded by immediate profit and sign the deal without thought.
"The House of Saxony in the North... the Lancaster Grand Duke cannot be unaware of how joining hands with the clan of darkness will be perceived by the Empire and the Imperial family."
Yet, they were willing to borrow the hand of Saxony even while taking on such political risks.
"How serious is the situation?"
"......."
It was a direct question, delivered without a hint of hesitation. Mikhail Lancaster merely gave a calm, bitter smile, as if he had expected it.
"After my older brother became engaged to the Marquis York family, he effectively became their son-in-law. Furthermore, 'Ghost Sword Sephilia', a collateral member of the Marquis York family, is personally pressuring my father."
Ghost Sword Sephilia. At that name, a flicker of agitation appeared on Dale's face for a moment.
"The vice-captain of the Iron Cross Knights......."
The Night Raven Knights of the Duke of Saxony, the Saint Magdalena Knights of the Count Brandenburg family, and the Rose Cross Knights of the Grand Duke of Lancaster.
The princes of the Empire each possessed an organization that inherited their swords, and the Imperial family at the pinnacle of the Empire was no exception.
The Order of Iron Cross.
The Imperial guard directly under the Emperor, and the strongest knight organization that, along with the Red Magic Tower, enforced the 'Zeitgeist of the Empire'.
"The Imperial family is drawing a line, claiming it is entirely the 'personal will of Ghost Sword Sephilia', but they are implicitly siding with the Marquis York family."
After hearing that, Dale replied.
"Then the Holy Sword must have sided with the Marquis York family as well."
"......!"
That was a bullseye Mikhail Lancaster had not anticipated.
Ghost Sword Sephilia and the Holy Sword, Count Brandenburg. Two of the Seven Swords of the Continent were supporting the 'Marquis York family' and pressuring the Grand Duke of Lancaster. All under the justification of upholding the rules of primogeniture—in other words, the 'traditions of the Empire'.
The Seven Swords of the Continent were each using their own justifications to side with the Marquis York family. That was a situation that even the Grand Duke of Lancaster could not handle alone. Even if the head of the Lancaster family, the 'Heavenly Sword' Grand Duke Lancaster, was a powerhouse who held the title of the Empire's greatest sword.
"Is that why you are trying to form an alliance with the House of Saxony, who are at odds with the Holy Sword?"
"......As expected, I cannot beat your insight, Young Master Dale."
Mikhail Lancaster replied.
"It is as you said. We formed an alliance in exchange for the second daughter of the Marquis York family, 'Catherine', becoming engaged to the eldest son of the Count Brandenburg family."
"......Did you say the eldest son of the Count Brandenburg family?"
For a moment, an unexpected name was mentioned.
"That is correct."
"Then if the succession dispute escalates into a war, we cannot rule out the possibility of the Count's eldest son participating in the battlefield."
"As long as the Holy Sword is with them, I suspect there is a high probability of that happening."
Mikhail, unable to fathom Dale's intentions, tilted his head for a moment. The war between the York and Lancaster families expanding, and the father and son of the Count Brandenburg family participating in it—it was a logical conclusion that was not particularly strange.
However, the moment he heard those words, Dale smiled without a hint of hesitation.
"Call."
"Call......?"
"Ah, it means I accept your offer, Young Master Mikhail."
Dale replied.
As long as the 'Genius of Defeat', whom even the great Dale could not dare to approach, was active in the enemy's camp... and furthermore, in a situation where he could 'legally' face the Holy Swordsman Count Brandenburg, why would he hesitate?
Even at this very moment, he recalled the oath of divine name engraved on the heart of the Holy Swordsman.
The document for the 'indefinite ceasefire agreement' signed with Charles VII in the Britannia Kingdom was still in Dale's possession, and strictly speaking, the 'war with the Britannia Kingdom' had not yet legally ended.
And as long as the war had not ended, Count Brandenburg had no choice but to obey Dale's commands absolutely. That was the content of the Geas that bound him to obey the Commander-in-Chief of the Imperial Army.
"Those who desire peace, prepare for war."
After finishing the calculations in his head, Dale smiled.
He struggled to maintain his composure in a situation where a windfall had literally rolled into his lap.
Koo-oong!
A cold presence encroached upon the place where the two were talking.
A monster inhabiting the depths of the labyrinth.
The assassins of the 'Shadow Court', including the Killing Sword Master Baro, turned their heads, but Dale reached out his arm. As the ruler of the Demon Territory, the Viscount of Saxony.
"Everyone, stand down."
"By your command (尊命)."
At those words, the bird-masked assassins disappeared all at once, melting into the shadows throughout the labyrinth.
Like knights or mages who have reached a high level, the assassins (殺手) were no different.
"Then, to commemorate the alliance between our two ducal houses......."
The assassins of the Shadow Court had retreated, and Mikhail and Dale were alone.
Watching the monster approach to target the two of them, the S-rank adventurer 《Faceless》 spoke up.
Flapping his Shadow Cloak, which mimicked a black robe, he left the 'Peacemaker' in Mikhail's hand.
"Shall we go and seize the fortune of the 'Artifact Rush' together?"
"That is exactly what I desire."
Dale said, and Mikhail smiled silently.
The apostle of fire and light. Mikhail Lancaster's ideology is dangerous. And it would be impossible to rule out the possibility that he might stand in Dale's way in the future.
Nevertheless, there are no eternal enemies or friends in this world.
And at least for now, Mikhail Lancaster is not an enemy that needs to be struck down.
Within the shared interests, they were comrades aiming to get what they each desired.
* * *
The blue-white rose symbolizes wise nobility.
The coat of arms (紋章) symbolizing the Marquis York family, one of the great princes of the Empire.
The Marquis York family does not have 'extraordinary powerhouses' like the Seven Swords of the Continent or the masters of the Five-Colored Magic Towers.
Nevertheless, the reason they could solidify their position as great princes of the Empire was thanks to the 'wisdom' symbolized by the blue-white rose.
The lord's castle of the Marquis York.
There, two powerhouses referred to as the Seven Swords of the Continent were present.
The Imperial guard directly under the Emperor, the vice-captain of the Iron Cross Knights, Ghost Sword Sephilia. And the war hero of the Empire and head of the Count Brandenburg family, the Holy Swordsman.
Finally, the Holy Swordsman's son, Philip, a scoundrel who, in a sense, was worthy of the name 'the Empire's greatest genius'.
"Thank you all for making such a difficult journey."
In that place, where an ominous atmosphere lingered, the Marquis York spoke.
The young ladies of the Marquis York family smiled while standing by the side of the powerhouses gathered there.
Catherine, the second daughter of the Marquis York family, who was engaged to the eldest son of the Count Brandenburg family. Regarding her innocent smile, the 'lecherous Philip' was suppressing a joy so intense he felt his mouth might tear.
Furthermore, Richard Lancaster, the eldest son of the Grand Duke of Lancaster, was also there.
Smiling lovingly at Margaret, the eldest daughter of the Marquis York family.
A scene was unfolding as if they were caught in the bewitchment of a succubus.
"......."
Watching that sight, Ghost Sword Sephilia turned her head away in disgust.
The Marquis York family did not have extraordinary powerhouses like the other great princes of the Empire.
However, the members of the York family possessed a 'wisdom' that they did not have.
The young ladies of the York family were thoroughly schooled in the 'wisdom' of their house from birth, and through their wisdom, they built an unshakable position that encompassed the powerhouses of the continent.
Just like the 'Marchioness York', who was whispering affectionately in the ear of the Marquis York.
"The reason you are all gathered here is for one single reason."
The Marquis York spoke.
"The decision of the Grand Duke of Lancaster to inherit the family to his second son is a clear act of ignoring the 'traditions of the Empire'."
"It would be better not to underestimate the 'Heavenly Sword' too much."
At the end of the silence, the vice-captain of the Iron Cross Knights and 'Ghost Sword Sephilia' spoke.
Because she possessed a woman's body, she was the only one who could remain calm, free from the bewitchment (迷惑) of the York clan here.
However, to the 'Marquis York', who was nothing more than a mere puppet, her warning meant nothing.
"Are you, the honorable vice-captain of the Iron Cross Knights, trying to deny the traditions of the Empire?"
"......."
Ghost Sword Sephilia did not answer.
She just bit her lip silently, thinking of the reality of this country called the Empire.
Thinking of the true nature of the Marquis Yuris family of the Red Magic Tower, the women of the York family, and the members of the Imperial family. And the true forms of countless other families hiding in the shadows and keeping silent.
Vampires, succubi, the existence of 'non-humans' who rule the country of the Empire.
In front of their system, there were not many decisions that a mere female knight from a knight family could make.
Just as she had done until now, she had no choice but to silently bow her head and follow.





Chapter - 117 

Chapter 117
* * *
Deep within the labyrinth, the heirs of the two ducal houses stood face-to-face with a monster radiating pure malice.
It was an absurdly massive spider, dozens of meters long.
Yet, its grotesquerie went beyond mere size.
Its legs were formed from human limbs several meters long, and its eyes were adorned with human faces. Each bore a bizarre expression—joy, anger, sorrow, or pleasure—yet regardless of the emotion, every single one wept blood.
It was a heteromorphic monstrosity, as if a dozen people had been dissected and reassembled into the shape of a spider. This was no simple beast like an orc; even by the standards of this world, it was a clear abomination.
"Interesting."
Mikhail Lancaster broke the silence.
"I have heard the stories gossipers spin about the Great Labyrinth of the Demon Territory."
"Tales of the ancient Demons, I presume."
"Could the human bodies composing that monster be victims of their experiments?"
"Who knows."
"The gossipers say that the ancient Demons are still waiting for their moment in the deepest part of this Great Labyrinth."
"I find it fascinating where you manage to unearth such stories."
Dale did not answer. He, too, did not know everything about this Demon Territory.
"At the very least, human bodies don't just sprout up in a labyrinth without cause."
However, one thing was certain: the bodies forming that monster were undeniably human, regardless of where they originated or how they had been so horribly fused together.
The four pairs of spider eyes—the human faces that made up those eyes—stared at them.
Each crying, laughing, fuming, or grieving, yet all of them shedding blood tears in unison.
"......Once the succession dispute against the York House is settled, our Lancaster Grand Duchy will spare no effort in pioneering the Demon Territory to fulfill the alliance forged with the Saxon House."
Gripping the hilt of Peacemaker tighter, Mikhail Lancaster spoke.
He spoke of the grand cause of the 'Anti-Demon Alliance' that the Lancaster and Saxon houses were to join hands for.
"In other words, it would not be impossible to delve into the deepest darkness of this Great Labyrinth and the Demon Territory."
"Young Master Mikhail's proposal will be received favorably."
It was a proposal that even Dale could find no fault with.
"However......"
He paused for a moment. Accepting a deal and negotiating the practical details of its execution were two different matters.
"As I am currently spearheading the Demon Territory pioneering project in the name of 'Viscount Saxon,' I trust you understand that I cannot vacate my position immediately."
"Ah, you need not worry about that."
Mikhail smiled as if he had expected that.
Things in this world are far from instantaneous. Preparing for war takes months, and crossing the continent is no faster than a snail's crawl compared to 21st-century transportation standards.
"Since I have joined hands with Viscount Saxon in the name of the Anti-Demon Alliance, it is only natural that I should be the one to show sincerity first."
"What do you mean by that?"
"While the Marquis York House gathers their allies, my father will also rally the allies of the Lancaster Grand Duchy and prepare to counter them. That will surely take quite some time."
War is never fought overnight, especially when it is a clash between great feudal lords like the Lancaster Grand Duchy and the Marquis York House.
"When the time comes, my father has decided to send an envoy to this Demon Territory."
That was why Mikhail said:
"Until then, I will devote myself here to the pioneering of the northern Demon Territory that 'Viscount Saxon' desires."
He spoke as if he had no interest whatsoever in the get-rich-quick artifacts that might be found in the labyrinth.
"I swear that along with my exploits in the labyrinth, I will protect the land of the pioneering farmers and swing my sword against the Demons that threaten this land."
"......And for what purpose is that?"
"For the peace of us all."
Mikhail Lancaster smiled. The peace of us all. Dale remained silent.
At the same time, the monster spider composed of human bodies lunged toward them. It moved with the absurd, rapid agility of a jumping spider.
Simultaneously, red and white Aura swirled around Mikhail Lancaster's body.
Mikhail Lancaster's Avatar, the 'Armor of Thought,' manifested, symbolizing the Apostle of Fire and Light.
It illuminated the world like the sun, and flames of destruction comparable to the sun's heat swirled around him.
The light of dawn, illuminating the dim twilight, wrapped around the blade of Peacemaker. Mikhail Lancaster gripped the weapon and charged.
'Avatars are certainly convenient in that regard.'
A thought manifested in the form of armor.
When a mage unfolds a World of Thought, it signifies a discrepancy with reality. Furthermore, unlike a mage, whose inner state is laid bare, a knight faces relatively fewer restrictions—except in cases as hideous as a Holy Swordsman.
In simple terms, they can unleash their full power with relatively less burden compared to a mage.
The Apostle of Fire and Light swung the Peacemaker, and the human bodies forming the monster spider were torn to shreds.
The human faces replacing the four pairs of spider eyes broke free from their respective expressions and let out a collective, agonizing scream.
"......!"
Soon, pure white flames surged.
An explosion of light, reminiscent of the sun's corona. Dale intuitively grasped the nature of that absurd heat.
The corona surrounding the sun is a plasma atmospheric layer ejected from celestial bodies.
'Plasma.......'
An aggregate of particles consisting of ion nuclei and free electrons, created by applying heat to matter in a gaseous state.
As the Apostle of Fire and Light, it possessed overwhelming destructive power that lived up to its name.
The plasma sword-wind swirled, leaving nothing behind. Not even a handful of ashes remained to scatter. In the face of that heat, even the 'Magic Stones' that a monster should naturally drop were no exception.
"Ah, well now."
Soon after, Mikhail Lancaster deactivated his Avatar and smiled as if bewildered.
However, even the blue flames emitted by Mikhail could not illuminate the shadows cast beneath the hood of 《Faceless》.
"......."
Deep within the shadows, where the bottom could not be known, Dale simply remained silent, contemplating the day that plasma sword-wind might swirl toward him.
Mikhail Lancaster is strong. Yet, even such a powerhouse is incomparable to the Seven Swords of the Continent.
He is said to be the closest to the Seven Swords of the Continent. In other words, even this Mikhail cannot reach that level.
The world is vast, and there are many strong people.
Even Dale, who is called the greatest genius in the Empire, still has mountains he cannot yet cross. However, the emotion those beings evoked in Dale was by no means frustration. Rather, it was the fuel that ignited the fire in his heart.
* * *
The Anti-Demon Alliance between the Lancaster and Saxon houses.
However, it is still too early to officially announce that fact. As soon as it becomes known, the Marquis York House will feel threatened and attempt to take action.
That is why Mikhail Lancaster swung his sword for the peace of the Demon Territory as a 'mere adventurer.'
He became a 'Messenger of Peace' to protect and pioneer the Demon Territory in secret, according to the will of Viscount Saxon.
An Aura Master, in other words, a knight capable of using an Avatar, possesses power equivalent to an entire legion.
One Man Army.
The fact that this very One Man Army was swinging his sword for the peace of the Demon Territory was a reliable force for Dale that could not be compared to anything else.
Especially for the Demons who avoided confrontation with the Saxon army and attacked the pioneering farmers with guerrilla-style tactics, the existence of 'Mikhail Lancaster' must have been nothing short of hell.
It's not as if the Demons have some grand ideology to stain this world with evil. Their attacking and plundering of farms is merely a struggle for survival. However, Dale's pursuit of the Demon Territory pioneering project is also a 'struggle for survival' to cultivate even one more crop in the frozen soil of Saxony and provide a home for the people of the Duchy.
Demons and humans. A struggle waged for survival by two forces that cannot coexist.
That was the truth of the Demon Territory pioneering, yet even at this moment, not a few people in the Demon Territory believed without doubt in their conviction that they would cultivate the Goddess's land against evil. Many pioneering monks armed with religious conviction were already cultivating the frozen soil of the Demon Territory against the threat of the Demons, and Dale had no intention of denying their faith.
Conviction (信念) clouds a person's vision while simultaneously instilling unwavering resolve.
Even if that conviction is as twisted and warped as it may be.
* * *
"Ah, Catherine! My Catherine!"
"Hehe, Young Master Philip, you really......"
The lecherous Philip smiled, looking as though he didn't know what to do in the presence of such a lovely woman.
The scoundrel of the Count's house, the genius of defeat, the son of the Holy Swordsman who bore the most shameful name on the continent.
However, the smile that 'Catherine of York' wore toward Philip was a pure and beautiful smile that could not be compared to anything else.
"Even if the people of the world point fingers at you, Young Master Philip......"
Catherine's touch gently stroked Philip's cheek. Bringing her lips close to his ear, Catherine whispered.
"I know. That you, Young Master Philip, will stand tall as the hero of this Empire."
"Ah, you are right!"
Catherine's voice was as sweet as a whisper from the Holy Mother, and in the face of her benevolence, Philip could not hide his surging emotional agitation.
"I can see it. The 'true value' of Young Master Philip that others cannot see."
Her smile was not the cheap smile of the prostitutes Philip had experienced countless times before. Her whisper, too, was far from the sycophancy of a common prostitute.
It was a sweet voice of sincerity, whispering toward the deepest part of his heart.
"Ah, Catherine! My love, my fiancée!"
Philip could not contain his affection and hugged Catherine. However, it was not an action driven by desire. Contrary to his reputation as a lecher, he held her with a delicacy as if handling the most precious existence in this world.
"So, my lovely husband, please do not betray my expectations."
Catherine, held in Philip's arms, whispered low into his ear.
Her expression shifted, the smile from a moment ago vanishing like a lie, replaced by an ice-cold mask devoid of even a shred of emotion.






Chapter - 118 

Chapter 118
* * *
Some time later, as Mikhail Lancaster's activities and the Northern Demon Territory development project gained momentum, a secret visitor arrived to find Mikhail. It was an emissary from the Grand Duchy of Lancaster.
Developing the Northern Demon Territory was no overnight task. It was a massive undertaking requiring years of subduing demons, repeatedly tilling the land to cultivate crops, and building new fortresses.
Yet, Dale could not dedicate his entire life to the territory. Before he was a Viscount of Saxony, he had never forgotten his true objective.
With the arrival of the Lancaster emissary, the time to fulfill the promise made between Dale and Mikhail had come.
The succession struggle between the two great archducal families—the Grand Duchy of Lancaster and the Marquisate of York—had finally begun.
Dale left his trusted subordinates in his viscounty and visited the lord's castle of his father, the Duke of Saxony.
He went to support Mikhail Lancaster—the Apostle of Fire and Light who might one day be reborn as his enemy—as the heir to the Grand Duchy.
* * *
"......An anti-demon alliance, you say."
The Duke of Saxony's office.
Dale and his father, the Duke of Saxony, were present, along with their guest: the second son of the Grand Duchy of Lancaster, Mikhail Lancaster.
The Duke of Saxony, having grasped the intricacies of the Lancaster family's situation along with the proposal, remained silent.
"To think the opponents are the enchantresses of York; this has become a difficult situation."
The enchantresses of York. As the Empire's foremost archduke and a warlock, the Duke of Saxony knew many truths about this world and the Empire.
"Besides, no matter how much one calls him the Heavenly Sword, Grand Duke Lancaster, as long as the Ghost Sword and the Holy Sword are together...... it won't be an easy fight."
The clash of three of the Seven Swords of the Continent would be catastrophic. This was no solo stage where Dale could act alone.
That is why the Grand Duchy of Lancaster sought to borrow the power of the Saxony family—one of the Seven Swords of the Continent, and the greatest archduke of the North, ruled by the continent's foremost warlock.
"Our Grand Duchy of Lancaster will never forget the favor of Saxony."
Mikhail Lancaster said, displaying the white-red rose of the Lancaster family engraved on his breastplate.
"If we win this war, as the heir to the Grand Duchy of Lancaster...... I intend to build an 'unquestionable alliance' with Saxony, along with the anti-demon alliance, for the future as well."
He began to persuade the Duke of Saxony regarding the terms of their exchange.
"I cannot move to the Lancaster Grand Duchy myself, nor can Sir Helmut."
The powerful are immovable. Especially in the case of the Northern Duchy of Saxony; while Dale is away, his father, the Black Duke, must act as proxy for the Demon Territory's development.
"However, Dale, it seems your mind is already firmly set."
"......."
"The succession struggle between Lancaster and York will never be light enough to be manipulated at will."
"I fully understand that point. However, it is a matter worth the risk."
"What do you mean?"
"Young Master Mikhail will one day be reborn as a powerhouse of this Empire and an archduke who will be a match for our own ducal family."
"......."
"And there could be no better investment for the future than becoming a source of strength for the Young Master during these difficult times."
Dale answered without hesitation. Mikhail Lancaster held his breath for a moment.
"Your trust in the Young Master seems quite solid."
Although there was an age gap of nearly a full zodiac cycle, Mikhail Lancaster was a partner who hit it off well with Dale. For Dale, he was effectively the only child of a noble family with whom he had built a friendship, and his family was the Grand Duchy of Lancaster.
The Apostle of Fire and Light. The peace that Mikhail envisioned was clearly twisted. It was impossible to know if he would become an enemy in the future. However, at this point in time, winning his heart and forming an alliance could kill two birds with one stone by preventing such a situation.
"Young Master Dale......."
Mikhail laughed awkwardly, and Dale looked at his father, the Duke of Saxony.
"I will not ask for much. Please lend me the Duke family's Grave Guard knights and the elders of the Black Magic Tower."
"The Marquisate of York, Sir Sephilia, and the Count Brandenburg family are in an alliance. Furthermore, even if the Imperial Court officially maintains neutrality, the fact that the vice-captain of the Iron Cross Knights is participating means......."
"We cannot rule out the possibility that the Red Magic Tower will move as well."
"The Lancaster family is not a pushover that will just take it lying down. However, with the level of military strength you are talking about, it will not have a major impact on that fight."
Knights, the flowers of war, and the elders of the Black Magic Tower. In the fights of small and medium-sized lords, they are decisive forces. However, that was not the case in a fight where the Empire's leading archdukes clashed.
Crucially, because there were no 'out-of-spec powerhouses'.
"You don't need to worry about that."
Nevertheless, Dale smiled as if he had expected that.
"Because there is a powerhouse who can officially avoid the 'eyes of the Empire,' yet still influence their fight."
"......?"
It was time for the assets Dale had finally obtained to shine.
* * *
Against the Heavenly Sword, Grand Duke Lancaster, Sir Sephilia of the Ghost Sword participated as a collateral branch of the York family. By the betrothal of Catherine, the second daughter of the York family, and Philip, the eldest son of the Count Brandenburg family, they obtained the 'Holy Sword'.
As long as two of the Seven Swords were pointed at the Grand Duchy of Lancaster, there was only one way to balance the scales.
Furthermore, considering the situation of the Duke of Saxony family, it was practically impossible for Sir Helmut of the Seven Swords to be away. Likewise, the participation of the Black Duke was the same.
However, Dale had another 'Seven Sword' in his possession.
At that moment, in the Shadow Court located in the Viscount of Saxony's Demon Territory—the heart of the 'Shadow Court,' known as the Empire's foremost assassin organization.
"Puh-up! Kugh, kugh-kugh, damn it all!"
The man with his legs crossed on the table spat out his beer, cursing. A member of the Seven Swords of the Continent, a knight and assassin who held the name of the Slaughter Sword, in whom one could not find a shred of a knight's dignity or decorum.
With Dale in front of the court, Master Baro sipped his beer again.
"Did you just say it was a succession struggle between York and Lancaster, damn it?"
"The York family, who made a betrothal with Richard, the eldest son of the Lancaster family, is protesting the Grand Duke of Lancaster's decision to make the second son, Young Master Mikhail, the heir to the Grand Duchy, and is even prepared for a territorial war. As long as the fight is officially packaged with the cause of upholding the 'traditions of the Empire,' there is no reason for the Imperial Court to refuse the struggle."
Dale spoke to Master Baro in a very informal tone.
"Yeah, then that 'Ghost Sword' lady from the collateral branch of the York family will participate too."
Ghost Sword Sephilia. At the name that Master Baro muttered with disgust, Dale's expression showed a moment of agitation.
The vice-captain of the 'Iron Cross Knights,' known as the Imperial Guard directly under the Imperial Court and the Empire's foremost knight organization. Having once been the Empire's Hunting Dog, there was no way Dale wouldn't know her name.
"Ghost Sword, Holy Sword, Heavenly Sword. Are those monster bastards not stopping them, but instead getting involved in a brat's fight?"
"Regrettably, we have also been placed in a position where we must get involved in that 'brat's fight'."
"No, do those bastards have nothing better to do?"
The Slaughter Sword, Master Baro, grumbled.
It was right then. Listening to the two, the Shadow Saintess, who was keeping silent, opened her mouth. Her eyes were covered by black bandages.
"Mikhail Lancaster...... have you seen that person's Avatar?"
The Shadow Saintess asked. The Saintess's power to see what cannot be seen. At her words, Dale nodded silently.
"The Apostle of Fire and Light."
Recalling the Avatar he had shown, Dale answered.
"That person is dangerous. He is one of the most powerful beings who will threaten the darkness of the 'Shadow Monarch' in the future."
"I am mindful of that point as well."
Dale said.
"However, as of right now, that is not the case. Rather, our alliance between the Duke of Saxony family and the Grand Duchy of Lancaster will provide even more value."
"......Is that a decision you made as the 'Apostle of Black'?"
The Apostle of Black, the one who will drive out the Empire of Fire and Light and bring about the Empire of Shadow. This Shadow Court was loyal to the eldest son of the Saxony family precisely for that purpose. Betraying their faith would certainly not be a good decision.
"That is correct."
Dale nodded without a moment of hesitation.
"And right now, I need the power of the 'Shadow Court' to fulfill my mission as the Apostle of Black."
As he spoke, Dale's shadow squirmed. It was not Dale's favorite, the Shadow Cloak.
A human silhouette formed within the shadow.
A female knight who was abandoned by God and claimed to be Dale's puppet in a world without God. A knight who was an Aura Master and one of the 《Grave Guard》 who took a vow of silence.
The 'Black Holy Maiden,' who thoroughly became Dale's shadow and protected him, was there.
"Furthermore, it is finally time to test Orelia-nim's training."
At Dale's words, the Black Holy Maiden Orelia nodded silently.
"Hehe, I trained her damn well...... no, I trained her amazingly well. It's to the point where if I'm not careful, my own head might fly off."
Under the Slaughter Sword's training, a female assassin who had discarded the 'Knight's Sword' and was reborn thoroughly as an 'Assassin's Sword' according to Dale's orders. That was the current Holy Maiden Orelia, and the ideologies newly overlaid each time allowed her Avatar to be reborn in a new form.
A powerhouse at a level that would never be pushed back against the Seven Swords of the Continent.
"Together with the high-ranking assassins of the Shadow Court, we will act as the military strength of the Grand Duchy of Lancaster."
In the peace of the Empire, a battlefield where two archdukes and out-of-spec powerhouses would clash with all their might for the first time.
"However, our existence and activities will be carried out thoroughly within the shadows."
Having become one of the parties to that battle, Dale opened his mouth. As the 'Shadow Monarch,' the head of the Shadow Court, leading the continent's foremost assassin organization that obeyed his commands.
"Hehe, do I have to go around cutting throats like a dog again in this lifetime."
In front of Dale's solemn voice, Master Baro muttered.
"Ah, for reference, I do have a dick to lose."
"......Stop talking such bullshit."
Dale answered, dumbfounded.
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* * *
The rule of primogeniture.
According to Imperial tradition, the successor to the Grand Duchy of Lancaster was supposed to be the eldest son, Richard.
However, the Heavenly Sword, Grand Duke Lancaster, rejected Imperial tradition and named his second son, Mikhail, as his successor. Citing the breach of tradition as justification, Richard's in-laws, the Marquis of York, declared a territorial war.
They summoned the continent's strongest warriors, drawn by the wisdom of York.
It was, without a doubt, the largest-scale war since the Empire unified the continent.
This was a different level from the proxy wars the Black Duke and the Holy Sword used to wage through minor lords. The conflict in the Kingdom of Britannia would be child's play compared to these two great feudal lords going all out.
The Heavenly Sword, ranked strongest among the Seven Swords of the Continent, was met by two other blades of that same order, both heroes of the Empire. The involvement of the Seven Swords would not stop there.
The next-generation powerhouses, those destined to one day take their places, were no exception.
Just as Mikhail, the second son of the Lancaster family, was involved, the Ghost Sword Sephilia and the Holy Sword would be no exception.
Furthermore, the Saxon Duchy officially dispatched a token force to "keep up appearances" and maintain their "loyalty to the Lancaster Grand Duchy." They remained silent about the alliance they would eventually form.
The forces of the 'Black Prince,' acting on behalf of the Black Duke from the shadows, were a different matter.
The high-ranking assassins of the 'Shadow Court,' including Master Baro, one of the Seven Swords, were involved. In a battle where great feudal lords clashed, their value was immeasurable.
* * *
* * *
"Dale!"
Around that time, while preparing for departure—not as Viscount Saxon, but as the 'Black Prince'—a female knight called out to Dale, unable to hide her bewilderment.
Lady Black, clad in black armor: the Sword Maiden, Charlotte.
"I heard you are participating in the Lancaster family's territorial war."
"That is right."
Dale nodded, and Charlotte bit her lip. To protect the Northern Demon Territory, the forces Dale commanded could not be moved recklessly. The Black Armor Company, the Winter Watchmen, and the Night Crow Knights had the mission of pioneering the Demon Territory, regardless of Viscount Saxon's absence.
Charlotte was no exception.
However, Dale's loyal limbs, the 'Shadow Court' and Lady Shadow, were different.
"Am I still unable to guard your side?"
"As of now, yes."
Charlotte asked, and Dale replied with feigned coldness.
"Because you cannot use an Avatar."
"......."
"Four of the Seven Swords of the Continent are participating in the fight at the Lancaster house, along with a large number of candidates for the 'next Seven Swords.' It is too dangerous for a mere Aura Knight."
"Dangerous, you say......."
As an Aura Knight, Charlotte could not exert significant influence. While not meaningless, she could not be thrown blindly into the front line of a cavalry charge. At the very least, she needed to be a bodyguard protecting Dale's side. Given her talent and potential, she would only be a burden to Dale right now.
A knight who should be offering her life for her lord was, conversely, becoming a source of worry for him.
At that realization, Charlotte bit her lip and continued.
"Because I'm not strong enough......."
"Don't blame yourself."
"But you are taking Orelia-nim with you."
Charlotte continued bitterly.
"Orelia-nim is a powerhouse who can stand shoulder-to-shoulder with the 'next Seven Swords'."
She is, at the very least, far beyond Charlotte's current level.
"Yes, I know."
At those words—calculated, cold, delivered as Viscount Saxon and the 'Black Prince'—Charlotte bit her lip. She knew it, too. The disparity in status between knights, and the 'level of the Avatar' that even her talent could not bridge.
"For me, there is no other way but to become stronger."
"You will be able to become stronger."
Charlotte smiled bitterly. Dale did not deny it and silently affirmed her.
"Please take care of the Demon Territory while I'm away."
"Please trust me."
Even under Dale's protection, her duties in the Demon Territory remained unchanged: as the head disciple of Sir Helmut, she would lead the Night Crow Knights to face the threat of the Demons and protect the peace.
Though it paled in comparison to the clash of the Seven Swords, it was a heavy responsibility that could not be carried out without risking one's life.
"You must return safely."
"Nothing to worry about."
At Charlotte's words, Dale smiled as he always did. Seeing that smile, Charlotte finally smiled as well.
It was a faintly trembling smile.
* * *
Some time later, the Saxon family officially sent a "minimal force to keep up appearances" to the Lancaster Grand Duchy.
Five hundred Night Crow Knights and the lances they led. Furthermore, five 5th-Circle black mages and one 6th-Circle black mage.
In a dispute between minor lords, this would be an overwhelming force, but in a conflict where the continent's leading feudal lords clashed, this was merely for appearances.
However, the existence of the 'Shadow Court,' the organization led by the legendary 'Black Prince,' was by no means something meant just for keeping up appearances.
* * *
Around that time, a room in the Marquis of York's castle.
It was the most secret place within the Marquis of York's castle.
A forbidden area for men, a secret room that only the women of the Marquis of York family could enter. In other words, a place that even the Marquis of York, who was officially the head of the family, could not enter.
And the emblem of the York family hung in that room.
A blue-and-white rose; that symbol meant 'wise nobility.' Or so it should have been.
However, there was no white in the rose hanging in that room. Instead of the 'nobility' that white signified, the color was something unexpected.
Black.
It was a Black-and-Blue rose.
This was their symbol, known only to the women of the York family. The leadership of the Marquis of York had gathered there to oppose the Lancaster family.
There were no men. Even the Marquis of York himself was no exception.
"Intelligence has arrived that the Saxon family has officially sent a small number of troops."
The Marquis of York's wife, Margaret—who was engaged to the eldest son of the Lancaster family—and Catherine, who had ensnared the wastrel of the Count Brandenburg family... besides them, quite a few young ladies were present.
The enchantresses of York. The Black-and-Blue rose that symbolized them; its true meaning was 'wisdom without blood or tears.'
"It is said that the 'Black Prince' of Saxon, who was staying in the Demon Territory, has disappeared."
"......Is there no information about his whereabouts?"
The Marquis of York's wife, 'Titania,' opened her mouth.
"Well, officially, there is no word yet that the 'Black Prince' will join the Lancaster family......"
"He will join them."
Titania of York replied without a moment's hesitation.
"Since the second son of the Lancaster family has joined the Demon Territory, a certain alliance must have surely been formed."
"Mother......."
"The 'Black Prince' of Saxon possesses the cruelty of black and the wisdom of blue. Do not take his existence lightly."
Like the Black-and-Blue rose that symbolized the enchantresses of York.
"......Come to think of it, we are quite lucky to hold a suitable card in our hands."
After saying that much, Mother Titania smiled as if she had thought of something.
"If the 'Black Prince' of Saxon draws out his malice against us...... we will collect the debt that the Wise Enchantress Sepia owes us."
Thinking of the 'debt' that the wise elf Sepia, Dale's teacher, owed to the blue enchantresses of York.
At her words, the enchantresses of York bowed their heads in unison.
With expressions as cold as ice, completely devoid of the coquetry or pure smiles they showed in front of men.
* * *
At that moment, in the Grand Duke's castle of the Lancaster Grand Duchy.
In the Grand Duke's office, there was a very unexpected visitor.
"Sir Sephilia, I am glad to see you."
The Heavenly Sword, Grand Duke Lancaster, spoke her name. The Ghost Sword Sephilia, the female knight who held the second rank among the strongest knight organizations the Imperial family boasted, bowed silently.
"Your Excellency, Heavenly Sword Grand Duke Lancaster."
"May I ask the reason you have come all the way here at such a time?"
"I am here not as a representative of York, but to convey the 'position of the Imperial family' at all costs."
"The position of the Imperial family, you say."
"Please, even now, withdraw your intentions and place the eldest son, Lord Richard, as your successor."
"Did the Imperial family not say they would remain neutral regarding our decision?"
"Officially, that is so."
"From the Empire's unification war, and even before the Empire became what it is today...... our Lancaster family has fulfilled our duty of loyalty to the Imperial family."
The Heavenly Sword, Grand Duke Lancaster. One of the Empire's 'five war heroes' along with the Hero of the Otherworld, the Holy Sword, the Ghost Sword, and the Master of the Red Magic Tower. And a loyal family that fulfilled its duty as a Grand Duchy of the Empire even before the war began.
"Was the loyalty I dedicated to the Empire my whole life something that could be abandoned just because I broke one of their 'traditions'?"
Grand Duke Lancaster sneered coldly.
"It is as if I am seeing the end that the 'Hero of the Otherworld' met."
"......!"
At those words, Sephilia gasped for a moment.
"I promise you on my pride as an Iron Cross Knight and the honor of the Empire. Even if this fight ends in the Grand Duke's defeat, our Empire will never forget the Grand Duke's loyalty."
After gasping, Sephilia said.
"I will resign from my position as Vice-Captain of the Iron Cross Knights and give that position to the Grand Duke of Lancaster."
"You want me to let all my territory fall into the hands of the enchantresses of York and become a mere dog of the Imperial family?"
"......."
"The moment the eldest son, Richard, was bewitched by the enchantress of York, that child lost his position as successor."
Grand Duke Lancaster said.
"And I cannot stand by and watch my territory degenerate into a puppet of York."
The enchantresses of York. It was not that the Grand Duke of Lancaster wanted to break the tradition of primogeniture from the start. But Richard had fallen for Margaret of York and become her puppet, while Mikhail had escaped the 'temptation of York' and rejected her.
In the face of the York family's ambition, this succession dispute was of an irreversible nature from the start.
It was then.
"Your Excellency! Lord Mikhail has returned to the castle!"
One of the Grand Duke's subordinates reported from outside the office, and Grand Duke Lancaster nodded.
"Let him in."
Without caring about the fact that the Ghost Sword Sephilia, who would one day be his enemy, was in this room.
The successor of the Lancaster family, Mikhail Lancaster, appeared.
At the same time.
"......!"
The Ghost Sword Sephilia gasped for a moment.
"Nice to meet you, Your Excellency, Grand Duke Lancaster."
Beside Mikhail, there was a young nobleman in a black surcoat.
"And Sir Ghost Sword Sephilia."
"The 'Black Prince' of Saxon......."
Grand Duke Lancaster was no less surprised. However, the 'Black Prince' did not care and spoke, even with his enemy present.
"I have come here to represent the Saxon family and fulfill the alliance with the Lancaster Grand Duchy."
What moves in the shadows are merely Dale's limbs, not Dale himself.
Rather, the notoriety of the 'Black Prince' only gains meaning when he stands in the open, not in the shadows.
The curtain of war had finally risen, and the main characters began to gather one by one.
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* * *
"Did you say an alliance between the House of Sachsen and the House of Lancaster?"
In the Grand Duke of Lancaster's office, the Ghost Sword, Sephilia, addressed the unexpected face before her.
"That is correct."
Dale nodded silently.
"Five hundred Night Raven Knights, and six dark mages from the Black Magic Tower are joining us."
He laid out the information openly, withholding nothing from his enemy.
"For such a grand alliance, that is a truly meager force, is it not?"
"Ah, well, wars aren't fought with numbers, after all."
The 'Black Prince,' one of the Seven Swords of the Continent, smiled at the Ghost Sword without a hint of intimidation.
"Just as you, Sir Sephilia—one of the Empire's five war heroes—wield your sword for the House of York, apart from the 'Imperial stance.'"
"......You damn brat, you sure know how to flap that mouth of yours."
Sephilia's expression twisted. It was a truly 'ghostly' look, devoid of the courtesy or respect she had shown the Heavenly Sword moments before.
"Do you want to get your ass kicked by your big sister until you're crying and come to your senses?"
"Ah, I'm already all grown up. The time for getting my ass kicked passed long ago."
Dale retorted with a sarcastic tone, as if discussing someone else's affairs.
The air grew taut, yet the Ghost Sword, Sephilia, never reached for her sword hilt.
"Dale of Sachsen, I humbly pay my formal respects to His Excellency, the Heavenly Sword, Grand Duke Lancaster."
She spoke under the weight of that man, the Heavenly Sword, who remained silent before her.
"......Then, I shall take my leave as an outsider now."
The Ghost Sword, Sephilia, turned her back on Lancaster and Sachsen.
She left, wielding her sword, the 'Soulbringer,' while an eerie, unidentifiable ghostly aura shimmered around her.
* * *
"I heard the news that the House of Sachsen sent five hundred Night Raven Knights and dark mages."
After Sephilia left, the Lancaster father and son remained with the eldest son of Sachsen.
With the enemy gone, they could finally discuss their alliance.
"But surely, since the 'eldest son of the House of Sachsen' has come in person, it wouldn't stop at just that amount of troops."
"As Your Excellency the Grand Duke says."
"The other side will know that fact as well."
"Since I have revealed myself, they would have predicted at least that much without difficulty."
Dale continued calmly, as if he had expected as much.
Especially since the opponents were the sirens of the House of York. Even without Dale showing himself, it wouldn't be difficult to predict an 'alliance between the two ducal houses' based solely on the information that Mikhail had visited the Demon Territory in the north at this time. That was their calculation.
"However, revealing oneself officially and the sword swung from the shadows are two separate matters."
"What are you hiding in the shadows?"
"An invisible sword."
Dale replied coldly, and the Grand Duke of Lancaster did not ask further.
"Father."
After a silence, Mikhail spoke up.
"Please, accept the goodwill that Young Master Dale wishes to forge with our House of Lancaster in the future."
"Can you trust the 'Black Prince' of Sachsen?"
The Heavenly Sword asked, looking directly at Dale. He was well aware of Dale's moniker, and the notoriety and cruelty that name carried.
"At the very least, there is no room for doubt regarding the fear and cruelty the 'Black Prince' inflicts upon his enemies."
Mikhail replied.
"Even if those enemies are the sirens of York."
"You trust that child quite deeply."
Mikhail Lancaster rarely trusted people. To be precise, he despised the nobles who bowed and flattered before the name of the 'House of Lancaster.'
But Dale of Sachsen was different. It wasn't just because the weight of the blood flowing in their veins was equal.
"I do not trust the Young Master."
During their duel at the Fight Club that day, despite the overwhelming difference in skill, Dale had forced Mikhail to submit.
"Rather, I respect him from the bottom of my heart."
"......!"
"He is a wall I must overcome in the future, and at the same time, a strong individual aiming for a higher realm."
It wasn't just the Grand Duke of Lancaster who was surprised by the unexpected words. Even Dale held his breath at Mikhail's unhesitating demeanor.
"That day, by losing to Young Master Dale, I attained my current realm."
Mikhail glanced at the hilt of 'Peacemaker' hanging at his waist.
"Despite the clear difference in skill, I had my mind read by a child a dozen years my junior who claimed to be a mage, and I ended up defeated in front of everyone."
He recalled the humiliation of that day, which he could never forget.
"The Empire's greatest genius, the victor of the Black-White Rotation, the war hero of the Isle of Britannia."
Mikhail turned his head toward Dale.
"The friendship with Sachsen will be a power for us that cannot be traded for anything else. And when it comes to showing courtesy before 'one who possesses the qualifications,' age means nothing."
One who possesses the qualifications. Saying that, Mikhail bowed his head to Dale once more.
The Grand Duke of Lancaster remained silent for a long moment before he spoke.
"Very well, young genius of Sachsen."
Young genius of Sachsen.
"Our House of Lancaster will join hands with your northern Sachsen, and we will gladly request your help."
"An excellent decision."
Dale smiled. The Grand Duke of Lancaster was bowing to Sachsen to request help, and Dale had the capacity to gladly respond.
Even in that war, where two great dukes fought and Seven Swords-level powerhouses clashed, it was no exception. Dale didn't need to become a 'non-standard powerhouse' who defeated the Seven Swords himself.
It was enough to use the non-standard powerhouses as chess pieces and move them across the chessboard.
And that debt would never be forgotten, and it would shine when Sachsen needed it in the future.
In the name of the Grand Duke of Lancaster, the Continent's Greatest Sword, standing at the pinnacle of the seven swords.
* * *
Officially, this battle was a civil war within the family over the Lancaster succession, but strictly speaking, the eldest son, Richard, was nothing more than a puppet of his in-laws, the 'Marquis of York.'
A clash between two great dukes, one bearing the Red-White Rose and the other the Blue-White Rose as their crests.
A war between lords of the rank of great dukes does not happen overnight. However, that does not mean it takes a hundred or a thousand years, either.
The houses under the Marquis of York gathered their troops steadily, and the Duke of Lancaster's house was no exception.
And acting as the standard-bearers for the House of York were two of the Seven Swords of the Continent: the Holy Sword, Count Brandenburg, and the Ghost Sword, Sir Sephilia.
Furthermore, as long as this was established as a struggle over 'justification' between high nobles, the battle was usually decided by a fair and square field battle between the two main armies.
When a war drags on, looting, arson, and all sorts of crimes follow, directly damaging the territory's people and, by extension, the territory itself.
Therefore, it is the 'tradition of the Empire' to minimize the sacrifice of land and people by reaching a quick resolution.
That was how it should have been.
However, the House of York never adhered to the traditions of the Empire.
Because they chose the method of 'ruthless wisdom,' symbolized by the Black-Blue Rose, behind the Blue-White Rose they displayed on the surface.
On the border of the territory where the Duchy of Lancaster and the Marquisate of York met, there were no natural fortresses like rivers or mountain ranges to block each other. Therefore, a guerrilla unit led by two non-standard powerhouses of the Seven Swords began to invade and loot the Duchy of Lancaster.
For a noble justification of protecting the Empire's traditions, it was a strategy that was cunning beyond measure.
* * *
After the war began, the opportunity for the gathering Lancaster army to move never came.
"The situation is not good. We are organizing mobile strike teams to chase the York guerrillas, but because two of the Seven Swords are protecting them, it is not easy to......"
"Those damn York bitches, stabbing us in the back!"
"......."
The leaders of the House of Lancaster raised their voices, and amidst the clamor, the Heavenly Sword, Grand Duke Lancaster, remained silent.
'Non-standard powerhouses' are those who make the knightly legends of one-man-against-a-thousand possible. However, in war, their value lies not in writing such legends.
Battles are won by integrating non-standard powerhouses into the realm of strategy and tactics. For those who value the pride or nobility of a knight, the York guerrilla tactics—avoiding fair fights to repeat looting and arson—were unwelcome. That was no different for the Holy Sword or the Ghost Sword.
But that is war. Even behavior that ignores the nobility or pride of a knight must be rationalized under the name of 'strategy and tactics.'
That is the Art of War, and the House of York understood that point.
And the 'Black Prince' also understood that point.
* * *
At that time, leaving the sluggish meeting behind, Dale was alone in a room in Lancaster Castle.
On the table lay a map of the surrounding territory, along with pieces representing each branch of the military, like chess pieces.
Following the reports of the Lancaster leadership, he picked up a quill and marked the area of activity of the guerrilla unit where the 'two Seven Swords' were active.
The fertile and prosperous territory of the Duchy of Lancaster was being trampled one by one. There was a way to loot the House of York's territory as a counter-strategy, but there was a problem that decisively held the Grand Duke's house back.
Justification (名分).
Ironically, the act of the House of York looting the Duchy of Lancaster had a justification.
It was the justification of 'executing the traitors of the Ducal house who cannot accept the eldest son, Richard, as the rightful successor.'
Innocent people of the territory who knew nothing were being massacred on the charge of being those very traitors.
It was truly absurd, but in this world, the weight of justification is never light.
And the House of York was walking a tightrope at the very edge of that justification, mocking the House of Lancaster.
'They are truly no ordinary opponents.'
Nevertheless, Dale did not care.
As promised to the Grand Duke of Lancaster, the time had come to finally swing his sword from within the shadows.
"Master Baro."
Dale spoke into the darkness, and the wind swirled—a bleak, ominous draft.
Before he knew it, men in bird-beak masks and black coats, led by Master Baro, appeared. They were high-ranking assassins of the 'Shadow Court,' in no way inferior to the knight organizations cultivated by the Empire's leading great dukes.
The 'Shadow Monarch' reigning among them spoke calmly.
"The time for departure has come."
Winning this battle is, of course, not something that can be done by Dale and his organization alone. However, even though Dale claimed to be an ally of Lancaster, he was not in a situation where he could lead the entirety of the battle.
Therefore, he had to wait for the right time, and before that moment arrived, he had to seize control.
A situation where even the world-renowned Grand Duke of Lancaster had no choice but to move as one of Dale's chess pieces.
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* * *
A cavalry unit composed of Count Brandenburg, the wielder of the Holy Sword, and the Saint Magdalena Knights under his command, along with a contingent of Iron Cross Knights who had voluntarily joined the battle to uphold their loyalty to the Ghost Sword, Sir Sephilia.
The mobile strike forces led by these two premier knights of the Empire were ruthlessly trampling the Lancaster Duchy.
Even if they wanted to hastily assemble a pursuit team to suppress them, the presence of the 'out-of-spec powerhouses' commanding them made such a thing impossible.
And if they were to recklessly move a large-scale military force to suppress them, the main force of the Marquess of York, waiting at the border where the two territories met, was a thorn in their side. At least, that was the case from the perspective of the Lancaster family.
It was a reality that did not apply to the 'Black Prince,' who was keeping his silence.
* * *
A small city in the Lancaster Duchy, Polvernum.
A breeze blew, and men in bird-beak masks revealed themselves before the 'Shadow Monarch' to whom they swore loyalty.
"The mobile strike force of three hundred, led by the Holy Sword and the Saint Magdalena Knights, has begun to move."
When the first few raids were carried out, all Dale could do was wait.
The leadership of the Lancaster family was no different.
However, as the cavalry led by the two Seven Swords invaded the interior of the Duchy, the area where they could carry out their disruption operations was steadily shrinking.
Regardless of their status as Seven Swords, it was impossible to go deeper than necessary. If communication with the main force were cut off and they were defeated piecemeal, the double-edged sword of guerrilla tactics would be turned against them.
Therefore, it was not difficult to predict their movement route, as they would move while maintaining a minimum distance.
At least, that was the case for Dale, who led the 'continent's premier assassin organization' and utilized them as a reconnaissance unit.
"......."
Hearing the report from the high-ranking assassin performing the duties of a scout, Dale nodded silently. At the same time, the Night Raven Knight guarding Dale's side spoke up.
"The evacuation of the townspeople has been completely finished."
This place, Polvernum, was by no means a flashy or massive city. However, it possessed stone structures substantial enough to claim the title of a 'city,' city walls, and a unique street layout tangled like a maze.
A battlefield perfect for conducting urban warfare.
"This ambush will only work once, at most."
But with that one-time ambush, they would deal an irreparable blow to the Marquess of York family.
Even if the enemies were conscious of the existence of the 'Black Prince,' they could not possibly know of the existence of the Shadow Court and the Slaughter Sword he led. The greatest enemy they were wary of would be the 'Heavenly Sword, Grand Duke Lancaster,' and the York family's intelligence unit was focused entirely on the movements of the Heavenly Sword.
That was the blind spot Dale was aiming for.
From the beginning, the forces of the 'Shadow Court' led by Dale did not stay in the Lancaster Duchy.
The York family's scouts were already monitoring military forces and suspicious movements throughout the Lancaster Duchy.
Therefore, the only one who openly revealed himself was Dale, and he had kept the top forces of the 'Shadow Court,' including the Slaughter Sword, waiting in a remote area appropriately far from the Lancaster Duchy.
As the Lancaster Duchy was unilaterally ravaged and the 'mobile strike force' gradually moved toward the deep interior of the territory, Dale and the high-ranking assassins of the 'Shadow Court' began to move.
They operated from the outside, where York's surveillance net could not reach, to snipe at the mobile strike force led by the Seven Swords of the Continent.
No matter how many York spies were within the Duchy, they would not be able to grasp the movements of those operating outside the territory.
The high-ranking assassins trained by the Slaughter Sword, Master Baro, were by no means mere bandits. They were armed with discipline and military spirit rivaling the knight organizations raised by the Empire's leading great lords, yet they were, at the same time, the blades of thorough killers who were not bound by the logic of knights.
And the place where the two organizations would clash was by no means the home ground of the cavalry.
It was the streets of Polvernum, a small city in this Duchy.
Using an out-of-spec powerhouse as part of 'strategy and tactics' was by no means the exclusive domain of the Marquess of York family.
All that remained was to wait for his prey to enter the trap Dale had dug.
* * *
In war, certain things are inevitable. For instance, a noble knight bearing the title of Holy Sword—even if he possessed an ugly Avatar—still held to his own chivalry.
Therefore, the act of raiding the defenseless Lancaster Duchy was not exactly pleasant.
Still, what could he do? The world-renowned 'Marquess of York family' had proposed a marriage to his son, the good-for-nothing Philip, and suggested an alliance between the two families. Philip, called by the most shameful name, the continent's number one loser, was someone who couldn't be avoided, no matter how proud his father was as the wielder of the Holy Sword.
No one in the Empire had any expectations that Philip would become the 'successor of the Holy Sword.' In other words, the glory of the proud Count family would end with his generation. It was to the point that even the Holy Swordsman himself did not doubt that fact right now.
Nevertheless, the second daughter of the Marquess of York, one of the Empire's leading great lords, had reached out her hand!
Therefore, all the Holy Sword could do was live up to their trust. Even if it was an act that was dirty, ugly, and nothing short of despicable.
Regripping his sword, Count Brandenburg, the Holy Sword, lifted his head.
Polvernum, a small city in the Lancaster Duchy.
Having heard the news of the raids taking place throughout the Duchy, most of the townspeople would have already fled. Even so, the Holy Swordsman did not particularly care.
He understood the fear that could be planted in the people of the Lancaster Duchy by looting their abandoned possessions as they fled in a hurry, and even if not, by burning this city itself.
The entrance to the city of Polvernum was left wide open, and no one would dare to stop the Holy Swordsman and the cavalry he led.
"It seems all the townspeople have finished evacuating."
At the scout's report, Count Brandenburg, the Holy Swordsman, nodded silently.
"The Marquess of York family has requested that the territory and cities of Lancaster be burned down without leaving anything behind."
After nodding, the Holy Swordsman silently spurred his horse.
"In accordance with the request of the Marquess of York family, we will not return until the city area is burned and turned into ashes."
"We shall obey your command!"
Following the Holy Swordsman's order, his subordinates bowed their heads in unison.
Ignoring the ominous silence dwelling in the city before them, Polvernum.
* * *
Silence descended. However, the silence itself was well within expectations.
In the border area where the Lancaster Duchy and the York Marquessate met, the cavalry led by the two Seven Swords were already repeating raids and arson... and it went without saying where their next target would be before long.
Therefore, the cavalry led by Count Brandenburg, the Holy Sword, crossed the streets of 'Polvernum,' a small city in the Lancaster Duchy, without suspicion.
That was until they navigated the densely packed stone structures of the city and fell into the trap of a bottleneck where they could not form a horizontal formation between the narrow streets.
However, they, too, did not fail to understand the meaning of a trap. Even if they fell into one, the elite of the Saint Magdalena Knights, including the strong of the Seven Swords of the Continent, were there.
Unless the 'Heavenly Sword, Grand Duke Lancaster' moved in person, and furthermore, in a situation where his movements were being thoroughly monitored by the Marquess of York's intelligence unit, nothing would change. Everyone believed that without a doubt.
That was the true value of when an 'out-of-spec powerhouse' melted into strategy and tactics and played an active role.
And it was when they were crossing the streets built of crushed stone in the Duchy's small city, 'Polvernum.'
──Bang!
A sound rang out—one whose meaning they could not comprehend.
It was a gunshot.
"Enemy attack, it's an enemy attack......!"
One of the knights following behind the Holy Sword fell from his horse. An absurdly large hole was punched through the helmet that should have protected his skull; the bone shattered, and brains streamed out.
Bang!
The gunshot rang out again, and another knight fell from his horse.
Even though they were quickly setting up a defensive posture amidst the panic, nothing would change.
Between armor and armor, shield and shield, person and person... literal 'death' was raining down.
"Th-the opponent is using a mere bolt magic! Don't be scared! Take a defensive posture!"
A Saint Magdalena Knight raised his voice in a hurry, and his observation was correct to some extent.
Except for the fact that what was raining down on them right now was far beyond that of 'mere bolt magic.'
Bang!
The gunshots rang out endlessly. The horses could not hide their panic and ran wild, and each time, the knights' helmets, skulls, and brains burst and were scattered in all directions.
Bolt magic that even knights who had reached the realm of Aura Knights could not dare to track.
'It cannot be possible......!'
Furthermore, what the 'wielder of that bolt magic' was aiming for was by no means the knights of the Aura Master realm, including the Holy Sword. No matter how much it was bolt magic that deviated from the norm, it was impossible to instantly kill knights capable of using an Avatar.
Therefore, they were aiming strictly for knights with a realm below Aura Knight, and were firing 'bullets of death' as a plague of fear to break the morale of the entire cavalry.
Sniping, sniper rifle.
A sniper who remained unseen was unleashing the 'essence of slaughter' toward the knights crossing the city streets.
An unknown enemy was inflicting 'unknown death,' and because of that, there was only one decision a commander with common sense could make.
"Retreat! Turn your horses around immediately and get out of the city!"
Bang!
Before he could even finish his words, another bullet struck. An Aura Knight fell from his horse and collapsed.
At the same time, the subordinates who received the Holy Sword's order turned their horses around without hesitation and began to evacuate outside the city.
No, they tried to begin.
─Now is the time.
Before the 'command' of the sniper who was hunting them across the city walls and the entire street of the city 'Polvernum' could be issued.
Boom!
A detonation tore through the air. It was an explosion that calculated that the situation would turn out like this from the beginning, collapsing the area of the city's structures.
The city's entrance, and the stone structures at the points connecting the city's streets to one another, began to collapse in unison.
Bang!
And while they were panicked, trapped in a snare from which they could not escape, there was no change in the sniper's movements.
They would just pull the trigger, take a life, and pull the trigger once again.
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* * *
Just as the mages of this world utilized 'Bolt Magic' by projecting the imagery and mechanics of a crossbow, it was no different for Dale.
"Bolt-action, 「7.62mm」."
It was an incantation that left no room for doubt. It was a 'universal image' shared across all eras and cultures, yet simultaneously an imagery from another world that no one here could even conceive.
Lying prone atop the bell tower of the small town of Polburn, Dale shifted his Shadow Cloak to mimic the form of a firearm. As his four Circles accelerated, the 'imagery of the other world' inside his mind projected along his fingertips.
Sniper rifle.
Bang!
In a place where not even a breeze stirred, the 'Shadow Cloak' fluttered, coalescing into the shape of a firearm at Dale's will.
《Shadow Rifle》.
It was a dark artifact that had long since transcended the realm of a mere weapon to become an extension of his own body. The sight of Dale freely manipulating that artifact to manifest his needs was truly that of a high-ranking Demon—a 'Shadow Caster'.
The power of a high-ranking Demon that grants substance to darkness—a realm Dale only reached after integrating with the dark artifact through his 'Shadow Prosthetic'.
"Reload."
The sniper on the bell tower pulled the trigger once more.
Bang!
From the dark barrel, a single 'Shadow Bullet' plunged toward the head of a Saint Magdalena Knight in the distance.
The helmet shattered, the skull crushed, and brains splattered everywhere.
Bolt-action: a manual reloading method operated by flipping and pulling the bolt attached to the breechblock. Because it requires manual operation, one must sacrifice the advantage of rapid fire. In exchange, however, it possesses a unique durability that minimizes firearm malfunctions in rough terrain or wetlands, alongside the advantage of guaranteed long-range sniping.
Unlike casting Shadow Bullets on the fly, the destructive power, speed, and accuracy imbued in each shot were incomparable. Even Aura Knight-level soldiers fell one after another, unable to comprehend the nature of the slaughter.
The Saint Magdalena cavalry attempted to turn their horses in a hurry, but the explosives planted by the Shadow Court assassins throughout the city streets detonated.
Bang!
Amidst the commotion echoing through the city, Dale remained indifferent, operating the bolt of the 'Shadow Rifle'. He silently finished reloading and pulled the trigger again. Every time Dale repeated the motion like a machine, another Saint Magdalena knight fell.
In the midst of the confusion, the Aura Master knights, led by the 'Holy Sword', began to unleash their full power.
There stood the 'King of Pigs', leading white knights with bodies of mithril that showed no trace of humanity.
With a boar's head where tusks rose like horns, he made no effort to hide the beast's fighting spirit, determined to give his all as a male.
The God of War was there.
'Three Aura Masters, and the rest are Aura Knights or below.'
Dale operated the bolt of the Shadow Rifle again, and after reloading, fired another shot. It was a strike of death that an ordinary person could not dodge. Or so it should have been.
Clang!
However, Dale's 'Shadow Bullet' struck something and bounced off. It was the blade of the Holy Sword. Furthermore, the 'King of Pigs' turned his head, calculating the direction from which the bullet had been fired.
For a fleeting moment, the figure of the 'Black Prince' hidden atop the bell tower entered his field of vision.
"That brat from Saxony..."
About three hundred cavalrymen took advantage of their mobility, while the Holy Sword protected them as a 'non-standard powerhouse'.
Bang!
Another strike of death descended. The Holy Swordsman moved to intercept Dale's Shadow Bullet.
However, Dale held the high ground, thoroughly targeting the rear of the cavalry. Moreover, in a city center densely packed with stone structures, turning the unit's horses was no easy feat.
One cannot kill a Holy Sword with a strike of this level. Nevertheless, it is possible to steadily whittle down the enemy's strength.
A baptism of death that could fly from anywhere.
The Saint Magdalena cavalry wavered, their formation tangling into a mess. The entrance to the city and various streets had already collapsed, the broken stone structures acting as natural barricades. Even for the world-renowned Saint Magdalena knights, there was no clear solution.
Except for one—the leader of the Saint Magdalena knights.
Having read the trajectory of the countless 'Shadow Bullets', he had identified the 'sniper' lying prone on the bell tower. To prevent his subordinates from being sacrificed to the opponent's sniping any further, there was only one action the Holy Sword could take.
The boar began to charge.
Boom, boom, boom! As if the boar were crushing everything in its path, it charged, emitting the fighting spirit of a male. It smashed through the stone barricades, rushing toward the bell tower where Dale stood with terrifying speed.
A distance of over several hundred meters. Even with stone barricades blocking the area, nothing would change.
Bang!
That was why Dale did not delay after firing the final shot. Even at his current level, he could not guarantee a fair victory against a powerhouse of the Seven Swords of the Continent: the Holy Sword.
However, not all battles in this world are fought fairly. For instance, just as he had taken the lives of the Saint Magdalena knights from the bell tower with a 'Shadow Rifle' while remaining hidden.
From the height where he could overlook the entire city, Dale jumped off the bell tower without hesitation.
As he jumped, the artifact 'Shadow Cloak' wrapped around his body, and he began to dash beyond the city as a fluid of shadows.
Wraith Form.
As if to shake off the boar's pursuit, Dale sprinted through the city like a wraith, passing through the stone barricades blocking his path as if he were a ghost.
Then.
Boom!
"Did you think you could run away from me, you brat of Saxony?"
Without a trace of presence, the 'King of Pigs' blocked Dale's path.
Apart from his ugly, beastly appearance, the Holy Sword in his hand was emitting a light more noble than anything else.
"Who said I was running away?"
The 'Black Prince' asked back calmly.
"...Do you think you can handle me by luring me alone and using your lackeys in ambush?"
As if he had fathomed Dale's intent, the Holy Sword smiled coldly, clearly aware of the high-ranking assassins of the 'Shadow Court' hiding in the area.
"Don't get too cocky. It's a miscalculation to think that the whole world will dance in the palm of your hand, from one to ten."
"I know that well."
By now, Dale was readjusting his grip on his Shadow Prosthetic and the hilt of the pitch-black magic sword 'Geas' held in that same hand. The two dark artifacts resonated, emitting endless malice.
The light of the Holy Sword, said to be the most noble in the world, surged.
His four hearts were accelerating to the point of bursting.
His opponent was a powerhouse of a different caliber from those Dale had fought until now. A moment of carelessness could lead directly to death. Yet, nothing would change.
"Do you remember the war on the island of Britannia?"
Dale opened his mouth.
"During the entire course of operations that would take place until the war ended, I engraved a Geas that required absolute obedience to my orders."
"..."
At Dale's words, the Holy Sword's eyebrows finally twitched.
"It seems that war hasn't ended yet."
Before he could even fathom the meaning of those words, Dale had already pulled 'two documents' from his bosom: one signed by Dale as the supreme commander of the Imperial Army, and another stamped with the royal seal of King Charles VII of the Kingdom of Britannia.
"You, you...!"
It was the 'indefinite ceasefire agreement' concluded between the Empire and the Kingdom of Britannia.
Even though the newborn Kingdom of Britannia had perished and disappeared into history, and despite the fact that Charles VII was no longer of this world, legal principles possessed no flexibility. There was only one thing that moved a Geas: legal validity.
"As the supreme commander of the Imperial Army, I ask you. Knowing that your cavalry is isolated, is there a follow-up unit to provide aid?"
That was why Dale asked—appealing to the 'subordinate' who had to obey his orders, a covenant engraved upon his heart.
"G-G-G-Ghost Sword...!"
The 'King of Pigs' desperately twitched his mouth, struggling to speak. Unable to endure the pain of the Geas pressing on his heart, his voice finally leaked out.
"There are... messengers who periodically exchange communications with the Iron Cross cavalry of the Ghost Sword, Sir Sephilia...!"
"Have they grasped the situation in this city?"
"Yes, at the moment your lackeys detonated the explosives in the city...! They must have headed straight for the cavalry of the Ghost Sword, Sir Sephilia, to request help!"
"Then how much time is left until they arrive?"
"Soon, it is soon."
"Is that so? Then it can't be helped."
At the Holy Swordsman's answer, Dale shrugged as if he had no choice.
"As the supreme commander of the Imperial Army, I shall state the contract of the divine name you are fulfilling."
That was why Dale had no reason to hesitate.
"Stab your heart with the Holy Sword and commit suicide."
"...!"
"With this, the Geas between us will be annulled."
With those words, Dale tore up the two 'ceasefire agreements' in his hand. The blade of the Shadow Cloak swung like a shredder, tearing them into unrecognizable pieces. If evidence remained that he had threatened the Holy Sword while keeping the ceasefire agreement with the Kingdom of Britannia, it would conversely tighten the noose around his own neck.
After tearing up the agreements, Dale looked at the Holy Swordsman without a shred of emotion.
Already, he was readjusting the Holy Sword held in his hand to a reverse grip... and his two trembling hands began to move.
The hesitation was but a moment.
The 'King of Pigs' plunged the blade of the Holy Sword toward his own heart.
Thrust!
The tip of the Holy Sword pierced his chest and poked out behind his back. At the same time, the protection of the Holy Sword—forged by the first White Magic Tower Master, the light of the Goddess—wrapped around his body.
The holy sword, which should have granted the Goddess's protection and the power of light to its wielder, was conversely piercing the owner's heart and taking his life.
And unable to endure the contradiction, an unknown light began to flicker along the tip of the Holy Sword.
Pure white and ash-gray flickered as if crossing, illuminating the 'Holy Swordsman's heart' that the blade pierced.
Clatter!
Right then, the blade of the Holy Sword cracked like a turtle's shell. A sound like a glass window shattering echoed out.
As if tempered glass were shattering, each blade fragment became fine particles like glass grains... and particles of light began to overlay the Holy Swordsman's body.
It was the power of absolute defense that blocks a strike of instant death to protect the owner of the Holy Sword, in exchange for the sword's life.
Kwah-ang!
"Ah, ahhh..."
With an explosion that engulfed the area, Count Brandenburg stood there—a man who could no longer even be called a 'Holy Swordsman'.
"Ah, ahhh, my fiancée, my love...!"
Even though he had plunged the blade into his heart, he remained alive. A miracle that could only be called the 'Goddess's protection'.
"You, you dare..."
The Geas was broken. However, leaving the broken Holy Sword behind, the man with the boar's head muttered powerlessly.
"Do you think I will just die obediently for you like this...! I will not forget, I will hate you while I live, I will hate you when I die, and I will curse you in hell...!"
The 'King of Pigs' burned his final fighting spirit toward the 'Black Prince'.
"Ah, I thought you would."
However, even in the face of the surging fighting spirit, Dale answered without caring.
He did not fall easily, despite losing his Holy Sword and suffering a fatal injury. In any case, Dale had no intention of killing him, as he had expected this to happen from the start.
Dying is not as great a pain as one might think. Just as many choose death over life, the most terrible pain in the world can only be experienced while one is alive.
Dale readjusted his grip on the pitch-black magic sword 'Geas'.
"Since you say it like that, I'm too scared to kill you off easily."
Dale said, and the 'King of Pigs', squeezing out his final strength, kicked off the ground.
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* * *
Count Brandenburg, the Holy Swordsman, was a formidable enemy against whom even Dale, in his current state, could never guarantee victory if they were to face each other fair and square. However, not all battles in this world are fought "fair and square."
Following the Geas's binding contract, the Holy Swordsman had plunged his blade into his own heart, and yet, the man did not die.
The most noble sword in the world had sacrificed itself to protect the most hideous existence in the world.
A sword imbued with the protection of the Goddess Sistina. An artifact of the first White Magic Tower Master that had brought the Holy Swordsman to where he stood today.
The Holy Sword shattered, and at the same time, he suffered fatal wounds that made it impossible to continue the battle. Just because it had blocked the instant-death strike to his heart did not mean he could remain free from the shock of it.
"I will never, never forgive you...!"
Ignoring the wounds that made it impossible to continue the fight, the 《King of Pigs》 kicked off the ground.
There was no hilt in his hand. He had truly become a beast; no longer worthy of the title 'Holy Swordsman,' he charged forward.
He closed the distance rapidly, using the vicious tusks of a wild boar as his weapon.
At the same time, Dale swung the jet-black magic sword 'Gia.' His synchronized Shadow Cloak fluttered, spewing blades of pitch-black darkness.
A baptism of blades, generated from the cloak's hem, fired like bullets.
The jet-black blades, overlaid with the darkness of the magic sword 'Gia,' rained down like a bombardment. The boar let out a shriek.
"Kueeeeeeeek!"
It was not a human scream, but the literal sound of a pig being slaughtered, echoing through the air.
'This is hardly a situation where he can continue the fight normally.'
Even calling it thirty percent of his full power as a Holy Swordsman... no, even less, would hardly be an exaggeration.
However, the 《King of Pigs》, whose very reason had been blown away by rage, did not care.
Ignoring the jet-black blades that tore through his flesh, he continued to charge like a beast. The distance closed. Just as his tusk-like teeth descended to gore Dale—
"Now."
Dale whispered. The sword guarding him from within the shadows finally revealed itself.
Lady Shadow.
Her sword, which had once been miserably defeated by the 'King of Pigs'—costing her the kingdom—swung against the charging beast.
There was no brilliant golden light or Avatar with angel wings like that day.
What stood there was merely a Valkyrie of pitch-black. A maiden of war, said to possess a heart more beautiful and cruel than any other. A Valkyrie of black and red, with blood-red hues bleeding through her dark armor.
The blood-red Aura Blade, reborn through the teachings of the Slaughter Sword, was no exception.
The assassin's blade, a mixture of black and blood-red, swung toward the charging boar's tusks.
"Kueeeeeeeek!"
Once again, the ugliest scream in the world rang out.
Leaving that pig-slaughtering sound behind, Lady Shadow and Dale kicked off the ground, passing each other.
By now, it was no longer a fight. It was merely an act of hunting a boar that was throwing a one-sided tantrum.
The pitch-black Valkyrie aimed for the blind spot of the thrashing boar and plunged her blood-sword deep, never forgetting the humiliation and shame the 《King of Pigs》 had once inflicted upon her.
Chwaaaak!
The boar's leather armor tore helplessly as the blood-sword drove deep. Immediately after, just as Orelia swung to decapitate him—
"That's enough."
Dale reached out, stopping Orelia. Her sword froze in place, just as the boar, refusing to submit, tried to gore her with its tusks in retaliation.
"Black Barrel, 「Gatling Mode」."
Countless shadow bullets rained from the black gun barrel toward the 《King of Pigs》, who continued his final, miserable struggle like a beast.
Kwoong!
His massive frame knelt to the ground, yet even that was not enough to kill him.
The Avatar had been dispelled; Count Brandenburg, covered in wounds, stood there.
Leaving behind his shattered armor, the 'former Holy Swordsman' knelt powerlessly.
"Ah, aaaaah..."
Groaning weakly, he seemed to despair as if he had lost everything in the world.
His arm moved with unbelievable speed. He grabbed a sharp piece of crushed stone from the floor and plunged it down.
Not toward his enemy, but toward his own throat.
Before he could succeed, the shadow at his feet rose like a skewer.
"Aaaaaaaak!"
"Did you think you could die so easily?"
Tearing through and pinning his palm as he moved to commit suicide, Dale continued.
"That won't do."
"Y-you...!"
"In accordance with Imperial tradition, Count Brandenburg will survive safely."
Dale mocked him in a polite tone, as if to say he couldn't let him die so easily.
"You will receive the proper, courteous treatment as a 'prisoner of the Grand Duchy of Lancaster'."
Killing is not always the answer, even when dealing with the target of one's burning hatred.
At the same time, screams rang out.
The screams of the 'Saint Magdalena Knights' echoed from afar.
"Are you curious about what is happening to them right now?"
Dale sneered coldly at the Holy Swordsman, who could no longer resist.
"Not a single one of the Saint Magdalena Knights here will make it out alive."
"......!"
"And as for the Holy Swordsman... ah, wait. You're not even a Holy Swordsman anymore, are you?"
Dale mocked him nonchalantly. Count Brandenburg's face twisted.
"To think you're a defeated general who, along with your son, managed to ruin your precious Saint Magdalena Knights several times over, only to end up a miserable prisoner. Truly, like father, like son."
At the mockery that seemed to gouge out his heart, Count Brandenburg struggled, but the high-ranking assassins of the Shadow Court, including Lady Shadow, were already binding him.
"Sever all his tendons."
Dale spoke coldly, without hesitation.
Chwaaaak!
The swords swung down in unison. The gears that allowed a person to function were torn apart one by one.
At the ankles, the wrists, the fingers, the shoulders—the springs that held flesh and bone together were removed without exception.
The war hero the Empire boasted of, the Holy Swordsman, was no more. There was only a miserable, struggling cripple left.
Dale's expression held no emotion as he looked down at him.
He simply contemplated the fate of the Brandenburg Count family, who would lose the knights they boasted of, lose their Holy Sword, and walk the path of ruin.
As his father, the Black Duke, said, being prepared to die is easier than one might think. One can escape from all the pain weighing them down and become free.
And as long as one lives, pain never ends easily.
He recalled the pain of the Holy Sword being plunged from his back into his chest that day.
He couldn't wait to let him know the truth and see the expression on his face as he struggled in misery.
But it was not yet time. He calculated the path of ruin his family would walk, falling into the bottomless pit after losing everything.
The hell that Count Brandenburg had to endure had only just begun.
* * *
Around that time, that man appeared before the isolated Saint Magdalena Knights in the city.
An inexplicable killing intent settled eerily; a few knights with good instincts turned their heads.
Chwaaak!
Before they could even turn their heads, their necks were cleanly severed.
Blood sprayed in gulps, finally revealing the source of that killing intent: wires—steel threads possessing an absurd level of cutting power.
Before they could process the reality, the blood-soaked wires swirled again.
The threads of death swirled indiscriminately toward the cavalry unit maintaining its formation in isolation.
"Swords, everyone draw your swords!"
The Aura Master-level powerhouses realized the danger and took up battle stances; the knights under their command followed suit.
Threads of death, connected like spiderwebs, swirled from all directions.
It was a spiderweb spread by the high-ranking assassins of the 'Shadow Court' hiding throughout the city. Each assassin became a point connecting the spiderweb, and as the web moved, it slaughtered the invincible defensive formation.
Blood-red threads fluttered everywhere, and each time, their necks and limbs fell away.
It was a highly sophisticated collaborative attack—a move capable of ultimate lethality, provided all conditions were met.
At the same time, there was a man blocking the path of the Saint Magdalena Knights.
"Sheesh, damn it. Can you even call it assassination if you kill all the witnesses in broad daylight?"
The Slaughter Sword laughed, spinning the sword hilt in his hand.
* * *
When the Ghost Sword Sephilia arrived at the small city of Fortnum with her 'Iron Cross Knights' to assist the Holy Sword's cavalry—
The situation had already ended.
The city was in ruins, acting as a natural barricade, and a literal slaughterhouse had unfolded within it.
"...It's the formation of the Shadow assassins."
"Are you talking about the assassins of the Shadow Court?"
"Yes."
Seeing the scene, the Ghost Sword Sephilia muttered low. She was right.
The law enforcers of Guild City, and the successors to the 'Shadow Church' that had melted into the city's darkness to avoid the White Magic Tower.
"Why are they helping the Lancaster family in a place like this?"
Although it was a one-sided massacre, the Saint Magdalena Knights were not the type to be taken down so easily—at least, not in a battle fought "fair and square."
However, this was not their home ground. It was a surprise attack where they hadn't anticipated the enemy's presence; it was no exaggeration to say it was the worst surprise attack imaginable.
Nevertheless, there was one question that remained unresolved.
No matter how much they had fallen into their trap, wasn't the one commanding them one of the Seven Swords of the Continent, the Holy Sword?
The fact that even the Holy Sword was nowhere to be seen was one thing she could guess, not knowing about Dale's Geas.
Another out-of-spec powerhouse facing an out-of-spec powerhouse.
"Don't tell me the Slaughter Sword..."
After muttering that, the Ghost Sword Sephilia did not hesitate.
"We will return to the Marquis's territory immediately and report the situation."
She didn't know why they were moving for the Lancaster family, but she had a vague guess.
"Could it be..."
She recalled the 'Black Prince' of the Saxon family she had witnessed at Lancaster Castle that day.
She had no certainty, only intuition. The Saxon Duke family hadn't just sent a few hundred Night Crow knights or a few high-ranking black mages.
The Shadow Court, known as the continent's number one assassin organization, was with that very 'Black Prince'.
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* * *
Some time later, the 'Black Prince' brought news of victory to the Lancaster Ducal Castle.
When Dale's messenger reported the news, the leaders of the Grand Duchy could scarcely believe their ears.
'We have wiped out the Saint Magdalene Cavalry, who were conducting guerrilla operations, and captured Count Brandenburg.'
For a fleeting moment, they wondered if it was merely the empty boasting of an immature child. In truth, it was not uncommon in war to inflate one's achievements after mopping up a group of insignificant fodder soldiers.
When Dale had first announced his intention to take a small detachment on a 'patrol of the Duchy,' the Lancaster leadership could not hide their disappointment, as if they had finally realized the truth behind the rumors surrounding the legendary 'Black Prince.' They were even worried about the eldest son of the Saxon house acting on his own in such a critical situation and had tried to stop him.
'Let us trust Young Lord Dale.'
Mikhail, the second son of the Lancaster house, was the only one who had respected Dale's will until the end.
And this was the result—a feat no one in the Lancaster Ducal Castle could have dared to imagine. It was a surprise attack utilizing 'forces outside the territory,' unknown even to the Lancaster house itself.
The Shadow Court, the Empire's premier assassin organization... Their success was only possible because they were skilled enough to conduct covert operations even on a battlefield where the Empire's leading archdukes clashed.
Ku-ung!
The Holy Sword was there. Or rather, what remained of it—an existence that could no longer be called a Holy Sword.
Reduced to a cripple who couldn't even walk a few steps on his own, he was forcibly thrown into the castle, bound by the Raven Knights under Dale's command. It was a miserable sight, one that made it hard to believe he was one of the Empire's five war heroes.
"C-Count Brandenburg!"
Even the Lancaster retainers could not hide their shock and horror.
War is an act of killing and being killed. Yet, unless it was a total war where one was prepared for the annihilation of the opposing force, the rules of engagement for those with 'noble blood' were different.
When a knight or noble is captured, it is customary to demand a ransom and provide treatment befitting their rank. It is far more profitable to keep them alive and treat them with respect than to kill a noble for no reason and invite hatred.
But the 'Black Prince' had ignored such conventions.
The assassins' hidden weapons remained mercilessly embedded throughout the Holy Sword's body, leaving him unable to even twitch a finger.
"S-such cruel treatment to a war hero of the Empire!"
"This is an unforgivable rudeness!"
The Lancaster noble retainers could not hide their bewilderment, their voices rising in concern for the 'war hero of the Empire.'
Dale watched them, his expression unreadable. "Which lord are you retainers actually loyal to?"
"This is not a matter of loyalty! Respecting a prisoner is, after all, a tradition of the Empire...!"
"Did you say a tradition of the Empire?"
One of the Lancaster noble retainers swallowed hard.
"Are you planning to ignore the Grand Duke's will and install the eldest son as the successor, following that proud tradition of the Empire?"
"N-no, that's not what I meant..."
The noble faltered in confusion.
"That is enough."
The silence was broken by the Heavenly Sword, Grand Duke Lancaster, who sat upon the throne. His voice carried a weight that overwhelmed the commotion in the hall, and silence fell in an instant.
"Young successor of Saxony, do you understand the implications of your actions?"
"I am fully aware."
Dale answered without a moment's hesitation.
"I have captured a powerful man who sought to bring down the Lancaster Ducal House and presented him before your grace, the Grand Duke."
"Do you also understand the repercussions that this rude and cruel act toward the Holy Sword will bring upon the Saxon house in the future?"
"Ah, you need not worry about that."
Dale sneered coldly.
"Because Count Brandenburg's 'Holy Sword Durendal' is no longer a sword of this world."
"...!"
"Even if a blacksmith who receives a revelation from the sister gods forges 'another Holy Sword' in the future, it will certainly not be held in this man's hands."
Gasps echoed throughout the hall.
"The Holy Sword was broken, and it perished after damage that can never be undone. Therefore, the Count is no longer a 'Holy Swordsman'."
The Count, who was kneeling, bit his lip.
"I will never, ever forgive you..."
He muttered powerlessly. His voice was so empty it was as if his soul were escaping.
"Once you have damaged the relic of the first White Tower Master, the Church will not remain silent."
The Heavenly Sword, Grand Duke Lancaster, pressed further, and Dale nodded.
"That will be my burden to bear. Defeating the Holy Sword is entirely my own responsibility."
"Are you saying you will claim both the merit and the burden?"
The Heavenly Sword, Grand Duke Lancaster, asked sharply.
"That is correct."
Defeating the Holy Sword and the Saint Magdalene Cavalry under his command would be entirely 'Dale's responsibility.' In other words, the martial fame and victory of defeating the legendary Holy Sword would also belong entirely to the 'Black Prince.'
The facts could not be denied. Furthermore, it was a matter worth bearing.
"Good."
After nodding, the Heavenly Sword continued.
"The treatment of the captured prisoner, 'Count Brandenburg,' will be left entirely to the will of the 'Saxon House'."
"...!"
"I will obey your grace's command."
Dale bowed his head silently. At the very least, the Heavenly Sword was a man who understood reason. With this, one enemy he loathed had fallen entirely into Dale's hands. However, this was only the beginning. The Empire was like a giant dragon, and Dale had only just severed its tail.
* * *
─ Move this man to the 'Court'.
The responsibility for deciding the treatment of the Holy Swordsman as a prisoner was left entirely to the Saxon house, and Dale did not hesitate.
The Shadow Court.
The 'Shadow Monarch' was there, in a secret location within the Lancaster Duchy that even their allies did not know about.
"Heh, damn it. Being a hero really is a shitty fate."
Beside the 'Shadow Monarch,' the Slaughter Sword, Master Baro, muttered as if it were someone else's business.
Inside the iron bars that resembled a dungeon, the man who once held the name of 'Holy Swordsman' raised his head.
"You... you monster of Saxony...!"
The monster of Saxony.
"I will tell you about the future that awaits you, Count."
Dale answered coldly.
"Officially, the Count still holds the 'title of Holy Sword,' and we will request a 'huge ransom' from the Count's family in exchange for the weight of that name."
"...!"
"Even for the great Count Brandenburg, it will be a sum that cannot be easily managed."
Dale sneered coldly.
"But, does Young Lord Philip, the Count's son, have any room for a different decision?"
"Y-you dare...!"
"For the pillar of the family, the proud father, that very Holy Sword—the 'sacrifice to be paid' would be a truly trivial amount. Even if it were a sum of a thousand gold."
"...!"
Dale muttered as if it were someone else's business, and the Holy Swordsman struggled desperately. He did so regardless of his crippled body, which couldn't even support itself. Moreover, his internal organs were ruined, rendering him a knight who couldn't even utilize the power of aura.
The 'tendons' Dale referred to were not merely physical. The knight's sinews, the internal organs that house the Aura Heart—none were spared.
Reversing damage of this magnitude is impossible, even with the healing magic of the White Tower Master.
As Master Baro said, it was a truly unremarkable ending for a proud war hero of the Empire.
Just as the 'Hero of the Otherworld' once was.
* * *
Shortly thereafter, an envoy arrived at the Marquis York estate.
Not in the name of the Lancaster Grand Duchy, but strictly under the 'name of the Saxon Ducal House.'
It was a proposal to request a meeting between the York house and the Saxon house, regarding the treatment of the captured Holy Sword.
* * *
York's Titania.
Officially, she was the clever and wise wife who assisted the family as the 'Marchioness of York.' However, those who knew the inner workings had another name for her.
"Nice to meet you, Mistress."
"..."
Dale called her by that name, but 'Mistress Titania' was not shaken. She merely fanned herself elegantly, possessing a beauty and grace that even the layers of time could not diminish.
"Ah, the cute young lord of Saxony has made a truly difficult journey."
Titania and the clever daughters of the York house whom she favored were there. Margaret and Catherine, and five other young noblewomen. Sisters who possessed the cruelty of black and the wisdom of blue.
"May I ask why you requested a 'meeting' with me instead of him?"
"Two of the Seven Swords are on this side, and there is one Seven Sword on that side."
"So the story that the Slaughter Sword and the Shadow Court knelt before the 'Black Prince' was true."
Titania said as if she were not surprised.
"The 'balance of power' formed by the out-of-spec powerhouses has already collapsed."
Asymmetric Force.
In the past world, it was out-of-spec power that belonged to the realm of various 'strategic weapons' including nuclear weapons. That is the weight of existence that 'out-of-spec powerhouses' like the Seven Swords or the Five-Colored Tower Masters have in this world.
"For the sake of the York house's future, would you please surrender and step down at this point?"
Once you have secured an advantage in cards, you don't necessarily have to settle things with a battle.
"Even if you cannot inherit the succession, the Grand Duke is willing to maintain the engagement between Young Lord Richard and Lady Margaret. There is no great meaning in continuing the fight beyond this."
"As expected, the reputation of the 'Black Prince' was not a lie."
York's Titania smiled as if she were amused.
"As soon as you hear my acceptance, you intend to use the maintenance of the engagement between Young Lord Richard and Lady Margaret as a card to negotiate a ceasefire with Grand Duke Lancaster, right? Isn't that so?"
"..."
Dale maintained his composure and smiled. It was just as Titania pointed out. There was no agreement between Dale and Grand Duke Lancaster. It was Dale's bluff to thoroughly entice the York house.
To get the York house to accept negotiations, and then use those negotiations to persuade the Grand Duke to end the war. That was the goal of the meeting Dale was aiming for.
"Unfortunately, we have no intention of ending this war."
"Even in a situation where the balance of power between the strong has collapsed?"
"The Holy Sword falling so quickly was unexpected even for me."
Titania said.
"However, war is not decided by the existence of the strong alone. If that were the case, why would such grand armor, swords, soldiers, and military tactics exist? It would be better to just decide the outcome with a single duel between the strong."
'That's what I'm saying.'
Refraining from letting those words reach his throat, Dale asked back.
"Is there something else you believe in?"
"Hmm, for example..."
Mistress Titania smiled meaningfully.
──At the same time, the landscape of the area began to twist.
An otherworld that exists solely for the two people, Dale and Titania. That meant only one thing.
'World of Thought...!'
A landscape of the mind that a high-level mage of 6th Circle or higher overlays onto this world.
It was a flower garden where roses bloomed endlessly beyond the horizon. Roses, each harboring the light of blue and black, scattered their petals, while sharp thorns sprouted from the stems everywhere.
'Black and blue roses, and thorns, I see.'
In that world, Mistress Titania asked back.
"If I were to say that I would capture you as a prisoner right here, how do you intend to deal with it?"
"The legendary 'Mistress' would not make the foolish decision to turn the Black Duke into an enemy."
Dale answered calmly, keeping his poker face.
"Ah, how truly clever you are."
Titania laughed as if she were amused.
"However, you know the meaning of a mage bringing out their 'World of Thought'."
100% negation or 100% affirmation. It is one of the two, and there can be no exceptions.
"Fortunately, I am ready to gladly reciprocate the trust Mistress Titania has shown."
"I am very glad to hear you say that."
Mistress Titania continued with a smile.
"However, trust can only be established when there is mutual belief. Just as I have revealed my heart, would you please allow me to see 'Young Lord Dale's heart' as well?"
Titania continued.
"In that case, I am ready to trust Young Lord Dale and converse."
A demand to show the landscape of the mind that Dale possesses, in opposition to the World of Thought that Titania is unfolding.
Dale remained silent for a moment. As the witch of York, he weighed the dark intentions she might be harboring in her heart.
A brief silence fell.
At the end of the silence, Dale opened his mouth.
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* * *
"I will accept your proposal."
After a long silence, Dale nodded. This was the crystallization of the ideology Dale had cultivated as a mage. The 'Black Prince' of Saxony revealed his world without hesitation.
Facing a flower field where blue and black roses scattered, a pitch-black fortress towered high above the white and dark winter night.
It wasn't that he had concrete proof of her trustworthiness. It was a matter of color theory. At the very least, there was no 'color of the Empire and the Imperial family' in Titania's world. Even if she were cunningly trying to use the Imperial family to gain an advantage, it did not necessarily mean she was on the side of the Emperor.
The meaning that color held in the world of mages was significant. Just as the world Dale was currently manifesting showed.
Above all, revealing one's world did not directly equate to revealing Dale's true identity. That was no exception for Titania, who stood right before him.
"With this, the information we provide has become equal."
Dale raised his head and looked at Titania, the lord reigning over a fortress of solitude.
"Truly... the scenery is quite fitting for your moniker, Young Lord-nim."
Toward the horizon of cold chill and solitude, Titania whispered in a low voice.
"I finally understand why that child holds such special feelings for the 'Black Prince' of Saxony."
"That child?"
"The wise young daughter of the Crystal Queen. Or should I call her the wise elf, 'Sepia'?"
Dale swallowed hard. The meaning was clear. For a moment, a gust of cold and darkness swirled through the winter night. However, once the agitation subsided, his composure as a mage took hold.
"Is there anything else you know about Sepia-nim?"
"Then how much do you know about that child, Dale-gongja-nim?"
Titania asked back. Dale swallowed hard. Snow Elf, exile, Elder of the Blue Magic Tower.
"Come to think of it, we were talking about the war."
Titania changed the subject.
"Furthermore, since you have shown me proof that you trust me this much, Dale-gongja-nim, we have no choice but to tell you the truth as well."
Titania continued.
"Please, step back and withdraw from this war."
"May I ask the reason?"
"The reason we intend to carry out this war is by no means for the selfish interests of the York family. Rather, we are prepared to bleed in order to carry out our 'great cause'."
"......Don't tell me."
It was exactly that.
"Yes, the reason we carried out a territorial war against the Lancaster family is entirely the will of the organization I belong to."
"The Blue Magic Tower?"
The Blue Magic Tower, which valued non-killing and harmony. However, it was also the Tower of Silence, maintaining a strange stillness even amidst the tyranny of the Empire and the pressure of the Red Magic Tower.
"The 'Sorceress Council' of the Blue Magic Tower has already made its decision. Furthermore, we do not wish to harm you, Dale-gongja-nim, who inherits the will of the Blue."
"Regrettably, I do not inherit the will of the Blue."
The Blue Magic Tower of non-killing and harmony. In that sense, the existence of Dale, who possessed a 'talent for slaughter,' was practically the polar opposite of the Blue Tower.
"Hehe, in my eyes, Dale-gongja-nim looks like one of the most promising successors to the Blue Magic Tower."
Titania uttered an unexpected remark.
"Do you still see the Blue as a color from a fairy tale that pursues non-killing and harmony?"
It was a question only Dale, who had reached the depths of the Blue's wisdom more than anyone, could understand. And the answer that would follow as well.
"Schemes and lies."
"......."
"That is the true substance of our 'Blue Magic Tower,' and the source of the wisdom we possess."
Just as the reality of the York family, which put forward the White-Blue Rose, was. Masters of schemes and lies. However, Dale was no different. In that regard, the 'wisdom' that Dale and the Blue Magic Tower thought of was surprisingly similar.
"Are you saying the Blue Magic Tower has broken its silence?"
"Of course not. We are always silent."
Titania smiled, her inner thoughts unreadable. At the same time, the petals of blue roses began to scatter wildly behind her back.
"Why are you telling me that fact?"
"Because Dale-gongja-nim is no longer an 'outsider' to our Blue Magic Tower."
Titania said.
"The foolish elf, Sepia, performed her duty excellently with her own wisdom. Even if she herself is not aware of her own mission."
Foolish elf, Sepia. Her mission. As Dale pieced the fragments together, his expression clouded with agitation.
Behind Dale's back, cold chill and darkness swirled like a gust of wind. It churned as if to swallow her world at any moment.
"What kind of trick did you play on Sepia-nim?"
Dale asked, not hiding his hostility.
"I didn't do anything in particular. I just gave her a very small 'suggestion'."
"Tell me the content immediately."
"Ah, it's nothing special, not even worth hiding."
Before long, countless Death Knights appeared along the horizon of cold chill.
"Grant your heart to the successor of the Black, and respond to that heart."
"......!"
As soon as he heard those words, Dale did not hesitate.
Dale's world, which should have existed for 100% trust, transformed into a weapon to eliminate the enemy with full force.
At the boundary where the two worlds collided, the Death Knights rushed in. Dale flared his Shadow Cloak, striking out with his sword and magical projectiles. A barrage of cold and darkness swirled toward Titania.
At the same time, the black-blue rose petals that made up her world began to scatter. The stems of the roses rose like tentacles, wrapping around the Death Knights and stabbing them with sharp, protruding thorns.
Dale did not hesitate. Fluttering his Shadow Cloak, he rushed into 'Titania's World,' where black-blue roses and thorn vines blocked his path. The blade of the Shadow Cloak swirled, and the rose petals withered away like autumn leaves.
The distance closed. Before long, the pitch-black magic sword 'Gia' was aiming at Titania's throat.
"Did you not even predict that your wisdom would lead to such a result?"
"Of course not. I am merely responding to your trust, Gongja-nim."
Titania smiled without changing her expression. As if she knew it would turn out like this from the beginning.
"Are you saying that Sepia-nim was merely a puppet of the Blue from the start?"
"As long as she cannot officially join the 'Sorceress Council,' even if she is an Elder of the Tower, she cannot be an exception."
The Sorceress Council. That must be the Blue Magic Tower of 'schemes and lies' that Titania spoke of.
For those who could not belong to that organization, they would believe without doubt that the Blue Magic Tower was merely a tower symbolizing 'non-killing and harmony,' operating as puppets of the Council.
Judging by her words, Dale could easily understand the structure of the Blue Magic Tower.
"However, I hope you do not feel too regretful."
Titania continued.
"When Sepia-nim was banished from the 'Land of Crystal' and fell into the secular world, it was the decision of the Blue Magic Tower to take her in and offer a helping hand."
"It must have been a decision made after calculating her value as a puppet."
"Do you know what awaits elves who are banished from elf society, Gongja-nim?"
"The Assassins of the Mountain (Hashishin)......."
A secret organization of elf society, composed of Dark Elves of the desert, that purged the 'exiles' of the secular world.
"It was also the decision of the Blue Magic Tower to strike a deal with the Mountain Crone to guarantee Sepia-nim's safety. At the very least, she owes us her life."
Sepia's debt. Dale could not say anything. In other words, it was no different from the Blue Magic Tower holding her life in their hands.
"What is your true intention in telling me that fact?"
"I just wanted to tell you that our Blue Magic Tower is not an enemy of you and the Black Magic Tower. We merely intend to prevent Mikhail-gongja-nim from becoming the 'successor of the Lancaster family'."
"Was it not the enchantresses of York who bewitched Richard-gongja-nim, who was supposed to be the successor from the start?"
"Oh my, did the Grand Duke of Lancaster say that?"
Titania scoffed as if it were truly ridiculous.
"Even though we pursue wisdom, wisdom is by no means an exclusive product of our Blue Magic Tower alone."
"......."
"In the first place, there was no engagement between my daughter Margaret and the eldest son of the Lancaster family, Richard."
"What do you mean by that?"
"Richard Lancaster is already a cripple who cannot even think properly, having been brainwashed by the evil arts (邪術) of the Red Magic Tower. He arbitrarily believed the fact that he 'had an engagement with Margaret of York' and came to our territory alone."
Titania continued.
"Therefore, if our York family does not claim the legitimacy of the succession against the Lancaster family, our York family will be framed for trying to brainwash the eldest son of the Lancaster family and will walk the path of total destruction (滅門)."
"......."
"That is why the 'Sorceress Council' of the Blue Magic Tower accepted my intention to protect the York family."
"Are you saying the Grand Duke of Lancaster aimed for that from the start?"
"No, regrettably, the Grand Duke of Lancaster is also merely a puppet on this stage."
"Then who on earth......"
Dale was struck by a realization, as if hit by a hammer.
"Mikhail Lancaster."
The Apostle of Fire and Light.
A person of such skill that he could become the successor of the Lancaster family as a second son. And the fact that he obtained that position was by no means through nobility.
"......."
The ground beneath Dale's feet began to crumble.
Titania of the York family was saying that this was entirely 'Mikhail's scheme to take the position of the Grand Duke of Lancaster as a second son.' Furthermore, she confessed the true face of the Blue Magic Tower behind her and presented it as proof of trust.
At the same time, Mikhail Lancaster was also reaching out to Dale and claiming his own legitimacy.
Who should he trust? The secret struggle (暗鬪) unfolding beneath the surface finally revealed its form.
He recalled the Avatar that Mikhail showed at the Saxony Viscount Castle and the 'peace' he believed in without doubt.
─ Have you already forgotten how much blood the Hero of the Otherworld has shed in this world?'
─ Peace comes with sacrifice. Does such a thing as peace that can be obtained without shedding blood exist in this world?
'Have I been played in the palm of Mikhail's hand from the start?'
After a silence, Dale raised his head toward Titania.
"Did you say you wanted to gain my trust?"
"That is so."
"From now on, tell me everything about the 'silence' of the Blue Magic Tower. Your purpose, your organization, and the missions you are still carrying out while maintaining silence all over the continent, without leaving a single thing out. Even if it is lacking in the slightest......"
Dale said. Because which side to trust would be entirely a matter for later.
"I will swear that I will not spare my 'wisdom' for the Lancaster family."
"I knew you would come out like that."
Fortunately, this was inside the world of mages who allowed 'each other's hearts.' It was not a place that could be smoothed over with mere petty lies. The black-blue roses symbolizing Titania's inner state would not allow it.
"As I said, you will not be able to appease me with moderate lies."
Furthermore, the 'knowledge as a hero' that Dale possessed was by no means shallow. Even if he did not know all of this world's history, he had enough information to grasp the logic behind Titania's words.
The flaws and truths of the Empire that he knew as the Empire's Hunting Dog.
"I, too, do not think I can deceive the 'Black Prince' with moderate lies."
Finally, the truth of the Empire that Dale had been waiting for so long appeared from Titania's lips.
Black, White, Red, Blue, Green, the five-colored Magic Towers.
Apart from the five-colored Magic Towers, along with the Tower of Shadow built by the high-ranking demons of the North......
Dale's enemy that he could never forget, the dragon by the name of the Empire, and the color of the Imperial family that existed in the heart of that dragon.
About the Tower of Gold.
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* * *
Many things remain veiled regarding the existence of the Sorceress Council, a secret society within the Blue Magic Tower.
They are masters of schemes and lies whose true nature even the Empire or the Red Magic Tower cannot fully grasp. After all, even the Black Duke, who knows all sorts of secrets about the Empire, and furthermore, even Dale himself, could not have predicted the slightest point of contact between the York family and the Sorceress Council.
It is not 'people' who truly rule the Empire. That said, it does not mean that those who cannot be called human are all bound together by a single cause.
Vampires, succubi, and countless other heteromorphic races were merely competing in a battleground where they waged a struggle of species beneath the surface.
The reality of this world is a cycle of endless splitting and merging, with 'Shadows and Gold' at its center.
Within that, concepts like lifelong enemies or lifelong allies were merely pleasant-sounding facades.
* * *
After finishing the meeting with the Marquis York family, the 'Black Prince' returned to the Lancaster Duchy.
Succubus blood flows through the women of the York family. By using that blood and wisdom, the Marquis York family was reborn as one of the Empire's leading great lords, and thus, they became, without a doubt, the real power-holders of the Empire.
The reality of the beings who rule the Empire, who cannot be called human. It is not without reason that they are called the 'York Enchantresses'.
At least up to that point, it was a fact that Dale and the Black Duke also knew as 'insiders of the Empire'.
However, even Dale could not hide his surprise at the fact that they were simultaneously one of the rulers of the Blue Magic Tower, keeping silent.
Rather, as can be seen from the fact that they borrowed the power of the Ghost Sword and the Holy Sword that the Imperial family boasts of, the Marquis York family was openly revealing their pro-Emperor tendencies.
Always as spies for the Blue Magic Tower, which takes schemes and lies as the cornerstone of its ideology.
Therefore, they did not hesitate to willingly borrow the power of the Imperial family and the Red Magic Tower to carry out their goals, and even the Holy Sword was no exception.
'The Holy Sword was something that deserved to fall. The Empire, too, no longer felt the need for the Holy Sword.'
Titania did not doubt for a moment that Dale and the Shadow Court would once again achieve victory against the Holy Sword.
The only thing that caused her prediction to go awry was that the timing was far too fast.
Between the alliance with the Lancaster family and the subsequent proposal from the Marquis York family, Dale's mind was extremely complicated.
Nevertheless, there was only one decision Dale could make.
* * *
A room in the Lancaster Duke's castle.
"Young Lord Mikhail."
"Ah, Young Lord Dale. You have returned earlier than I expected."
Mikhail Lancaster, sitting at his desk, glanced up.
"Fortunately, it seems the war will come to an end faster than expected."
Dale said.
"The York family, having had the Holy Sword captured and the scales of the out-of-spec powerhouses tipped, has offered a surrender."
"Ho-oh."
"They have offered to accept Young Lord Mikhail's succession as it is, while taking the eldest son, Young Lord Richard, as a son-in-law into the York family."
"That is truly fortunate."
Mikhail smiled, his inner thoughts masked.
"To think you would defeat the threat of the Marquis York family so easily. It is indeed a feat worthy of the name 'Black Prince'. And I and the Lancaster family are ready to willingly fulfill our 'alliance'."
"I am grateful that you say so."
"As I said, I intend to fulfill my duty as the 'successor of Lancaster'."
Mikhail smiled, savoring the name of the successor that would finally fall into his hands.
"Is that why you joined hands with the Red Magic Tower?"
Dale interrupted without a moment's hesitation.
"To become the successor to the Grand Duke of Lancaster, did you borrow their power to brainwash your brother and pin the responsibility on the York family?"
"......."
Mikhail did not answer and remained silent. It was a very ominous silence.
"I thought life was very boring."
At the end of the silence, Mikhail continued.
"Talent for the sword, the best lineage... Since I was born, I had the whole world in my hands, and I was merely walking a path of effortless success. Even the rank of a second son, who wouldn't officially inherit the Grand Duke family, didn't matter at all. I was given too many things, and therefore, I had nothing to wish for."
He had chosen a life of cruising along the rails at his feet, assisting his eldest brother Richard, who would become the next Grand Duke.
"At least, until then."
"......."
"When my sword, which was once called the best talent in the Empire, was defeated before the 'Black Prince's' sword that day."
That match at the Fight Club changed Mikhail's life.
"I finally realized that I was a 'frog in a well'. That would have been no exception even for the young successor of the Red Magic Tower."
Mentioning Ray Yuris's name, Mikhail smiled bitterly.
"And I realized that to face the world outside the well, I could not choose the pathetic methods I had been using."
"Is that the reason you joined hands with the Red Magic Tower?"
"That is correct."
"Then you have finally obtained what you wanted, Young Lord Mikhail."
Mikhail nodded silently. After nodding, the hilt of the sword hanging diagonally at Mikhail's waist suddenly lunged forward.
A draw-sword technique approaching god-speed. Mikhail's sword, and the hero's beloved sword 'Peacemaker', was aimed at Dale.
"Can my current sword reach you, Young Lord?"
"As you can see, it is reaching me well."
Dale replied as if it were someone else's business.
"To Young Lord Dale, this world must feel truly ridiculous."
"Hardly."
At those words, Dale laughed as if he were dumbfounded.
"It wasn't me who looked at the world as ridiculous, but Young Lord Mikhail from the very beginning."
Mikhail remained silent, and Dale continued without caring.
"I have fulfilled my promise, and now it is time for the successor of the Lancaster family to fulfill the duty of the alliance."
The story of borrowing the Lancaster family's power to confront the Northern Demon Territory, which he rules as the Viscount of Saxony.
"The duty of the alliance will be fulfilled."
Mikhail Lancaster nodded silently.
"In addition, the Red Magic Tower has also decided to lend their flames according to the cause of our 'Anti-Demon Alliance'."
"That is truly reliable."
Dale nodded as if it were nothing to be surprised about.
"However, before that, the Marquis York family, who brainwashed my brother and manipulated him like a puppet, needs to pay the price."
He pinned his own ambition to get his hands on the Lancaster succession onto the actions of York, as if it were nothing.
"......Do you mean you won't end the war?"
"No, we will accept the Marquis York family's offer of surrender."
Mikhail smiled.
"It's just that one war has ended, and then it is our 'Lancaster's turn'."
"Do you intend to declare a territorial war against the York family in return?"
"Young Lord Dale has performed his role excellently. I swear that as soon as the matters with the York family are handled, I will fulfill the duty of the Anti-Demon Alliance."
One war had ended, and immediately another war was about to begin. And as for the war that would happen afterward, it was none of Dale's concern.
"I understand."
Therefore, Dale turned his back without hesitation. Without a shred of hesitation.
"As Young Lord Mikhail said, anything beyond this is not my area of concern."
* * *
That dawn.
"Follow me, my proud Saint Magdalena Knights!"
Even though it was the dead of night, a booming voice announcing a night raid rang out.
It was an unexpected maneuver, one that neither Lancaster nor the York family had anticipated.
It was a rescue operation for the Holy Sword, gathering all the remaining knight forces under his command after hearing the information about the 'place where the Holy Sword user is being held' that Dale had leaked. Even then, it was a small force of less than one hundred.
"......No, are they really coming?"
Dale had been grasping the enemies' movements early on before the night raid, but when they actually appeared, he truly could not hide his astonishment.
To maneuver so boldly toward the Shadow Court, the death trap Dale had dug.
"Holy shit."
Seeing that, Master Baro clicked his tongue.
"They said the pig's son wasn't just an ordinary idiot, but he really is a top-tier moron."
It was then. Dale opened his mouth toward the shadow assassins who were preparing a formation in the darkness, led by Master Baro.
"Master Baro."
"I'm all ready to cut their heads off."
"No, don't cut them."
However, what Dale said was a very unexpected order.
"After capturing the enemy commander Philip, stop at causing enough damage that the rest of the bastards will disarm."
"Uh, are you thinking of getting a ransom now?"
"There's something better than a ransom."
After saying that much, Dale closed his mouth.
Watching 'the rascal Philip' valiantly charging toward a small city within the Lancaster Duchy.
* * *
It didn't take long for the situation to be settled.
Making Philip, who was struggling desperately, realize the situation and submit obediently was not difficult.
"Young Lord Philip."
Dale opened his mouth toward the genius of defeat who was kneeling.
"Y-you bastard......! To drive me into a trap again with your cunning and cowardly tricks......!"
"Ah, thank you for the overwhelming praise."
Dale snapped his fingers as if it were someone else's business.
Chwaak!
The shadow assassin's sword slashed down toward the captured Saint Magdalena Knight. There were only about a hundred knights. Without any powerhouses of the Holy Sword or Aura Master level.
"H-hieek!"
However, that stupid action became an unexpected windfall for Dale.
"Afterward, just before the 'First Rose War' ends, Young Lord Philip will rescue the Holy Sword with an 'unbelievably brilliant and bold strategy' and return safely to the York territory."
Dale continued.
"In the 'Second Rose War' that will take place between York and Lancaster in the future, you will build a reputation that will echo throughout the Empire."
For a moment, Philip, who did not understand Dale's words, tilted his head. Dale continued without caring.
"And let's tie up Philip, throw him where the Holy Sword is, and get out of the Lancaster Duchy before dawn."
"Are you saying we should return to the Saxony Duchy?"
"We need to move in a way that makes it look like that from Lancaster's perspective. But we are not returning yet."
Dale replied to Master Baro's question.
"Because from now on, we will fight for the Marquis York family."
"......What did you say?"
Master Baro asked back as if he were dumbfounded.
"After handing victory to the Lancaster bastards, you're going to stick to the York side that you just smashed to pieces with your own hands?"
"Mikhail Lancaster played me from the start. The justification for starting this fight was a scam to begin with."
It wasn't York that brainwashed and bewitched the eldest son of the Lancaster family, Richard, in the first place. It was Mikhail Lancaster's ambition to defeat Dale and get his hands on the succession.
"If I get backstabbed like this and return to the northern territory, can I sleep soundly with both legs stretched out?"
"The one who backstabbed you will be the one sleeping with both legs stretched out."
Master Baro giggled as if it were someone else's business.
From the beginning, Dale was nothing more than Mikhail's puppet. And the battle between the red and white, black and blue roses, between Lancaster and York, was not over yet.
Dale, too, had no intention of being played unilaterally in the palm of Mikhail's hand like this.
However, the 'Black Prince', who has already acted as Lancaster's standard-bearer, cannot act by sticking to the York family like a bat flipping its palm. Therefore, officially, the 'Black Prince' will step back from the subsequent battles, and it was not Dale's role to carry out the battle on the York family's side.
"From now on, when you call me, don't call me the 'Black Prince' of Saxony......."
Because it will be the role of 'Philip', the eldest son of the Count family who formed an alliance through a marriage contract with Catherine, the second daughter of the York family.
Watching Philip, who was captured and struggling in front of him, Dale calmly continued.
"Call me the genius of defeat, the 'Philip' of the Count family, the rascal."
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* * *
The reality of this confrontation had been clear from the start.
It was a clash of shadow and gold, a simple matter of colors: black-blue for the standard-bearer of the shadow, and red-white for the standard-bearer of the gold.
There was no need to name the 'Monarch of Gold.' He stood at the pinnacle of the Empire of Fire and Light.
It went without saying which side Dale, the 'Shadow Monarch,' had to fight for.
Even though the First Rose War had ended in a Lancaster victory thanks to Dale's efforts, as Mikhail had said, the war was only just beginning.
A short time later, the York family officially offered their surrender at Dale's request, and the Lancaster family accepted it. The hero of the First Rose War who had fought as the standard-bearer for Lancaster, the 'Black Prince', also returned to his territory.
Shortly thereafter, the Lancaster family declared a territorial war against the York family on the charges of brainwashing and bewitching their eldest son, Richard.
It was the beginning of the Second Rose War.
* * *
In this world, there are no eternal enemies or eternal allies.
That was why Dale currently sat inside the castle of the Marquis of York—the very man he had fought as an enemy only a short while ago. He was there under the guise of 'Philip,' the good-for-nothing son of a Count who was fighting for them.
Since Dale had already made a name for himself as the Lancaster standard-bearer, he couldn't simply defect to the Yorks while using his own identity. He had no choice but to lock the 'real Philip' in the basement of the York lord's castle and assume his name.
"I can accept my existence being unofficially known to the enemy. In fact, Young Master Mikhail must believe I will fight 100% for the York family."
At Dale's words, Mistress Titania smiled silently.
"However, as long as I officially act as 'Philip, the Count's eldest son,' the enemy will naturally find it difficult to restrain me."
Above all, Dale's territory was located at the northern end of the Empire, in the Demon Territory. By the time someone came from the Grand Duchy of Lancaster to verify the truth, the outcome of the war would already be decided.
Officially, the 'Anti-Demon Alliance' signed between Sachsen and Lancaster would not be broken. This was, after all, a separate matter.
"Young Master Dale... no, to think that Young Master Philip possessed such brilliant wisdom."
"Ah, how truly imposing you are."
Catherine of York, Philip's fiancée, reached out to touch Dale's cheek, as if he were something precious. Dale stopped her hand without a twitch. The emotion vanished from Catherine's expression instantly.
"I am merely becoming a source of strength for the York family of my own volition."
"Do you mean you have no intention of dancing to Young Master Mikhail's tune?"
"I'm not the type to live while owing debts, you see."
Dale replied coldly.
"Furthermore, your York family is no exception to this debt."
"Since the world-renowned 'Black Prince' has trusted and accepted us, we of the York family will fulfill our duty as the 'Standard-bearer of the Shadow'."
"That is not enough."
Dale shook his head.
"Is there something else you desire?"
"As soon as I secure victory in this battle, convene the 'Sorceress Council' of the Blue Magic Tower."
Dale said, thinking of his teacher, Sepia.
"And I, too, will be present at that meeting."
"Hehehe, you are already more than qualified to do so, Young Master."
Mistress Titania smiled meaningfully. Dale did not answer and spread out the map right there.
A room in the Marquis of York's castle.
Present were Dale, the Slaughter Sword Master Baro, and the enchantresses of York.
Beyond them, the 'Ghost Sword Sephilia', who had acted as a branch of the York family, and the Iron Cross Knights loyal to her were no longer here. The Imperial court had directly summoned the Ghost Sword and her subordinate knights.
'They must have been aiming for this from the start.'
The timing was far too coincidental. And now that the situation had turned out this way, the Red Magic Tower joining in was likely a foregone conclusion.
"Does the Imperial court know that the Blue Magic Tower is behind the York family?"
"They only have circumstantial evidence. However, the moment the 'Black Prince' joins this battle, their suspicion will turn into certainty. But regardless of your joining, the Red Magic Tower would have likely decided to fight for the Lancaster family anyway."
"The silence of the Blue Magic Tower will also come to an end, then."
"Oh my, how could that be? The Blue Magic Tower has always kept its silence."
At Dale's words, Titania of York laughed as if amused.
"Just as it has until now, it will continue to do so in the future. Even before I was called by the name of 'York', and even when I discard this current name to take on a new one, nothing will change."
The form of the family was merely a mimicry for the 'Mistress' and her kin to blend into the Empire.
"Now then, shall we put our heads together for the wisdom of the Blue?"
Mistress Titania spoke in a low voice, spreading a large map over the wooden table.
* * *
The Lancaster family boasted one outlier of strength, the Heavenly Sword. Likewise, the York side had the Slaughter Sword Master Baro active. Even considering the difference in rank among the Seven Swords, the asymmetrical power balance was not completely shattered.
Furthermore, a battlefield involving powerhouses of the Seven Swords level never ends with the involvement of just one of them.
The Rose Cross Knights boasted by the Lancaster Duchy, and Mikhail Lancaster, who was said to be the closest to the Seven Swords of the Continent.
The victory in the first battle that Dale had secured was merely a simple taste, and the real 'Rose War' had only just begun.
And as if to prove that fact, the Lancaster forces, which had been consistently defensive, began to move.
They held the 'justification' of rescuing their eldest son, Richard, in their hands.
The area where the fertile territories of the York and Lancaster families met lacked natural fortresses like rivers or mountain ranges. Along the long border between the two territories, they attempted breakthroughs at multiple points simultaneously.
By forming multiple battlefronts, they induced chaos, identified the most vulnerable point, and carried out a concentrated breakthrough before the opponent could respond.
It was a deep-penetration tactic based on the 'mobile warfare doctrine' that could be called the flower of the Rose Cross Knights.
* * *
Ta-ang!
Dale, lying prone on the watchtower of the fortress, pulled the trigger of his 'Shadow Rifle', and a bullet of darkness plunged toward a Lancaster infantryman.
A combined arms unit consisting of a small number of knights and infantry.
Stopping this single unit was not difficult at all. As they attempted a siege to occupy the fortress of the York Marquisate, Dale could see their morale steadily breaking every time he silently pulled the trigger of his rifle.
"Retreat, retreat! Everyone fall back!"
The time Dale had previously acted as a 'Shadow Sniper' was when he was dealing with the Saint Magdalena Knights. That had been Dale's thorough individual action, and the Lancaster side likely hadn't even grasped the reality of it.
And whenever the Lancaster units encountered the 'unknown terror of death', their directive was only one.
Unilateral retreat.
"We've defended the fortress! The Lancaster bastards are running away!"
"Serves you right, you Lancaster dogs!"
"Young Master Philip has led us to victory!"
Praising the name of the genius of defeat, 'Philip', of all people.
The soldiers of the York family, unaware of the circumstances behind the scenes, were simply intoxicated by the joy of victory in having defended the fortress.
Even so, the damage to the Lancaster units was minimal, and they would likely retreat, regroup, and attempt 're-contact' once more.
However, pursuing the enemy units would only tie our own feet. They were a force that couldn't be ignored, but even if the entire unit were wiped out, it wouldn't affect the overall war situation.
'They are building their combat doctrine on the premise that I will be active from the start.'
Watching the retreating enemies, Dale bit his lip quietly.
In this region where the vast and fertile territories of the two great lords met, he had to find out where the 'core strength' of the enemy units, which were moving simultaneously, was located.
For that purpose, high-ranking assassins of the 'Shadow Court' were performing intelligence missions across the front lines, and for now, all Dale could do was wait.
At least for the immediate moment.
* * *
Even if they did not officially possess an 'outlier powerhouse', the York family also had their own knight organization.
The Order of the Blue Rose Knights.
Officially, the head of that order was the Ghost Sword Sephilia, a branch of the York family and vice-captain of the Iron Cross Knights. They had adopted the form of inviting her to lead the 'Knight Order' to receive her teachings.
A breastplate embroidered with the blue and white rose that symbolized the Marquis of York family.
Puk!
An aura blade of red and white plunged into that armor.
It was a single sword strike from Mikhail, the Sword Ghost who was closest to becoming the next of the Seven Swords of the Continent and who would inherit the Lancaster Grand Duchy.
Furthermore, the Rose Cross Knights following him were all swinging their swords at the York knights in unison.
War is not fought with numbers. The cavalry formations of the Rose Cross Knights spread across the front lines were all organized identically. It was a deception to prevent the enemy from gauging their strength by the number of cavalry.
However, that did not mean the quality of the knights making up those cavalry units was the same.
Although they were refraining from actions that would arouse the suspicion of scouts, such as deploying their Avatars... amidst the simultaneous, overwhelming offensive of the Lancaster family, the cavalry unit to which Mikhail belonged was already digging deep into the heart of the York family.
With no one calling out the name 'Young Master Mikhail', and Mikhail himself thoroughly hiding his identity inside his helmet.
* * *
"The Lancaster forces are fixing our defensive posture through wide-ranging simultaneous contact."
At that moment, at a fortress within the York Marquisate not far from the front lines.
"Even though they pointed fingers at our 'vile looting of the York family' until just a while ago, how could they be so shameless?"
Dale spoke, and Titania of York smiled as if she had expected it. Along with the young ladies of the York family who followed her.
"This is no time for jokes."
"Oh my, did my words sound like a joke?"
Titania of York asked back.
"If I think there is no chance of winning this fight, I will leave the York Marquisate without a moment's hesitation."
"Ah, how truly cold-hearted you are."
After saying that much, the second daughter, Catherine, who was by Titania's side, approached her. She leaned in close and whispered something that Dale could not hear.
"Oh my, well now."
As soon as she heard those words, Titania burst into laughter as if amused.
"Are you laughing in this situation?"
"No. It seems an 'unexpected guest' has arrived while the war situation is at its most intense."
Titania said.
"It seems the 'Wise Fairy', worried about you, Young Master... has personally traveled to this territory."
This included the puppet of the Blue Magic Tower and the Sorceress Council, and furthermore, his teacher, 'Sepia,' whom Dale could never forget.
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* * *
"Are you intending to threaten me?"
Dale asked sharply. The air in the vicinity froze.
"How could that be? This is, after all, her own will."
Mistress Titania smiled as if the very idea were absurd.
"Threatening Young Master Dale so blatantly, without a shred of elegance, is beneath the methods of our Blue Magic Tower."
"Then you wouldn't mind if I took her away right now, abandoning the front lines before us."
"......."
At Dale's words, Titania remained silent.
"I wouldn't mind. Please, do as you wish, Young Master."
"Mother!"
Titania continued, unbothered. Her daughters could not hide their bewilderment.
"Because for a shepherd girl who habitually lies to regain trust, a resolve befitting that is required."
"And one more thing."
Dale spoke.
"Teach me how to break the 'suggestion' the Sorceress Council has placed upon Sepia-nim."
A suggestion to open her heart to the successor of black and to respond to his feelings.
"Breaking a suggestion is not a difficult task."
Titania replied.
"However, even if you break the suggestion now, nothing will change."
"......."
"She has fulfilled her duty, and it was in a form that even we did not anticipate."
Dale swallowed.
"The emotions she feels while resonating with Young Master Dale's world are already extraordinary. Even if you break the suggestion, it would only confuse her further. But if you truly desire it, Young Master."
Titania unclasped the crystal necklace she was wearing.
"Show this gem to her and recite the phrase of awakening."
"What is that?"
"'Silence shall remember you.'"
"......."
Dale accepted Titania's crystal necklace and turned his back without a shred of hesitation, leaving behind the Lancaster family's massive army, which was even now advancing in unison toward the York Marquis territory.
* * *
Nothing would change. Dale spurred his horse through the York Marquis territory, his Shadow Cloak shifting into the form of a black robe.
As he crossed the dense, tangled forest within the territory, a sharp, honed killing intent rushed toward him.
A Flame Bolt spell.
Though it could not be compared to Dale's sniping magic, its precision and destructive power were by no means those of an ordinary mage. It was lethal, heavily armed with military formulas calculated to the golden ratio.
'A Red Mage...!'
They were operating beyond the fortress where the York family's leadership was gathered. He had anticipated that the Red Magic Tower would move alongside the Lancaster family, but he hadn't expected them to have infiltrated this far.
Dale dismounted from his startled horse and scanned the surroundings.
He reasoned that the number of enemies infiltrating this deep could not be large. It must be a small mobile unit performing reconnaissance behind enemy lines, just as Dale's 'Shadow Court' was doing.
"Do the knights of the Red Magic Tower have other business in York's territory?"
Dale asked as he stepped off his horse. A silent silhouette revealed itself from behind a tree. With no intention of hiding, a Red Mage stepped out, his flamboyant blood-red uniform fluttering.
A knight of the Red Tower, a Purifier.
"Ho, so you weren't just some scout."
As expected. They had mistaken the lone Dale for a mere scout, intending to extract information. Once the Lancaster breakthrough progressed, they intended to reveal themselves in the rear to clear a path for their 'core forces' or sow panic.
"For the renowned Purifiers to carry out a flanking maneuver behind the front lines."
Dale asked, probing them.
"Do you have some other despicable scheme?"
"......."
The Purifier did not answer. He simply fluttered his blood-red uniform, letting his actions speak. Dale could not complain about that.
"Orelia-nim."
Dale muttered, and the 'Lady Shadow,' who had been silent within his shadow, rushed out.
"......!"
The Valkyrie, wrapped in jet-black armor, swung a blood-red sword. A knight who had reached the realm of an Avatar had executed a sneak attack they had not anticipated.
Chwa-a-ak!
Blood sprayed from the red uniforms. The jet-black Valkyrie swung her blade, and blood sprayed endlessly among the Purifiers.
'There are about a dozen.'
Watching them scatter to deploy flame magic, Dale thought coldly.
"Do not let a single one survive."
He unfurled the Shadow Cloak.
"The Black Prince...!"
Shadow bullets rained down across the area. He could not wipe out the enemies taking cover behind tree trunks, but it didn't matter.
Nothing would change.
Dale melted into the shadows, becoming a swarm of darkness that dashed toward a Purifier hiding behind a tree.
He recalled the time he was ambushed by twelve Purifiers while leading hundreds of cavalry.
How much time had passed since then?
Puk!
He thrust a shadow blade toward the Purifier frantically spewing flames. The blade swirled like a shredder, butchering his body, scattering blood and flesh. Dale snapped his fingers.
The blue mana swirling beneath his feet took the form of the 《Blue Dissonance》 that Sepia had taught him and struck down.
He didn't even turn his head toward the red magic striking at his back.
Flame Strike.
He intervened between the strikes of flame, disrupting the mana structure and tangling the threads. Yet, more flame spells swirled toward him.
He snapped his fingers, scattering blue particles that resonated, connecting like a spiderweb.
"Resonate."
Kkiiiiik!
A sound as unpleasant as fingernails on a chalkboard rang out. The flame spells collapsed, their mana weaving distorted.
"For, for the Empire of Ashes!"
Suddenly, one of the Purifiers raised his voice, burning his own body. It was a clear suicide spell. Dale rushed him, faster than the explosion could trigger.
Puk!
He thrust a 'Shadow Blade' narrowly missing the heart, instantly injecting 《Blue Dissonance》 into his body. He avoided instant death, but the 'Circle' operating around the heart could not escape.
"A, Aaaaaaaagh!"
The Purifier screamed. The technique of a Blue Mage—the natural enemy of mages—was ringing out directly inside his body.
His mana flow twisted, and his Circle screamed. The body, burning as if it would explode, faded away.
He turned his head.
Except for the one in front of Dale, the last Purifier had been cut down by 'Lady Shadow.'
"It will be useless no matter how much pain you inflict on me!"
The Purifier, his suicide magic rendered void, shouted defiantly.
"Think whatever you like."
Dale muttered, snapping his fingers.
"Shub."
"......!"
At the same time, the most disgusting existence in the world wrapped around Dale, caressing him with tentacles, and moved slowly toward the Purifier.
Another ability Dale had gained after reaching the 4th Circle.
Devouring the enemy's brain.
Just as one of the Aura Masters of the Saint Magdalena Knights had melted into Dale at the Fight Club.
'Wouldn't it be dangerous?'
Dale hesitated. Even if he could handle the swordsmanship of the Saint Magdalena Knights, absorbing a 'Red Mage' while wielding blue and black mana carried a significant risk.
Failure to control the attributes could result in fatal internal damage.
'It is a risk worth taking.'
There was no need to hesitate. Dale shook his head and closed his eyes.
He sought the 'operation' the Purifier unit aimed for with this flanking maneuver. He would devour the red ideology the Purifier had built upon his formula of slaughter.
* * *
A jet-black fortress stood tall above the world of a white and dark winter night.
In that world where biting cold and darkness swirled, a hearth began to kindle a spark inside the great hall of the castle.
* * *
York Lord's Castle.
When Dale reached the castle, he found the lethargic Marquis York, a few retainers, and an unforgettable face.
"Sepia-nim."
"Dale......!"
Dale called her name. Sepia ran toward him, unable to hide her worry. Worry as a mentor? No. Dale pulled her arm, and she did not resist.
The words of Titania and the Blue Sorceress Council came to mind.
The suggestion placed upon Sepia. Why she had been away from the Blue Magic Tower, and why she could willingly respond to Dale's heart. Now he understood.
In Dale's pocket was the crystal necklace Titania had given him. A way to break the suggestion and return her to normal.
"Are you not hurt?"
Sepia asked, her voice as kind and lovely as always.
"......As you can see, I am safe."
"Yes, I am glad to hear that."
Sepia smiled as if she were finally relieved of her concerns.
"However, I am still conducting a war for the York family."
Dale continued.
"For the York family......"
Sepia continued.
"I was heading toward the Lancaster family, but an envoy from the Blue Magic Tower informed me of the situation. I hurriedly changed direction and came here."
"Is there any other reason you came to find me?"
"......The war has dragged on, so I was worried about the situation. The Black Duke understood that and sent me as a messenger."
Titania was right. Sepia's decision to find Dale was her own, even if the change in destination was secondary.
'If I had continued to fight on the Lancaster side, was I planning to use Sepia-nim as a shield?'
Once he thought that, it became even harder to trust York and Titania.
In any case, the war was not over. And he had even obtained the decisive information inside the 'Purifier's' head.
'The war situation has returned to the palm of my hand.'
It was a coincidence that the pieces fit together. Because Dale had abandoned the front lines and crossed the territory alone, they had mistaken him for a scout and attacked.
"Sepia-nim."
Dale left the crystal necklace in his pocket and spoke.
"Please, lend me your strength for my sake."
Leaving behind the spark burning in the world of the white and biting winter night.
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* * *
Two horses galloped across the Marquis York territory, their black and white manes fluttering in the wind.
'Allow your heart to be opened to the successor of the Black, and respond to that heart.'
'Please, for my sake, lend me your power, Sepia-nim.'
When Dale had said that, Sepia had nodded with her usual kind and gentle smile. She always acted as a mentor looking out for her student, and furthermore, as an elf mage who understood Dale's world.
Her kindness seemed to embody the very benevolence of a goddess.
But now, he understood. The crystal necklace clinking in Dale's pocket held the truth Mistress Titania had revealed: the absolute love Sepia showed him was, strictly speaking, not of her own will. Not a single shred of it was genuine from the very beginning.
Dale bit his lip quietly.
"What is the matter?"
Just then, Sepia, who was riding beside Dale, asked with concern.
"Your expression is not good. Is there some disadvantage in the current war situation?"
"It is nothing of the sort."
Dale smiled, masking his true feelings. Sepia returned the smile, as she always did, and continued.
"Do not worry. I will be by your side to protect you."
'I will protect you by your side.'
Charlotte's voice suddenly came to mind. A girl who didn't even know that the person before her was the murderer of the father she so hated, yet who did not hesitate to become a sword wielded for Dale's sake.
That day, Dale's will had reached out to young Charlotte, forging her into who she was today. How was that act any different from the 'schemes and lies' of the Blue Magic Tower? In a sense, it was even more malicious than the suggestion that moved Sepia.
It was no different at all. Titania had once called Dale 'the most influential successor of the Blue Magic Tower.' Though he could not understand her true intentions, for Dale to point a finger at the Blue Magic Tower was truly a piece of irony and hypocrisy.
Just as his father, the Black Duke, had been in the past.
"I am always grateful, Sepia-nim."
That was why Dale could not say anything.
For now, all Dale could do was seize victory in this war. After that, he would summon the 'Sorceress Council' of the Blue Magic Tower as promised, and the rest would be a matter for another time.
* * *
Dale did not head straight for the York leadership—the fortress where the enchantresses of York resided.
When a high-ranking assassin of the 'Shadow Court,' who was in periodic contact across the Marquisate, came to find Dale, Dale's order was quite unexpected.
"Recall the entire intelligence unit and assemble the high-ranking assassins of the Shadow Court at Felix Fortress."
Dale's new destination was one of the many fortresses built within the Marquis York territory to counter the Lancaster family.
The information obtained through the Purifiers that day was not decisive enough to determine the direction of the battle itself. However, it provided at least a minimal clue to counter Mikhail's strategy of 'hiding a tree in the forest' through simultaneous advances.
'It was information I was going to get anyway.'
However, the real harvest he gained after encountering the Purifier unit that day was something else.
In the citadel of the white and dark winter night, a hearth was faintly kindling a spark.
Dale accelerated his four Circles, testing his magic.
Amidst the black-blue magic, blood-red sparks flickered like static electricity before fading into nothingness.
'......I think I get the gist of it.'
Standing on the watchtower of the fortress, he looked out at the vast, open horizon.
Felix Fortress was the rearmost stronghold, furthest away from the Lancaster forces that were advancing by forming simultaneous battlefronts. Dale had intentionally set up camp in the rear instead of joining the front lines.
Unfortunately, as long as he could not act as the 'Black Prince,' he could not officially use the Night Crow Knights and the elders of the Black Magic Tower as chess pieces. Dale was currently acting as Philip, the 'Genius of Defeat.'
People do not change overnight. If they saw the Genius of Defeat turn into a 'Genius of Victory' overnight, the Lancaster side would easily guess his true identity, unless they were idiots.
However, the enemies who would encounter the 'Genius of Defeat' for the first time on the very first battlefield where Philip would show his prowess—they were the exception.
Seeing the banners of Count Brandenburg's family fluttering at Felix Fortress, they would surely cheer, thinking they had won before even fighting.
Just as Dale had once secured a one-time major victory against the Holy Sword's cavalry through the 'Shadow Court'... It was a one-time opportunity that could only be seized as Philip, the Genius of Defeat.
This opportunity would be the one-shot reversal move to overturn the unfavorable war situation.
* * *
The night deepened. Excluding the scouts active in the dark wilderness, the Lancaster forces officially halted their advance.
Forming and breaking through multiple fronts at the same time did not only have advantages. It became vulnerable to unexpected piecemeal defeats, and the speed of the advance was bound to slow down for the entire widely spread front to move organically.
Above all, just because it was mobile warfare, they could not use armored weapons like tanks or armored vehicles.
Therefore, as long as the defensive posture of the countless fortresses built within the Marquis York territory was solidifying, they would surely bring out a secret plan to break through it.
Up to that point was within Dale's range of prediction, and knowing the specific reality of it was entirely in the realm of luck.
The 'Purifiers' of the Red Magic Tower were infiltrating and operating in the rear of the Marquis York territory.
The mages called the 'Gods of War'—specifically the Red Mages of the Red Magic Tower—claimed to be the gods of siege warfare.
They were to swallow the rear, and at the same time, the Lancaster forces would join in to aim for a trump card.
However, Red Mages were not specialized in nighttime operations. In this world, large flames and explosions in the middle of the night meant only one thing.
In a situation like now, where both sides had widely formed fronts, carrying out a conspicuous night raid was a suicide mission.
Therefore, it was not difficult to predict the enemies' movements taking advantage of this night.
To surround the York Marquis's front line from front and back, they would try to capture the rear fortresses with relatively lax guards first. A small number of elite powerhouses capable of doing so would move.
Among them, the rear fortress, Felix, was the most appetizing target for the Lancaster side.
First, it was a strategic point from which one could overlook the entire York front line the moment it was captured.
Second, the one guarding that fortress, which held no small importance despite being a rear fortress, was Philip, the 'Genius of Defeat' who was famous across the continent.
The idiot who had once handed over even the impregnable fortress that could never be taken on Bratina Island would surely not succeed in defense on this evenly matched battlefield.
The mobile strike force of the Lancaster side, which had already completed its bypass maneuver to the rear of the York territory, had its commander cheering inwardly.
This was no different from a battle won before even fighting. They would capture the rear fortress, isolate the York front line from front and back, and seize victory.
Seeing the armor of the 'Saint Magdalene Knights' visible above the fortress and the unit flags symbolizing the Count's family, they felt no hesitation.
* * *
Inside the fortress, Dale stood by the window.
Beside him, as always, Sepia kept him company. Just as she had done for Dale, who had been reborn as the ruler of the Demon Territory and the 'Viscount of Saxony.'
"Sepia-nim."
"Why, Dale?"
After a silence, Dale opened his mouth.
"......Why do you do so much for me?"
"Why, you ask? Did we not make a promise?"
Sepia tilted her head as if she could not understand.
"That I would stay by your side and, furthermore, protect your happiness."
"That is true."
Dale smiled quietly at Sepia's words. He did not hesitate.
"......!"
He closed the distance and kissed Sepia. In Dale, who grew by the day, there was no trace of youthful hesitation. He didn't even have to stand on tiptoes; instead, he lowered his head to meet her lips.
Sepia was flustered by the sudden kiss, but the bewilderment was only for a moment.
"Ugh, mmm......."
She simply wore an unreadable smile and wrapped her arms around Dale's shoulders.
He craved the agape love, the endless affirmation, kindness, and tenderness she showed him. Through her, he sought to drown out the cold loneliness dwelling within his world.
But this was by no means her will. He liked Sepia, who accepted Dale even while knowing that fact.
Charlotte and Sepia—how were they different?
He hated those who wrapped the strings of a puppet around the past Dale as a Hero of the Otherworld and manipulated him. But now, how was Dale's act any different from them? It was no different at all.
Before he knew it, Dale had also become the same monster as them.
"You have already matured so much."
At the end of the kiss, Sepia smiled with her cheeks flushed.
"Because I promised to become a man worthy of Sepia-nim."
After saying that, Dale gave a bitter smile. Could he, who was now unilaterally craving affection from her upon realizing the fact that she could not resist, really be called worthy of Sepia?
No.
Dale put his hand into his pocket. The touch of the crystal necklace Titania had given him was imprinted there.
Dale was about to take out the necklace after much hesitation.
"Haha, I feel truly fucking sorry to interrupt the two of you in such an intimate moment."
"......!"
Suddenly, a presence was felt.
"As expected, the elite troops of the Lancaster side, who have finished their bypass maneuver, are on the verge of taking the fortress."
"I will respond immediately."
Dale nodded toward the Slaughter Sword and the subordinate shadow assassins who had delivered the report. He pushed the touch of the crystal necklace in his pocket to the back of his mind.
Sepia's face had turned bright red, and she had turned her head away, not knowing what to do out of shyness.
* * *
There are three large lines.
The first line, the line of enemies where the Lancaster Duchy's forces are advancing simultaneously.
The second line, the line of the York Marquisate, which is repeatedly defending in the countless fortresses built to counter them.
The third line, the rear line, which is a bit away from the York family's defensive front.
Assuming that the first and second lines clashing is a normal war, usually, it is the third line's role to break this stalemate.
Surprising the enemy's rear through a large-scale secret bypass maneuver and capturing the fortress, creating a situation where the first and third lines surround the second line. That was why Dale intentionally volunteered to participate in the third line, not the second line where the defensive front was formed.
And the elite unit of the Lancaster side, which had carried out a bypass maneuver aiming for that third line, began the siege.
Toward Felix, the rear fortress far away from the defensive front.
Even though they could not perform a cavalry charge, and even though they had to bear the risk of a 'siege' to capture the fortress.
The 'weight of the name' that Philip, the Genius of Defeat, held was by no means light, to the extent that it was thought to be a risk worth bearing.
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* * *
Officially, the one guarding the rear fortress, Felix, was the Count family's good-for-nothing, Philip. The Count family's banner fluttered above the fortress, and knights in mithril armor stood guard, leaving no room for doubt.
And the House of Lancaster already knew that they had suffered desperate losses at the hands of the 'Black Prince'.
The night was deep, and movements in the shadows began.
In this world, the value of knights is by no means limited to cavalry charges on horseback. They are beings who have transcended the limitations of the flesh through Aura. When they move with the intent of a 'siege' under the cover of the night's darkness, the true value of knights is closer to that of a multi-purpose special forces unit—a small, elite group infiltrating the enemy's rear through flanking maneuvers to carry out their mission.
The unit of Rose Cross Knights was no exception.
Having shed their armor and hidden their identities with hoods, the Rose Cross Knights hung siege hooks along the fortress walls. Shadows began to sprint up the stone walls.
Ta-at!
Defying gravity, they lightly vaulted up the fortress walls, relying on a single siege hook.
"Goodness, you lot are working hard, breaking your backs in the middle of the night."
No sooner had they cleared the wall than a silhouette blocked the knights' path, as if it had been waiting for them.
They didn't even have the luxury of figuring out the man's identity. In a way, that was truly fortunate.
At least more so than knowing that the person on the wall was one of the Seven Swords of the Continent.
Chwa-a-ak!
The necks of the Rose Cross Knights rolled uselessly through the air.
* * *
A 'special forces' unit consisting of about a hundred Rose Cross Knights was tasked with seizing the rear fortress of Felix.
An elite unit composed of about thirty Aura Knights and seventy Aura Beginners.
The 'infiltration team' moving in front had successfully suppressed the walls and was waiting for the signal to ring out.
Before that could happen, the fortress gate suddenly opened, and the drawbridge was lowered.
A cavalry unit of about a hundred began to move along the drawbridge.
The riders were Saint Magdalena Knights. A standard-bearer, clad in pure white mithril armor, held the Count family's flag aloft.
Moreover, some of them were brandishing 'pure white Aura Blades' as if to show off—evidence that left no room for doubt.
'Had they actually ordered the cavalry out of the castle to annihilate the enemy!'
Seeing that absurd decision, the unit commander of the Rose Cross Knights, Melius, could not hide his astonishment.
To abandon the castle's defense and force a field battle without gauging the enemy's strength! Besides, hadn't most of the Saint Magdalena Knights' high-ranking forces been wiped out after falling into the 'Black Prince's' trap?
He thought that being a genius of defeat wasn't something just anyone could pull off.
The unit commander, who was lying in ambush in a nearby forest area, signaled his subordinates behind him.
The waiting Rose Cross Knights mounted their warhorses, preparing for a charge. They rode toward the Saint Magdalena Knights under the command of the good-for-nothing Philip, who were marching toward their deaths.
'Yeah. If he weren't that stupid, he wouldn't have the talent to abandon an impregnable fortress.'
Clicking his tongue as if in shock, unit commander Melius muttered, unable to hide his inner delight.
"Before waiting for instructions from the infiltration team, we will wipe out the main cavalry force of Saint Magdalena first."
The enemy was walking into a death trap of their own volition. Was there any reason to refuse?
Forming ranks within the forest area, the hundred or so Rose Cross Knights, excluding the small infiltration team, began their charge.
They were joined by the Purifier unit of the Red Magic Tower.
* * *
They had abandoned the advantage of defending the fortress and voluntarily stepped outside. They didn't have an overwhelming advantage in numbers, and it was practically a suicidal act.
That was why Melius, the Lancaster unit commander, and the Purifiers of the Red Magic Tower moved.
"Charge! Wipe out the dogs of York and Saint Magdalena!"
"For the Grand Duke of Lancaster! The blood of the enemies shall prove your nobility!"
Without hiding the red and white roses that symbolized Lancaster, the armored knights began their charge in unison.
The Purifiers in blood-red uniforms, symbolizing the Red Magic Tower, were no exception.
"Become ash."
Before the cavalry charge, the Purifiers' flames swirled like a storm, raining down directly onto the Saint Magdalena Knights.
The 'Karma Fire' the Red Magic Tower boasted of.
It wasn't hard to imagine the scene behind the flames after the Red Mage's firestorm swept through—at least for those who remembered the cruelty displayed during the Empire's unification war.
The flames swirled, and knights revealed themselves from within the fire, as if even the flames could not block their path forward.
'Did they block the flames with an Aura Shield?'
No.
The heat was enough to melt the Count family's mithril armor into a slag. The state of the knights wearing it went without saying.
There were knights wrapped in flames.
Underneath the melted armor, there was no sign of human flesh and blood. The bones were exposed, and what should have been inside was nowhere to be seen.
Empty bodies, nothing but shells. They weren't living beings to begin with—not even the warhorses they rode. As the realization struck, a chill ran down the unit commander's spine.
These were not Saint Magdalena Knights. Or at least, they hadn't been since they were alive.
"The Death Knights of the Black Magic Tower......!"
The knights of death were there.
The one guarding this fortress was not the 'genius of defeat', Philip. It was the 'Black Prince', who had long ago wiped out the Holy Sword and his cavalry and secured victory in the First Rose War.
However, there was no time to voice the realization.
Before he knew it, the army of dead knights sprinted, kicking off the ground.
Ta-ang!
Simultaneously, a killing intent from an unknown source struck from the fortress watchtower. A knight's helmet shattered; his skull exploded.
The shadow sniper had just pulled the trigger for the first time.
At the same time, the hundred Death Knight cavalry on the battlefield were launching a cavalry charge toward Dale's enemies.
* * *
The cavalry of death sprinted, the Black Sword of Saxony imbued on the tip of each blade.
Compared to that, the Lancaster side had only about thirty Aura Knights.
Even though Dale had become a powerhouse who hunted down Magic Tower elders and those stronger than Aura Masters as a matter of routine, in this world, their scarcity was not to be taken lightly.
If this war were a battle fought within the realm of common sense, thirty Aura Knights and seventy Aura Beginners would be more than excessive, even overkill, to secure a single rear fortress.
"H-how is the 'Black Prince' here......!"
There was no way the Saint Magdalena Knights, who wore the Count family's banner, would bow to the 'Black Prince's' will. Hadn't he heard that the good-for-nothing Philip had successfully rescued the Holy Sword from the 'Black Prince' and returned to the York Marquis territory?
After that thought, unit commander Melius's blood froze.
Who had reported that Philip led the cavalry to rescue the Holy Sword and returned?
It was the 'Black Prince'.
Even as they tried to turn their horses to flee, their ranks tangled, and deserters appeared one after another. To think the proud Rose Cross Knights would turn their backs just to save their own lives!
They couldn't escape by riding over the flat ground, as they were within range of the 'shadow sniper' surveying the area from the watchtower. Those who realized this sprinted toward the forest facing the fortress, but it changed nothing.
Chwa-a-ak!
One fleeing knight had his throat slit before he could realize it; the gushing blood revealed the culprit.
It was a spiderweb.
The formation of the shadow assassins. To think that even the high-ranking assassins of the 'Shadow Court' had joined the fray.
Regardless, the Lancaster forces carrying out the rear infiltration were few. They had intended to join forces with the Red Magic Tower's Purifiers to seize the fortress and isolate the York side's defensive posture.
That scheme had been read, and their opponent wasn't even the genius of defeat.
The fear and cruelty that the name 'Black Prince' carried were being poured out toward the Lancaster knights.
* * *
Some time later, when Dale finally appeared at the front-line fortress where the York leadership was gathered.
"Oh my, Master Dale."
Mistress Titania smiled at Dale as if she had been waiting.
"I heard that you wiped out all the Red Magic Tower and Lancaster forces that had infiltrated the rear."
After the victory at Fortress Felix, the 'Lancaster Hunt' began in the rear, led by the Shadow Court assassins. The Purifiers of the Red Magic Tower who operated in the shadows with them were no exception.
In the fortress on the white and dark winter night, the embers of the brazier burning in the citadel also began to burn even hotter.
"And welcome, Lady Sepia."
"......."
At Titania's smile, Sepia remained silent.
"As you can see, I will achieve victory in this battle."
It was Dale's turn to break the silence.
"And the Blue Magic Tower will convene the 'Sorceress Council' as promised, and without a doubt, the Blue Magic Tower Master will have to show her face as well."
Mentioning the person at the pinnacle of that very Magic Tower—the Magic Tower of schemes and lies—Dale continued calmly.
"Is there anything else you wish for there?"
"Lady Sepia will be cleared of the debt she owes you."
Dale opened his mouth.
"Because from now on, it is not the role of your Blue Magic Tower to protect Lady Sepia."
"Da, Dale......?"
Sepia, not understanding the meaning of those words, asked in confusion.
"You have nothing to worry about, Lady Sepia."
Dale continued, unconcerned.
"Even if Lady Sepia comes to hate me and point fingers at me, I will never forget Lady Sepia's devotion."
He took out the 'crystal necklace' from his pocket.
The Blue Magic Tower's suggestion: to offer one's heart to the successor of the Black Magic Tower and respond to that heart.
"Silence will remember you."
Clink!
The crystal necklace shattered, and blue magic power scattered into the air.
The puppet strings wrapped around Sepia's body were cut right through.
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* * *
A storm of mana, like a gale sweeping through the area, raged on. Within it, Dale slowly turned his head.
Mental manipulation and illusions, magic nullification, the schemes and deceit that the Blue Magic Tower prided itself on.
Finally, the puppet strings binding Sepia were severed—by Dale's will.
"......!"
Sepia staggered, losing her balance for a moment. Dale caught her, feeling her body tremble faintly.
"Ah, ahhh......."
With a headache that threatened to shatter her skull, Sepia clutched her head. Titania and the young ladies of the York family watched, their expressions devoid of emotion.
He wanted to embrace her, to ease her pain, but there was nothing he could do to undo it.
Six years ago, she had become his tutor. They had spent a long time together—she, a reliable mentor; she, the gentle elf who protected him from the biting cold and loneliness of those days.
"Why."
Mistress Titania addressed Sepia, who was still clutching her head.
"Lady Sepia, you have performed the Sorceress Council's mission magnificently."
"Mission......?"
"Try to remember. What we commanded you to do, and how you carried out those orders."
"From the beginning......."
Sepia fell silent, unable to continue. After a moment, she looked straight at Dale.
"Dale."
Sepia spoke his name, as if tracing her memories. Her voice trembled.
"Please speak, Sepia-nim."
"No, it is nothing."
Sepia smiled, feigning composure. It was a smile that betrayed her agitation, yet it still held the kindness she always showed. At the same time, a palpable distance—something never felt before—stood between them.
The suggestion had vanished, but the time Dale and Sepia had built together remained.
Her feelings, which she had thought were her own, were not; yet, they were by no means false. That irony tormented her.
"Could you leave me alone for a moment?"
Sepia asked, her voice trembling. Dale nodded silently.
"Just......."
Sepia started to speak, then stopped. Dale, too, remained silent.
Realizing this, an unknown emotion tightened around Dale's heart. He didn't want to lose her. He could have craved her affection without breaking the suggestion.
Yet, he hadn't. Why? He didn't know. It didn't matter right now.
"Mistress Titania, I understand the elegance of the Blue Magic Tower's schemes."
"Oh my."
"Which is why I also know you won't do anything as vulgar as playing such pathetic tricks on her again."
It was a silent warning.
"You need not worry about that."
"Furthermore, please show the utmost consideration so that Sepia-nim can rest."
"It seems our wise elf has performed her 'mission' even more brilliantly than we imagined."
"......."
Mistress Titania smiled as if she were amused.
"As promised, I will lead this war to victory. And from this moment on, it will be entirely my role to command the entire York family's military forces."
Dale spoke without a moment's hesitation. At those words, Titania and the rest of the York clan bowed their heads in silence.
"Please, do as you wish with us, my lovely husband...... Young Master Philip."
The second daughter, Catherine, smiled as if she were delighted. Dale did not answer.
The Lancaster scheme to isolate the York forward fortress through rear infiltration had failed. It wasn't difficult to guess their next move.
The battle between the two roses—the Black-Blue and the Red-White—was drawing near. But not yet. Before the clash, Dale's performance had only just begun.
* * *
Some time after that.
The long, simultaneous front lines were deadlocked, the fighting dragging on sluggishly.
On the York side, a heroic tale began to spread, breaking the stalemate and blowing a fresh wind.
It was the performance of Philip, the scoundrel of the Count family, branded the Empire's greatest loser—the true 'genius of defeat'.......
He employed a mobile defense: minimal troops at the forward fortress, while the main force acted as a reserve unit to intercept the Lancaster side's mobile units.
He was a standard-bearer of victory, leading a mobile strike force of Saint Magdalene Knights and Blue Rose Knights. He appeared at various points of the forward fortress, sounding the drums of victory. Every time Philip appeared, waving the banner of the Count family, no one from York or Lancaster dared call him the 'genius of defeat'.
These victories were obtained purely by reading the battlefield and moving to the right place at the right time, without the feats or magic that symbolized Saxony's 'Black Prince'.
Around that time, Philip's fame, echoing through the war, reached the ears of Mikhail Lancaster.
* * *
"Contact with the rear infiltration unit and the Purifiers has been lost. Given that there is still no word, it seems they have all been taken by the York side......"
"Our losses due to the mobile strike force led by Brandenburg's Philip are immense. Interceptions and defeats in detail are occurring as if they are reading our movements; maintaining multiple front lines any longer is......"
"Reports say that whenever Philip appears on the battlefield, York's Catherine is always by his side. It seems likely that Philip's military achievements are actually York's strategy and tactics."
Amidst the endless reports, Mikhail Lancaster remained silent, biting his lip inside his helmet.
He knew that the wisdom possessed by York's enchantresses did not stop at political infighting. He also knew that they always followed the men on the battlefield and effectively issued the commands.
However, no matter how bright and wise they were, it wasn't to such an absurd degree.
Therefore, there was only one decision Mikhail Lancaster could make.
"It is the Black Prince."
The scoundrel Philip never existed. The entity currently active across the front lines was the main player who had secured the victory of the First Rose War for the Lancaster family.
"As soon as Philip's mobile defense unit appears, we will form a reserve unit to intercept it."
"......!"
"I will summon the Rose Cross Knights, our top strength, and furthermore, I will command the reserve unit myself."
That was why Mikhail Lancaster made his decision.
* * *
The Lancaster side's large-scale advance began once again, and as if they had been waiting, 'Philip's mobile strike force' moved to intercept the isolated Lancaster units.
The Lancaster intelligence unit, which had been observing their movements, reported this fact, and the unit under Mikhail's command pursued them without hesitation.
The enemy force consisted of several hundred cavalrymen. A force of this size moving simultaneously was undoubtedly the core performing the 'mobile defense.' Intercepting them would be a decisive blow that could annihilate the enemy's main strength.
Or so it should have been.
"Charge! Wipe out the dogs of York!"
Finally, the Rose Cross Knights commanded by Mikhail charged toward the enemy's mobile defense unit. And at the same time, Mikhail unleashed his 'Avatar', bracing for the coming impact.
Before his swinging sword, the enemy cavalry fell helplessly, like leaves in the wind.
The armor covering their bodies shattered, revealing what lay inside.
"......."
From afar, they had appeared to be 'the dead'—difficult to distinguish from humans.
They were not even Death Knights of high martial prowess. However, they were projecting highly advanced formulas, allowing them to carry out orders from a distance.
"S-surrender! I will surrender!"
Finally, among those dead, there was a living person.
"That guy, it's that guy! That despicable 'Black Prince' used me as a scapegoat! I, I was threatened and had no choice but to......!"
The genius of defeat was there.
Philip, the scoundrel of the Count family, knelt and begged miserably in front of Mikhail.
This was no disguise of the 'Black Prince'. The real Philip was there, and the cavalry under his command was merely numerical camouflage—corpses from the war revived as 'low-level undead'.
Given Dale's talent, it wouldn't be difficult to make this number of low-level undead move independently.
Realizing what that meant, Mikhail's expression froze.
Mikhail Lancaster had anticipated that the 'Black Prince' was disguised as Philip and had set countermeasures accordingly.
But the 'Black Prince' had predicted Mikhail's actions several moves ahead and had already discarded Philip's mask.
Furthermore, with Mikhail and the Lancaster main force having moved all the way here to intercept the mobile defense unit...... it was not difficult to imagine the move the 'Black Prince' would take, exploiting the absence of their core strength.
He finally realized it.
Mikhail Lancaster had been dancing in the palm of his hand from the very beginning.
"Y-Young Master Mikhail! My forming an alliance with the York family was, in every way, inevitable......!"
"Shut that mouth immediately."
Mikhail Lancaster spat out coldly, and Philip's mouth snapped shut.
* * *
A short time before Mikhail realized the 'truth about Philip'.
Mikhail Lancaster and the main force of the Rose Cross Knights have finished moving to intercept Philip's decoy unit.
A high-ranking assassin acting as an intelligence agent made the report. As soon as he heard the news, Dale did not hesitate.
"Now it will be our turn."
Leaving minimal troops for fortress defense, a unit composed of the best elites within the Blue Rose Knights Order was already prepared.
They would break through the Lancaster front line, which was moving in the opposite direction of Mikhail's unit, and advance toward the York family.
"We will quickly break through the front line and collapse the Lancaster side's front line through rear maneuvering."
There were largely three rows in this battle.
The first row was the York defensive army, holed up in the fortress, continuing a defensive siege.
The second row was the Lancaster front line charging toward them.
By taking advantage of the absence of the Lancaster elite troops—who had been hooked by Dale's bait—and carrying out a deep penetration, they would seize the Lancaster rear: the third row.
York, having seized the first and third rows, would surround and isolate the Lancaster second row.
Just as the Rose Cross Knights and Purifiers who had infiltrated the rear of the York territory had intended to do.
However, the situation had turned 180 degrees. Now, they were the ones playing in the palm of Dale's hand.
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* * *
The tide of battle turned in the blink of an eye.
While Mikhail Lancaster was moving away from the core front to intercept Philip's 'Mobile Defense Unit,' Dale and the elite forces of the York family seized the opening to launch a breakthrough.
Furthermore, the York family's core units were not without their sorceresses. They did not officially reveal their abilities, yet the influence they exerted on the battle from the shadows could not be underestimated.
The magic of the Blue Magic Tower did not stop at merely manipulating water or ice. It was a tower that pursued the wisdom of stratagems and lies, just as its name suggested—filled with various forms of mental manipulation, brainwashing, and illusions...
Brainwashing need not be directed only at enemies.
"For the York family!"
"Never fall!"
Just as a political officer might instill national ideology and patriotism into soldiers, they were imbuing them with conviction by intentionally injecting a specific value system.
"Fight for your beliefs."
"The future of York depends on you."
"As heroes of York, imagine a future where this world praises and honors your achievements."
Blue Aura Blades shimmered along the swords of the Blue Rose Knights. Yet, the knights wielding them were by no means Aura Knights; at best, they were mere Aura Beginners.
Yet, these beginners freely wielded 'Aura Blades'—the crystallization of the ideology instilled within them.
Only then could one truly understand the real power possessed by the sorceresses of York.
Mental manipulation, brainwashing. A blue Aura Blade made to shine by injecting false ideologies.
Succubi possessed no obvious demonic wings or tails. Their true terror lay not in the charm to seduce men, but in their brainwashing—the ability to bewitch and manipulate minds as easily as flipping one's hand.
Through Margaret, Catherine, and the other young ladies of York, they elevated mere Aura Beginners to the level of 'Aura Knights.'
Furthermore, the results of the ideology injected by Mistress Titania, the mastermind of the York Marquis family, were on full display.
There stood knights projecting the armor of ideology known as an Aura Master—an Avatar.
"You are the heroes of our York family."
Knights struggled within the 'ideology of lies' built by the Empress of Succubi.
"Ah, we will never forget your sacrifice."
As if led by Titania's words, the knights deployed their Avatars in unison and cried out for the honor of York. In their minds, they must have been picturing a rosy future where they would win this war and be praised as heroes of the Empire.
Even if it were but a fleeting daydream.
'So this was the true power of the York family.'
He finally understood. As Titania had said, war was not fought only by those who were out of the ordinary.
A knight's Aura was ultimately the crystallization of ideology, and the sorceresses of York were injecting that 'ideology' through their mental manipulation abilities. In a sense, it was no different from the anthem magic of the White Magic Tower, which strengthened ideology by inspiring spirit and faith.
Only then did he understand the composure Mistress Titania had shown during the First Rose War. To make her an enemy was to face a level of strategy against which even Dale could not guarantee victory.
Having gained a strategic advantage through Dale's scheme, the power displayed by the York clan far exceeded his expectations; the assumed unit strength had increased several times over.
'Should I be glad I didn't make them my enemies?'
Dale turned his head, thinking of it as someone else's business. Nothing would change. Dale would seize victory, and Titania and the Sorceress Council of the Blue Magic Tower would fulfill their promise.
* * *
By seizing the rear of the Lancaster side, the tide of battle had shifted; the York forces now surrounded the Lancaster troops from both front and rear.
Blocking the front were the fortresses and defensive troops of York, while the elite commanded by the 'Black Prince' and Titania, alongside the Blue Rose Knight Order, had seized the rear of the overextended Lancaster units.
By the time Mikhail's elite unit arrived, the main front had already suffered irreversible damage, defeated piece by piece.
They struck the enemy's weak points while using decoys to tie down the powerful individuals who exerted influence on the battle.
Every time the cavalry commanded by the 'Black Prince' appeared, Lancaster units were wiped out in a sea of blood. It was a masterful performance, as if the entire battlefield lay in the palm of his hand.
Though late, the Lancaster side began to gather all their remaining units to prepare for the final decisive battle.
* * *
The Rose Cross Knights, bearing the red-and-white rose, charged in unison. In response, the cavalry of the Blue Rose Knight Order took up a defensive posture. It was the final clash of the war, the moment to drive in the final wedge.
The plains where the territories of York and Lancaster met were stained with blood. Unlike York, which had secured the hills early, the Lancaster side could not endure the urgency and launched the offensive.
The Rose Cross Knights utilized their mobility to charge, while the Blue Rose Knights dismounted to solidify their defensive posture.
The 'Black Prince' was there as well, his presence unrevealed, acting as a sniper hidden among the archers on the flanks.
Ta-ang!
On a battlefield of clashing iron and scattered flesh, it was no easy task, even for 'Aura Master' level knights, to detect a sniper rifle firing from their midst.
A single 'Shadow Bullet' hidden amidst the pouring rain of arrows struck toward the knights' skulls.
'I'd love to project a Gatling gun, but...'
The 'Black Prince' did not officially exist here. To cover up Dale's activities, he had to avoid actions that would provide leverage for suspicion.
"For York!"
Before long, the Lancaster cavalry climbed the hills, and the two sides collided. The Blue Rose Knights in the first row, facing the Rose Cross Knights, raised their shields while letting out screams bordering on fanaticism.
The charging Lancaster knights began to deploy their 'Avatars,' wrapped in red-and-white light. Mikhail Lancaster, the Duke's second son and their leader, was no exception.
A red-and-white knight symbolizing the Apostle of Fire and Light, the Knight of the Sun.
'What had to come has come.'
Seeing this, Dale did not hesitate.
"Dealing with the second son of the Duke family will be our share."
"Understood."
The shadow sniper rose from his silence, the 'Shadow Monarch' ready to determine the course of the war.
The high-ranking assassins of the Shadow Court following behind Dale disappeared with the wind.
* * *
A pure white light, as if looking at the sun's corona, exploded.
Plasma, known as the fourth state of matter—a solar storm wielded using that very plasma as a weapon.
It was as if a 21st-century bombardment were raining down.
While the main forces of both sides were confronting each other, everything in the area blocking his path vanished. A literal zone of emptiness unfolded.
The defensive formation of the Blue Rose Knights, who had dismounted and held their shields, was wiped out, and Mikhail rushed forward without hesitation to break through the empty front line with his subordinates.
Mikhail and the Rose Cross Knights under his command solidified their defensive posture, sensing the killing intent swirling from all directions.
The wind blew, and there were human shadows where there should have been no one.
They were people wearing black coats and plague doctor masks.
"Shadow Court..."
Mikhail spoke.
"And it seems the 'Black Prince' is with you as well."
"......"
Silence descended.
"We have received a request."
After a pause, one of the Shadow Court assassins spoke.
"We are merely a criminal organization carrying out a client's request."
"Whose request is it?"
"That is a trade secret."
Mikhail Lancaster and his Rose Cross Knights were extraordinary powerhouses. Facing them required an 'asymmetric force' equal to or greater than their own.
"Is the Grand Duke of Lancaster not participating in this war?"
"After the war ended, my father swore not to use his sword to invade other territories."
"Yet you, his son, are framing others for crimes that don't exist and invading their territory."
One of the men in the plague doctor mask sneered coldly.
"Should you not unfold your World of Thought?"
Mikhail asked the assassin.
"Young Master... No, I will do my best regardless of the 'weight of blood' you carry."
As the Apostle of Fire and Light, he gripped the 'Hero's Sword,' where plasma was burning. The Rose Cross Knights following Mikhail also entered combat readiness in unison.
It was a fair duel on flat ground, devoid of the assassin's usual advantages. Moreover, the numbers overwhelmingly favored the Lancaster side. The situation was dire for the Shadow Court assassins.
However, this was by no means the battlefield where they would fight.
"I am prepared for that."
One of the assassins in the plague doctor mask flicked his finger. Black-blue mana swirled beneath his feet.
At the same time, the 'darkness of a winter night' descended, swallowing Mikhail Lancaster, the Rose Cross Knights, and even the assassins of the Shadow Court.
To a place where a jet-black fortress stood tall in the white and dark winter night, where embers were dancing in the castle's hearth.
A World of Thought—the manifestation of his desperate struggle to do his best as a mage.
"Ugh, damn it. My bones are aching."
In that landscape, one of the men in the plague doctor mask spoke, shivering his shoulders, as if the desperate confrontation were someone else's business.
The undeniable powerhouse, the Slaughter Sword Master Baro.
"We already possess one of the Seven Swords of the Continent and several powerhouses comparable to him on this side."
"And once you have witnessed 'my world,' I cannot leave Young Master Mikhail's knights alive."
"...You speak as if you are making me an exception."
"Because the 'weight of blood' flowing in our bodies is not equal."
Witnessing a World of Thought was never a light matter; it was either 100% negation or 100% affirmation. Regardless, unfolding a World of Thought to face an Avatar-wielding knight was a matter of self-defense.
"I have no personal feelings. This is, after all, just business that the Shadow Court is performing upon request."
"What is the content of the request?"
"To seize victory in this war."
"To do that, I intend to take Young Master Mikhail prisoner and propose a truce negotiation to the Lancaster family."
"...That is actually a relief."
Mikhail Lancaster did not show surprise; he nodded calmly.
"Because I don't intend to be played in the palm of the 'Black Prince' any longer than this."
After nodding, he gripped his sword again.
"Isn't that right, Sir Sephilia, the Ghost Sword?"
Mikhail spoke toward one of the Rose Cross Knights following him.
The knight removed her helmet, as if it were cumbersome. Beneath it flowed the black hair of a woman who could never be forgotten. Furthermore, the 'Soul Bringer' she inserted into the hilt emitted a ghostly, sharp edge.
"There are no lifelong enemies or lifelong allies on the battlefield."
"...!"
She was one of the Seven Swords of the Continent, known to have returned to the Imperial Capital after receiving a direct summons from the Imperial family.
Just as Dale abandoned Lancaster and used his power for York...
'Ghost Sword Sephilia,' who had once participated in battle for the York family as a collateral branch, now stood on the side of Lancaster and gripped her sword.
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* * *
"Oh my, well now."
The moment Ghost Sword Sephilia appeared, Master Baro broke the silence.
"To think that the Empire's strongest middle-aged lady would actually lift her heavy rear and grace us with her presence."
"I'll rip that tongue right out of your mouth and chew it up, Baro."
"Hehe, let me guess, you still haven't forgotten the way I use my tongue?"
Ghost Sword Sephilia tightened her grip on her beloved sword, 'Soulbringer,' making no effort to hide her killing intent, while the Slaughter Sword, Master Baro, shrugged nonchalantly. This was the arena where two of the Seven Swords of the Continent clashed.
The forces had reached a stalemate. In the end, it was Mikhail Lancaster and the Rose Cross Knights against the 'Shadow Monarch' and his subordinate assassins. It was effectively a 5:5 split.
Except for one thing: this place was Dale's World.
"Shub."
As Dale spoke her name, a colony of horrific tentacles emerged at his side.
─ I have been waiting.
Behind the jet-black fortress, two forces stood in opposition amidst the white and dark winter night.
He hadn't completely ruled out the possibility of an unexpected powerhouse joining Mikhail Lancaster. Even for Dale, the Ghost Sword's presence was a surprise.
'It's a scenario within my expectations, anyway.'
He thought of the 'furnace' still stoking its embers within the jet-black fortress.
"Geez, damn it. Judging by that temper, I see you still haven't cured that old maid hysteria?"
"I suggest you start by looking at the old bachelor's flimsy plow hanging between your own legs."
Despite the gravity of a clash between the Seven Swords of the Continent, the two powerhouses traded trash talk.
As if the battle's outcome meant nothing.
'......It doesn't matter.'
Turning his head, Dale focused solely on the adversary before him.
The Apostle of Fire and Light, Mikhail Lancaster, and the Rose Cross Knights supporting him.
Against them, he recalled the high-ranking assassins of the Shadow Court, Shub, and the sword keeping silent within Dale's 'shadow.'
The standoff continued briefly, and at its end, Mikhail Lancaster kicked off the ground.
As if to burn away the biting cold and darkness contained within Dale's World, a brilliantly shining white bombardment surged forward.
* * *
Meanwhile, in a room within the Marquis of York's fortress.
Kneeling on the floor beneath the bed, Sepia had her face buried in her hands, sobbing.
Unbearable turmoil tore her heart to shreds.
When she first saw eight-year-old Dale, she had volunteered to be his tutor to guide his talent. Realizing the biting loneliness and coldness he held in his heart, Sepia had sworn to stay by his side.
She believed that was her mission, her will. She was wrong.
The ground she was standing on crumbled away.
Even as her world collapsed, someone had reached out to her until the very end.
'Even if Sepia-nim comes to hate me and point fingers at me, I will never forget your devotion, Sepia-nim.'
The voice was filled with resolve, devoid of the childishness she had seen when they first met.
Yet, the true nature of her feelings toward the child was nothing more than brainwashing injected by the Sorceress Council. Even knowing that fact, her heart burned so intensely she couldn't bear it.
The image of Dale, leaving behind the biting cold and loneliness, hardening his resolve for her.
Sepia was no longer a puppet unilaterally providing the affection Dale craved. Dale must have known. Even knowing its meaning, he had made that decision and taken action. Without a shred of hesitation.
'Why are you so...'
Turmoil surged in her heart. Yet she remained, unable to affirm Dale's feelings.
Where did her own will end, and where did the Blue Magic Tower's brainwashing begin? She couldn't tell.
Sepia's world was being dyed in an unknown, ash-colored ink.
* * *
Mikhail Lancaster surged forward. In response, Dale's 'Shadow Prosthetic' tightened its grip on the hilt of the magic sword, Gia. He remained hidden behind the bird-beak mask and black coat.
Simultaneously, the shadow assassins scattered, unleashing hidden weapons against the Rose Cross Knights.
The duel of two of the Seven Swords, the duel between Mikhail and Dale, and the battle between the Rose Cross Knights and the shadow assassins.
As three major fights unfolded, Shub's tentacles lashed out.
Countless 'Death Knights' appeared from beyond the horizon of biting cold and darkness. This was the military power Dale exerted by manifesting his World of Thought as weapons.
With Shub's tentacles lashing out from all directions and an overwhelming mass offensive, Dale surrounded Lancaster's forces. A 'Lake of Darkness' spread beneath Dale's feet.
Shadow knights, including the 《Shadow Lurker》, which replicated Dale's magic sword 'Gia,' rose in unison.
A world that writhed with malice to eliminate its enemies.
"......."
Facing that world, Ghost Sword Sephilia gasped. Even the legendary Seven Swords of the Continent could not hide their astonishment at the landscape of the white and dark winter night.
At that same moment, the Slaughter Sword surged forward.
Clang!
Ghost Sword Sephilia's beloved sword, 'Soulbringer,' was enveloped in purple aura, clashing against the blood-red Aura Blade.
It was the one and only Aura Blade that symbolized the Ghost Sword, distinct from the Iron Cross Knights' aura. The blood-red and purple Aura Blades clashed, and the two swords traded dozens of blows in an instant.
Even without deploying an Avatar, it was a clash of speed no mere knight would dare approach.
'I don't know who will win, but at least the outcome won't be decided easily.'
They were, after all, among the seven greatest knights of the continent. It would be faster to settle things here before their duel concluded. Nothing would have changed from the start.
Leaving the two Seven Swords to clash, Dale turned his attention to the 'Apostle of Fire and Light.' Shadow creatures surged forward, following the lake of shadows that submerged the area like a flood.
At the same time, flames of annihilation swirled along Mikhail's sword, 'Peacemaker.'
The light of dawn illuminated the dim twilight; the shadows perished helplessly before the surging light.
Yet, as the 'Shadow Monarch,' Dale would not kneel before a mere strike.
As shadow creatures vanished under Mikhail's strike, others immediately filled their place. An endless army. An overwhelming quantity that did not fall short of the name of a monarch.
This place, the white and dark winter night and the jet-black fortress, was literally Dale's empire. The army of darkness was emitted by Dale, who exerted his full power as a mage.
Every time Mikhail swung his sword, countless shadows perished in the light, only for more to rise and march toward him and his knights.
No matter how powerful a warrior's martial prowess is, they cannot defeat an empire alone.
At the same time, the assassins of the 'Shadow Court' scattered in all directions and began to construct their signature formation. It was a spiderweb of death.
"Hehe, this is why people should always choose their side wisely."
Seeing that, Master Baro muttered as if it were someone else's business.
"Those people over there look like they're about to drop dead one after another, don't you need to use your Avatar?"
Avatar. The undeniable proof that one is exerting their full power as a knight. Ghost Sword Sephilia had not yet brought out her Avatar, and neither had Master Baro.
"My role is enough just by tying you down."
"If that's the case, why don't you just go into that castle and go on a date instead? For old times' sake..."
Before Master Baro could even finish his sentence, the tip of the Ghost Sword's blade was already surging toward him.
"I will definitely cut out your tongue, you damn gigolo."
"Geez, damn it. Don't say things that are unpleasant for others to hear. Do you think I quit being a knight because I wanted to?"
"Is that why you suddenly cut off your master's head and ran away in a love affair with his daughter?"
"Oh my, I'm telling you, there are circumstances I can't tell you all about."
'They really are having a grand time.'
Leaving their conversation behind, Dale shook his head, dumbfounded. He couldn't expect the asymmetric power balance to collapse or the match to be decided unilaterally.
There was only one thing to do: subdue Mikhail Lancaster.
Ta-at!
Leading his army of darkness, amidst the spiderweb of shadow assassins and Shub's covering fire, Dale launched himself forward.
The distance closed, and the light of peace swirled along Mikhail Lancaster's sword—the ability of the hero's blade, Peacemaker. The Force of Peace, which reverted all attacks in the area to nothingness.
However, this was Dale's World.
Ultimately, Peacemaker's ability was a barrier fueled by ideology. Breaking it was a matter of the strength of one's own ideology—and this world projected Dale's.
Clink!
'He still hasn't properly drawn out the power of Peacemaker.'
The Force of Peace collapsed, and beyond it, the Shadow Monarch and his army surged forward.
'Can I win?'
You never know until you measure it. The distance between Dale and Mikhail closed, and the 'sword' that had remained silent within Dale's shadow revealed itself—the trump card held until the very end.
Lady Shadow, Orelia.
Her blood-red sword, reborn as a black-red Valkyrie, and Dale's magic sword 'Gia' swung toward Mikhail simultaneously.
Victory would not be achieved by facing him fair and square. But battles in this world need not be fought fairly.
Swoosh!
Orelia's surprise attack, a decisive blow from the shadows, struck the 'Armor of Ideology' wrapping Mikhail.
"......!"
Mikhail, caught off guard, swallowed his bewilderment, but Orelia was already closing the distance.
Swoosh!
The armor of fire and light, shining brilliantly like the sun, tore. Blood flowed—magma, boiling like a furnace, gushed and scattered between the plates.
"It seems the match has been decided."
Before he knew it, Lady Shadow was standing by Dale's side.
"That was truly an unimaginable strike."
Leaving the pouring magma behind, Mikhail replied while tightening his grip on the hilt.
"I told you back then."
"What did you say?"
"Whether my sword now could reach the 'Black Prince'."
"......."
"It seems the time has finally come to test that fact."
The blood pouring out like magma solidified into volcanic rock, and Mikhail tightened his grip on the hilt.
"Now, it is my turn."
Under the white and dark winter night, a storm of light began to swirl, centered around the Knight of Dawn.
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* * *
A storm of light surged along the body of the Apostle of Fire and Light, Mikhail Lancaster.
The magma flowing in his veins solidified like volcanic rock, and his physique began to twist.
'That is.......'
An Avatar of Thought was a suit of armor that projected the user's own convictions. There was no rule stating it must take only one form, just as the Avatar of 'Lady Shadow' Orelia had changed countless times to reach its current state.
"It is peace."
Amidst the swirling light, Mikhail Lancaster opened his mouth.
"What I have desired from the very beginning is one thing: peace. Just as the Hero of the Otherworld did."
He repeated the words, gripping the Hero's beloved sword, Peacemaker, tighter.
"What the Hero of the Otherworld brought to this world was not peace," Dale spat out without hesitation.
"Do you truly think so?"
"That is correct."
"It is nothing more than the slander of the 'Saxon House,' a mere outsider to the Empire."
Mikhail Lancaster sneered, but it was Dale who wanted to burst into laughter.
'I am that very Hero, you goddamn brat.'
Swallowing the words rising in his throat, Dale feigned composure.
Within the raging storm of light, Mikhail Lancaster's 'Avatar' twisted. The ideology he held as the Apostle of Fire and Light, as the Knight of the Sun, began to shift toward a second form.
"The Hero of the Otherworld laid the foundation for an unquestionable peace on this continent. Through his power."
Seeing that form, Dale caught his breath.
"When I was young, I could never forget the sight of the Hero acting as the Empire's champion."
"......!"
"The Hero of the Otherworld was, quite literally, my unquestionable idol."
The second form of Mikhail Lancaster's Avatar was no simple suit of armor.
"I wanted to become a Hero."
The Hero of the Otherworld, Han Seong, stood there, gripping the hilt of the Hero's beloved sword, Peacemaker.
The Empire's Hunting Dog, the monster of peace, finally revealed himself.
Dale's past, his former self, stood there. Seeing it, he couldn't even bring himself to laugh. This was the destination of the ideology Mikhail Lancaster desired.
After seeing the figure of the Hero, the only thing filling Dale's heart was a single conviction.
'I can never let him live.'
He had sacrificed his entire life as the Empire's Hunting Dog, which was why he could finally realize the truth: how wrong and twisted the peace Mikhail Lancaster imagined, and the idol he desired, truly were.
The Hero of the Otherworld gripped his beloved sword, 'Peacemaker,' again. Yet he was no Hero; he was nothing more than a fanatic wearing the Hero's skin.
The Apostle of Fire and Light kicked off the ground with speed that defied imagination—an overwhelming force that dwarfed the Avatar forms he had shown before.
Yet, it was nothing compared to the real Hero.
Clang!
Dale's magic sword, 'Gia,' parried the strike. As the blades clashed, the Hero lunged toward Dale's chest.
'.......'
Clang!
It was not difficult for Dale to parry Mikhail—the 'Hero's'—maneuver.
That wasn't all.
Thud!
The Hero's follow-up strike—the crystallization of Mikhail Lancaster's ideology—was blocked by Dale's sword, futilely.
'Why......!'
Mikhail had believed without a doubt that he could never be defeated. Yet, the Hero's Avatar he displayed was being blocked by Dale's sword, helplessly.
Before the sword of a mere mage who didn't even pursue the path of the blade!
It was just like the duel at the Fight Club, where no matter how much he struggled, he couldn't reach him.
'Why on earth......!'
Mikhail would never be able to understand.
He could not grasp that the conviction he projected—the Hero of the Otherworld—was the true form of the Dale standing right in front of him.
Furthermore, Mikhail Lancaster was not even exerting 100% of the Hero's power. It was merely a degraded imitation.
Perhaps he couldn't even imagine that the power he possessed as the 'Knight of the Sun' was the true strength the current Dale feared. Even so, Mikhail Lancaster had abandoned himself, covering himself in the ideology of another—a replica who didn't even understand its meaning.
"Is that truly your conviction?"
Parrying Mikhail Lancaster's sword, Dale asked. The pitch-black magic sword, 'Gia,' deflected the strike with ease.
'Why......!'
Why couldn't he reach him? After that day's defeat, Mikhail Lancaster had abandoned his sword, which was filled with emptiness, and resolved to find the only way to defeat the world-renowned 'Black Prince.'
He should have been able to, yet he couldn't reach him.
"Why, why, why......!"
Finally throwing away the mask of 'nobility,' Mikhail began to scream.
His life had been a winner's life from the start—a path of victory where success was predetermined from birth. He had thought it enough to simply walk that path.
"Is this really all you have?"
Parrying Mikhail's sword, Dale asked coldly. It was the same expression he had worn when he overwhelmed Mikhail at the Fight Club.
Dale gripped the pitch-black sword, 'Gia,' tighter. He parried every strike Mikhail swung while ruminating on the Hero's sword, without even glancing at it. How?
"It is a truly unsightly appearance."
Dale sneered. The words weren't directed at Mikhail Lancaster, but were a mockery of the 'self' of the past standing before him—a meaning Mikhail had no way of understanding.
No matter how much he thrashed and struggled, Mikhail's blade never reached Dale.
He would never realize that this was the worst possible move he could have made.
That the object of his admiration and the destination of his ideology was nothing more than a degraded imitation of a Hero.
"Do not dare speak of the Hero's ideals, you eldest son of Saxony!"
"Did you say the Hero's ideals?"
"That is correct......!"
"Ideals, what a pleasant-sounding word."
Dale's mind froze. The days of humiliation he had endured as the 'Empire's Hunting Dog' flashed by. Amidst a hatred that threatened to paralyze his reason, Dale spoke, feigning composure.
"Then, let me tell you the conclusion that the Hero's ideals brought about."
Dale did not hesitate.
─ I've been waiting for this moment.
The pitch-black tentacles gripping Dale's heart whispered. Before Dale could even ask what it meant...
─ Trust me, I will never do anything you hate, Big Brother.
Swoosh!
The mass of tentacles beside Dale revealed its form: a girl with the horns of a Black Goat. Countless tentacles sprouted from the hem of her skirt.
They surged toward the 'Black Prince' beside her, not the Hero of the Otherworld, Mikhail Lancaster.
"......!"
Dale had no time to feel bewildered.
The tentacles swallowed his head, his arms, his legs—his entire body. It was not Dale's will, but the one-sided tyranny of his grimoire, 『The Book of the Black Goat』.
Wrapped in Shub's tentacles, Dale gritted his teeth against pain that made it impossible to breathe.
One of the tentacles burrowed sweetly toward his ear.
─ I just hope you can face your true self a little more, Big Brother, Shub whispered.
─ Even if it takes on a form as terrible and twisted as can be.
Swoosh!
The tentacles wrapping around Dale burst outward. Pitch-black blood scattered, and Dale finally revealed his appearance.
He was no longer the 'Black Prince' wearing the Duke family's clothes beneath a shadow cloak.
"......!"
The 'Shadow Monarch' faced the Hero of the Otherworld.
Black armor, reminiscent of a night-crow knight, wrapped around him. It was no mere suit of armor; it moved smoothly, as if it were Dale's own body, claiming its place much like his 'shadow prosthetic arm'.
A shadow cloak wrapped around the armor like a silhouette, and bundles of pitch-black tentacles wriggled over it.
The Shadow Monarch, the Black Apostle. The pitch-black knight seemed to condense the very darkness of the world.
It was an Avatar—an armor of thought. Yet it was not Dale's will that had overlaid it, but the pitch-black tentacles that had taken root in his heart.
Even so, nothing would change.
Facing the rushing Hero of the Otherworld, the Shadow Monarch kicked off the ground. Their blades collided.
'Was this really all?'
Even before deploying the Avatar, Mikhail Lancaster was no match for Dale. A degradation of the past, a mere imitation, could never defeat the 'original.'
Mikhail Lancaster, said to be the closest to the Seven Swords of the Continent, was no match for Dale.
Too slow. Even if he abandoned his current Avatar and returned to being the Knight of the Sun, nothing would change.
Dale, who should have been a mage through and through, was projecting an 'Avatar'—the pinnacle of the sword. How could Mikhail not know the meaning of that?
"Damn, holy shit."
"......!"
Even the two Seven Swords, preoccupied with their lovers' quarrel, were no exception. They could not possibly miss the weight signified by the armor of thought wrapped around Dale's body.
"Young Master Mikhail."
The Shadow Monarch lifted his head.
"Won't you surrender at this point?"
As if there was no meaning in fighting further.
"The world is not fair. And in that unfair world, Young Master Mikhail, you can never defeat me."
"......!"
Dale spoke, and Mikhail, the 'Hero of the Otherworld,' did not hesitate. He kicked off the ground and lunged—a strike far too unsightly compared to the true Hero's, and in front of Dale, who had overlaid an Avatar, it was like children's play.
'Children's play, huh.'
Even if that were the case, nothing would change.
The Hero of the Otherworld, his past self, swung his sword. Dale made his decision.
Swoosh!
The Shadow Monarch swung his sword—a fatal strike that even the Apostle of Fire and Light could not avoid.
Mikhail Lancaster knelt. He could not heal his wounds as he had before; blood simply flowed.
It was not blood boiling like magma, but familiar blood—the same irreversible, fatal bleeding that the Dale of the past had shed on that winter night.
"Why......."
The Hero of the Otherworld disappeared, and Mikhail Lancaster knelt there.
Mikhail Lancaster asked as if he couldn't understand.
"Why can't I reach you......?"
"You reached me."
Dale replied.
"At least until you existed as 'Mikhail'."
"But the Hero of the Otherworld was......."
Mikhail continued with difficulty.
"He was my idol, who was overwhelmingly stronger than someone like me, and brought true peace to this Empire......."
"Do you truly think so?"
Dale asked. Mikhail nodded weakly.
Dale stepped toward Mikhail, leaned close to his ear, and whispered.
"The Hero of the Otherworld was merely a puppet dancing to the Empire's tune."
"......!"
"In the first place, things like the Empire's peace and patriotism didn't even exist for him."
Inside the Shadow Monarch's Avatar, Dale muttered indifferently, as if speaking of someone else.
"However, as a result, Young Master Mikhail's wish will be fulfilled."
"My wish......?"
"As you said, I will ultimately get my hands on the 'peace' of this world."
Dale said. Mikhail's expression froze. That was the end of their conversation. Under the white and dark winter night, the Shadow Monarch swung his sword.
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* * *
"Keuhuk...!"
A final blow, absolute and undeniable. The pitch-black blade pierced the hero's chest, the tip protruding from his back.
"......!"
Sephilia, the Ghost Sword, froze. She knew all too well the weight of the blood flowing through him.
"Whoops, well, shit."
Master Baro was no exception. But the Shadow Monarch, who understood the implications better than anyone, felt no hesitation.
"How... could...!"
"Did you think I wouldn't die?"
The Shadow Monarch asked in return.
"Did you think my blade would stop at the very last moment, just as Young Lord Mikhail's did at the Fight Club?"
"Ah, aah...."
"I shall tell you the real reason Young Lord Mikhail didn't kill me that day."
Inside the pitch-black Avatar, which condensed the very darkness of this world.
"Young Lord Mikhail never had the 'resolve to die' from the very beginning."
"......!"
"That is why he could not kill me. I carry the weight of blood equal to his own. Killing a blood relative of a Ducal house was, in effect, proof that Young Lord Mikhail himself could die. That is why I was certain that day he would never be able to kill me."
Mikhail could not kill Dale because he was crushed by the weight of the blood flowing through him as a 'person of a Ducal house.' Paradoxically, to kill Dale and deny that weight of blood was to deny Mikhail's own blood.
"You must have believed that in this world, the weight of blood is unequal, and that in that unfairness, no one would dare kill a 'blood relative of a Ducal house.'"
"You, you goddamn brat...!"
"Did I not tell you? You were the one looking down on the world from the start."
Wrapped in the hero's skin, Mikhail's expression twisted in agony.
"Death is equal to all; there are no exceptions. Even for a person of a Ducal house, it is no different."
Even on a battlefield where the lives of common soldiers are snuffed out like insects, it is common sense that nobles and their children are captured for ransom rather than killed. Let alone mere knights. The weight of blood is different.
Mikhail Lancaster was, in the end, a 'Young Lord' who did not know the ways of the world—a beneficiary of that unfairness.
Under the white and dark winter night, the hero's blood flowed. The frozen ground stained crimson. The hero's end had come.
"How dare you touch the blood of Lancaster and expect to get away with...."
The hero, Mikhail Lancaster, muttered powerlessly. His words trailed off.
The Shadow Monarch, looking down at his past self, felt no hesitation.
The pitch-black blade swung. That was the end.
Dale turned his head.
He left behind the corpses of Mikhail and the Rose Cross Knights, a god and Shadow Monarch reigning over the world of the winter night.
Lady Shadow guarded his side, and the assassin of the Shadow Court, the Slaughter Sword Master Baro, stood nearby.
He headed toward the last one on the Lancaster side: the Ghost Sword, Sephilia.
"Hehe, looks like you're in a real bad spot, ma'am."
"Shut your mouth, you goddamn gigolo."
As vice-captain of the Iron Cross Knights and one of the Empire's war heroes, Sephilia's expression remained cold. Blue Aura coiled around her body as she prepared to fight to the death.
"You have nothing to worry about."
The Shadow Monarch, Dale, spoke, dispelling the pitch-black Avatar that had enveloped him.
"......!"
"Just make me one promise."
"Did you say a promise, you damn brat?"
Sephilia asked sharply, not withdrawing her murderous intent. Dale nodded silently.
"The 'Black Prince' of Saxony and the Shadow Court did not participate in this war."
"What did you say...?"
"It was 'Titania of York' who defeated Young Lord Mikhail. Sir Sephilia, you are a witness to that act."
"Do I look like I would obediently follow your words?"
"Hehe, the temper on this lady, my goodness."
Master Baro chimed in, sounding dumbfounded.
"Listen here, when you gotta bow your head, you're supposed to do it quick and cheap."
"I am more than willing to cut off your head and bury it in the dirt."
"Baro, please, just shut your mouth for once."
Dale snapped back, then turned toward Sephilia again.
"As Young Lord Mikhail said, the weight of a life in this world is not equal."
Behind the Ghost Sword Sephilia was not just 'some Duke.' She was the vice-captain of the Empire's premier knight organization.
Killing the Ghost Sword now would be a blunder, immediately making the Imperial family an enemy.
'Above all, there is no guarantee I could kill her with my current strength.'
Not all Seven Swords are the same. Regardless of their relationship, that was the true power of the Ghost Sword, Sephilia.
"Even if I accept your proposal, what do you intend to do if I expose the truth later?"
"I trust in Sir Sephilia as a knight. As the vice-captain of the proud knight organization the Empire boasts of."
At the very least, the chivalry of Sir Sephilia, as the 'Hero of the Otherworld' remembered, was beyond doubt. Furthermore, even if she told the truth, nothing would change. I had already prepared countermeasures.
"Just swear it on the name of the Iron Cross Knights. That is all I ask for."
"......."
Silence descended.
"Mikhail Lancaster met his death at the hands of Titania and the York forces. I swear on my honor as a knight: this is the truth I witnessed."
"That will suffice."
Dale nodded silently and snapped his fingers.
The world of the winter night vanished. Before they knew it, they were back in the middle of the battlefield where the forces of York and Lancaster clashed. Screams rang out everywhere.
The situation was an overwhelming disadvantage for the Lancaster side, isolated by Dale's scheme. It was a slaughterhouse where York's soldiers unilaterally massacred the Lancasters.
The strongest force Lancaster boasted was no longer of this world.
Thus, the curtain fell on the 'Second Rose War.'
* * *
Dusk settled, and countless crows feasted.
The leadership of York, having grasped victory, gathered in a room of a nearby fortress to celebrate.
However, when they heard the 'truth of Mikhail Lancaster's fate' from Dale, even the mistress of the world, Titania, could not hide her astonishment.
"What did you just say...?"
"It is as I said."
Dale continued calmly.
"Young Lord Mikhail Lancaster fought fiercely against Lady Titania and the York forces and died in battle. Sir Sephilia is a witness to that act."
"Do you realize what that implies...!"
"Oh, I know very well."
Dale smiled coldly.
"Did you think you could play with the successor of the Black as if he were a puppet and pay no price?"
He had been toyed with by Mikhail, and then Titania of York had used him like a puppet. Therefore, cutting off the bud that would be a future threat—'Mikhail Lancaster'—and shifting the responsibility onto someone else would be entirely York's burden.
"......!"
"But you need not worry too much. Fortunately, there will be only one person to succeed the 'Lancaster heir': the eldest son, Young Lord Richard."
Dale continued.
"Furthermore, our Saxon House is more than willing to respond to 'York's help.'"
Mikhail's confidence was not groundless. He was right. The political blow the York family would take for bearing that responsibility would be immeasurable.
"......You are truly cunning."
But they did not gain nothing. Externally, the eldest son Richard was 'York's puppet,' and the cornered Lancaster family would not be able to easily act against York. Titania had the wisdom to grasp that fact, and she soon regained her composure with a smile.
"It seems I have underestimated Young Lord Dale's vessel."
"I am merely grateful for the compliment."
Dale laughed as if it were someone else's business.
"And as per our original deal, the 'Sorceress Council' of the Blue Magic Tower must fulfill their promise."
The promise: they would secure victory for York in the war, and in return, convene the Sorceress Council.
"We will fulfill our promise."
Mistress Titania nodded with a smile.
"But before that, may I ask why you wish to convene the Sorceress Council?"
"You will know when the time comes."
Dale kept his mouth shut, unwilling to show his cards. Titania laughed, as if she had expected that.
"When the time comes, our person will go to the Duke of Saxony's house in a form the Young Lord can recognize."
"I will be waiting."
Dale nodded, then turned his back without a moment's hesitation.
"A celebration for the victory is being held; wouldn't you like to stay a little longer?"
"Regrettably, I do not have the luxury for that."
Dale walked away without hesitation. Having secured victory, only one thing filled his mind. But that was not all.
The spoils of war: Mikhail's death, the political subordination of the York family, and the father and son of the Brandenburg Count family—whom he hated so much.
All Dale could do was count his gains and quietly wait. For the time when the Blue Magic Tower finally broke their silence.
* * *
The First Rose War had ended in a unilateral victory for the Lancaster side, thanks to Dale's performance.
However, in the Second Rose War that occurred after Dale left, the Lancaster family suffered immeasurable losses.
From the beginning, Lancaster's victory had been to the credit of the 'Black Prince.' After he disappeared, they suffered an irreversible, crushing defeat. People spoke only of the 'Black Prince'—of the weight and value he held on the battlefield, and his absurd performance in the First Rose War, where he had even captured the Empire's war hero, the Holy Sword.
* * *
The Heavenly Sword Lancaster stood there, before the corpse of his most reliable and beloved son, Mikhail Lancaster.
At the same time, the York family expressed the greatest regret regarding Lancaster's death, and offered Lancaster's only remaining blood relative as a hostage.
What suppressed the Heavenly Sword's impulse to slaughter the York wenches right then and there was the existence of his eldest son, Richard.
He thought of the future of the Lancaster family, which would walk the path of ruin as York's puppet.
As a father who failed to realize the true face of 'Mikhail Lancaster' until the very end, and as a chess piece on the stage Dale had set... Grand Duke Lancaster, the Heavenly Sword, bit his lip.
Around that time, Lady Scarlet, a high-ranking elder of the Red Magic Tower, came to visit him.






Chapter - 136 

Chapter 136
* * *
In the underground hideout of the 'Shadow Court' within the York Marquis territory.
The war had ended, and Dale, having secured victory in the two Rose Wars, stood before his enemy—a man he could never forget.
The man who had lost the name of the Holy Sword was bound there. No, he was a beast that could no longer even be called a person.
"Kku-i-ik, Kku-e-e-e-ek!"
What wrapped around the man was the skin of a pig. Having lost all function as an Armor of Ideology, it was projecting his inner world. His Aura Heart was shattered; only the dregs of aura remained, spinning aimlessly without a center.
"Everyone, withdraw."
Dale spoke. At his command, the Shadow Court, led by Master Baro, vanished like the wind.
The only ones left in the court were Dale and the former Holy Swordsman.
"Shall we have a chat?"
Dale asked, leaving the 'two swords' hanging diagonally at his waist.
"You cowardly, kku, kku-i-ik, you brat of Saxony...!"
The pig-headed man began to struggle madly, imitating a human voice, however awkwardly.
"Cowardly?"
Dale drew one of the swords from his waist.
It was not the artifact of the Demon Territory—the jet-black magic sword 'Gia'—but a white blade that shone with brilliant intensity.
The hero's old favorite sword, which Dale had obtained after defeating Mikhail Lancaster.
"Peacemaker!"
Adjusting his grip on the hilt, Dale pointed the tip toward the pig-headed man.
"Do you know about the power dwelling in this sword?"
Particles of light drifted from the blade, enveloping the blood-soaked 《King of Pigs》, just as the Holy Sword Durendal once had.
"Healing wounds, blocking killing intent, repairing what is broken... In a sense, it wouldn't be wrong to call it the 'twin of the Holy Sword'."
Kwajik!
The chains binding the Holy Swordsman began to break.
Kwajik, kwajik!
The Armor of Ideology, reduced to mere pig skin, regained its power and began to writhe. The beast's fighting spirit began to scatter across his body.
"Ha, haha...!"
For a Holy Swordsman whose 'tendons' as a knight had been severed, regaining his former strength was impossible. That was an exception even for the healing magic of the White Magic Tower Master.
However, that only meant he couldn't regain 100% of his power; it didn't mean he was incapable of holding a sword.
At the very least, defeating one brat from Saxony would be trivial.
That was why Dale had restored his body through the power of Peacemaker. The 《King of Pigs》 could not understand that sudden act.
"Take the sword."
When Dale handed him a nameless iron sword, the Count did not hesitate. He shouted, dismissing it as the foolishness of someone unable to control their own bloodlust.
"You dare to invite death with your own feet...!"
There stood a wild boar emitting a beast's fighting spirit, not the wretched figure from a moment ago.
The world of the winter night swallowed the area.
The 《King of Pigs》 did not hesitate. He kicked off the ground, dashed, and exploded his final reserves of strength.
The distance closed in an instant. The god of war's sword swung down. Ka-ang! Dale's Peacemaker parried the strike. Immediately, the monstrosity from the otherworld revealed itself by Dale's side.
"......!"
Jet-black tentacles coiled and burst toward Dale. Black blood scattered as the Avatar of the Shadow Monarch appeared, covered in that dark fluid. An armor of black blood, a body made of shadows.
The Black Prince was there.
"How can a mage use an Avatar!"
The Count's expression froze.
The Shadow Monarch kicked off the ground and rushed forward, adjusting his grip on the Peacemaker.
Ka-ang!
The Shadow Monarch's sword swung with a spirit that eclipsed his previous movements.
Countless jet-black skewers rose like liquid metal over the black armor.
"......!"
Pu-uk!
Like the Shadow Cloak, the Armor of Dark Blood manipulated its form for both offense and defense. The Count hurriedly widened the distance, but the black blood skewers rising from the armor dug into the pig's flesh.
"Kku-e-e-e-ek!"
He couldn't believe his eyes. It was impossible.
The inescapable darkness approached. It was then.
"──Do you remember this winter night?"
From within the Armor of Dark Blood, which was driving in hundreds of black skewers, a voice emerged. It was not Dale's voice, which still held a faint trace of youth.
"Wh-what?"
Something rose again along the Armor of Dark Blood. Not skewers, but tentacles to bind the body. They tightened around the Count's limbs to the point of breaking his bones.
The sound of a pig being slaughtered rang out once more.
Could that truly be called armor? That thing was a sword in itself.
"What on earth is this...."
The Count muttered powerlessly in his pain. He had heard enough to be sick of the words praising the Empire's greatest genius, Dale of Saxony. He knew the 'Black Prince' was a monster beyond imagination.
But what Dale was showing now surpassed even that.
No words could describe that existence.
"Do you think you'll be safe after daring to kill the Empire's proud war hero...!"
"Oh, is that so?"
Pu-uk!
A burning pain struck from behind the Holy Swordsman. He felt the sensation of cold metal. He saw the tip of the Peacemaker's blade protruding from his chest.
"Have you forgotten that the Empire's proud hero died with a sword driven into the back of his head?"
Just like that winter night. How could he forget? Finally, the puzzle pieces in his head fit together.
From the beginning, what the 'Black Prince' possessed was not mere talent.
"That can't be, there's no way that could be...."
The wild boar's face froze as white as the bottom of a winter night.
The 'Shadow Monarch' opened his mouth.
"Where in the world is there anything for free? Your Empire obtained peace without a price through me, and now the time has come to pay that price."
The Holy Swordsman turned his head powerlessly toward his back.
"The Brandenburg Count family will be inherited by the idiot Philip, and manipulating that idiot will be the role of our Saxony family, not York. Can you imagine the catastrophe that the future of the Count family you boast about will face?"
The 'Hero of the Otherworld' wrapped in the Armor of Dark Blood stood there. The Holy Swordsman could not speak; he let out a sound like the wind, as if his soul were escaping.
"It was shitty being with you. Let's never see each other again."
The Hero of the Otherworld said. That was the last word between the two.
* * *
"Geez, I can already picture the White Magic Tower foaming at the mouth and throwing a fit."
Facing the corpse of the Holy Sword, Master Baro said. Dale muttered as if it were someone else's business.
"What does it matter."
* * *
"Sepia-nim."
Dale knocked cautiously on the room where Sepia was staying in the York Marquis Castle.
"...Come in."
Sepia answered, and Dale bowed his head cautiously.
"I'm ready to return to the Saxony Duchy."
Leaving that day's events behind, he had secured victory in the two Rose Wars. Now it was time for the 'Black Prince' to return to the Demon Territory as the Viscount of Saxony and fulfill his duties.
Together with the elf Sepia, who had been by his side as always.
Nothing would change. At least, he wanted to believe so.
"I don't know what to say."
However, after hearing Sepia's answer, Dale intuitively felt the meaning.
"...Are you leaving the Duke's house?"
Dale asked, and Sepia smiled bitterly.
"Please, do not forgive me."
"It is not Sepia-nim's fault."
"Yes, thank you for saying that."
He knew. Even so, Sepia's resolve would not change.
"Then why are you leaving my side?"
Dale asked. Sepia did not answer immediately. Dale shook his head; the current Sepia was no longer a puppet moving according to his will.
"I'm sorry."
"There is nothing for you to apologize for."
At Dale's words, Sepia hurriedly shook her head. Silence descended.
"Will I be able to see you again?"
At the end of the silence, Dale asked cautiously. Sepia smiled with difficulty and nodded.
"I promise we will definitely see each other again."
Dale finally smiled faintly.
"I will be waiting."
Dale said with a smile. Leaving behind the desire to hug her and kiss her right then and there, he tried hard to maintain his composure.
"Thank you for everything, Sepia-seonsaeng-nim."
"I, too, was able to learn truly many things through you."
Sepia smiled. Before he knew it, she had finished preparing for the journey she would take alone.
"Take care on your way."
Dale said. Sepia smiled silently and took a step alone. Dale did not turn around as she walked away.
After Sepia left, Dale remained in silence.
Leaving behind the biting cold and loneliness piercing his heart, he stood alone, calmly.
* * *
Some time after that.
Having secured victory in the two Rose Wars, but keeping silent about his activities in the '2nd Rose War' which could not be officially revealed... Dale returned to his territory.
He shared the spoils with his father, the Black Duke, and tried to put Sepia's absence behind him.
As the 'Viscount of Saxony' ruling the Demon Territory, the northern development project proceeded smoothly.
Even if Mikhail Lancaster had lost his life at Dale's hands, the anti-demon alliance between Saxony and Lancaster was implemented. In the eyes of the Heavenly Sword Grand Duke Lancaster, the one who had taken his son's life was, after all, the enchantresses of York.
At the same time, the Red Magic Tower jumped on the bandwagon of the anti-demon alliance and headed to the northern territory.
Around that time, as Titania of York had promised, a messenger from the Blue Magic Tower visited the northern Demon Territory to open the 'Sorceress Council'. Even if Sepia was no longer a person of the Saxony Duke's house, there was no room for hesitation for Dale.
* * *
'Officially', the Holy Swordsman Count Brandenburg was rescued by his son Philip.
However, by the time he was rescued, the Count's injuries were already at an irreversible level, and as a result, it was as if he had met his death at the hands of the 'Black Prince'.
Along with the shattering of the Holy Sword Durendal, the relic of the first White Magic Tower Master.
The White Magic Tower would not just watch that silently.
The situation on the continent, already in flux, burned like a fuse standing on the verge of an explosion.
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* * *
The ruler of the Northern Demon Territory, the estate castle of Viscount Saxony.
The City Master's emissary, who periodically visited Dale to discuss the Guild City's ledger in code, was no exception that day.
At least, until the light vanished from the emissary's eyes, and the words left their lips.
"Wise and brilliant young master of Saxony. It is an honor to see you like this."
"......!"
"Our Blue Tower has finished preparing to fulfill our promise to you."
The emissary, ostensibly in secret contact with Dale, acted as a vessel for the Blue Magic Tower's will.
The Blue Magic Tower of schemes and lies. They had remained silent from the moment the Empire began its war of continental unification until it ended. However, silence did not mean inaction.
"How did you find out about the Guild City emissary I am in contact with?"
"They say birds hear the words spoken by day, and mice hear the words spoken by night. No matter how desperately one tries to keep a secret...... there are sounds in this world that are bound to leak out."
The emissary, simultaneously a puppet of the Blue Magic Tower, continued.
"Enough with the useless talk. Tell me the location where the Blue Magic Tower's 'Sorceress Council' is being held."
"Ah, the council has already been convened."
At Dale's question, the puppet replied. Dale tilted his head at the response.
"And as one who has formally received an invitation from the council, you, Young Master Dale, are qualified to be present at that seat."
The emissary spoke, and a gale—like a raging blizzard—wrapped around Dale. The world shifted instantly.
Immediately after, the frozen earth of Saxony was gone. Women in robes sat in chairs that towered like thrones around a massive table. In front of Dale, a single seat remained empty.
On top of the land of biting cold where the blizzard raged.
"I am glad to see you again, Young Master Dale."
An unforgettable voice drifted from beside him. Dale turned his head. Beneath a hood, 'Titania of York' was smiling quietly.
Sorceress. The female mages of legend.
Excluding Titania, the rest of the sorceresses hid their faces in the shadows beneath their hoods.
However, beneath those hoods, they expressed their intentions through their voices—seductive giggles, silence, wariness, and more.
From ordinary humans to succubi and elves...... even beings hidden behind veils, concealing their existence while mimicking life in this country.
'These are the real powers that rule the Blue Magic Tower of schemes and lies.'
Officially, the 'Blue Magic Tower' existed at the southern tip of the continent, the Antarctic, known as the Land of Crystals. In a sense, it was the symmetrical point to the Northern Duke of Saxony family and the Black Magic Tower. However, physical distance meant nothing to the council they were hosting.
'Illusion magic? No.'
High-level mental manipulation that transcended physical distance, binding the participants' consciousness in a holographic projection. It was not difficult to guess who the absurdly powerful individual capable of this might be.
"You have made a truly difficult journey, wise young master of Saxony."
A voice echoed. Across the table where Dale sat, a sorceress smiled. The shadows beneath her hood flickered as a soft, feminine voice rang out.
"Then, may I ask the reason why the council was convened, on behalf of the council?"
"......Are you the one who stands at the pinnacle of this Blue Magic Tower?"
"How rude before the Chairwoman, child of Saxony."
"Erze, I have not yet permitted your turn."
The sorceress called 'Chairwoman' spoke, and 'Erze' fell silent.
"As per the young master's question, I am indeed the one who represents the will of the Blue Magic Tower."
"What is your identity?"
"A loyal subject who, in opposition to the tyranny of gold, is waiting for the Shadow Monarch."
"Since you put it that way, this conversation will be quick. There are two main reasons why I convened you all."
Dale continued calmly.
"You said that in opposition to the confrontation between gold and shadow, the Blue would take it upon themselves to be the standard-bearer fighting for the shadow. Therefore, as the 'Shadow Monarch', I will demand the loyalty that the Blue Magic Tower can perform for me."
"Oh my, you speak as if you really were the 'Shadow Monarch'."
"Is there any room for doubt?"
"As you know, Young Master, we have been observing you closely for a very long time. And we are deeply moved by the talent and qualities you display."
The Blue Magic Tower Master continued.
"However, it is still far too early for you, Young Master, to represent the shadow and stand against the 'Golden Monarch'. Therefore, it is truly regrettable, but we of the Blue Magic Tower cannot break our silence."
"I have no need for a standard-bearer who offers flattery and loyalty only after I have already obtained power."
Dale replied coldly.
"Because what I need are those who are willing to stay by my side when I am at my weakest."
The Blue Magic Tower Master remained silent.
"I am very disappointed. Was the loyalty of the Blue Magic Tower nothing more than this pathetic, petty posturing?"
"How truly brilliant you are."
The Chairwoman laughed, amused.
"We also understand that you, Young Master, are not very pleased with the 'silence' of the Blue Magic Tower. However, beyond what you imagine, we are already proving our loyalty to the Shadow Monarch."
"Are these things that must remain silent despite that?"
"That is so. Ah, come to think of it, there is no longer any need to remain silent regarding York's loyalty."
"For now, that one fact is enough."
Dale replied.
"But please keep in mind that my waiting will not be very long."
"We shall gladly keep that in mind. Then, shall we hear the other matter for which you convened the council?"
"I have come to this place to settle the debt that Sepia-nim owes the Blue."
The Assassins of the Mountain. A secret organization of elven society composed of dark elves from the desert, tasked with purging the 'outcasts' of the secular world. The Sorceress Council traded with them to protect Sepia's life, and they held her life hostage in exchange for that debt. A truly useful puppet, indeed.
"Oh my. Wasn't Sepia-yang a stranger who left Saxony and no longer had any point of contact with you?"
"Sepia-nim is a mentor who taught me things beyond words."
Dale said.
"Even if that was a puppet show performed within your 'silence'."
"Oh my, your heart for your mentor is truly touching."
"Regarding the desert dark elf organization...... the Assassins of the Mountain, disclose all information and transaction details that the Blue Magic Tower possesses."
Dale spat out coldly toward the smiling Blue Magic Tower Master.
"Because from now on, it is not the role of you, the Blue Magic Tower, to protect Sepia-nim."
Even if she had already left Dale's side, nothing would change.
* * *
When the Sorceress Council finished its session, Dale was back in his usual office.
"Ah, uh, uhhh......?"
The City Master's emissary blinked, looking around in confusion, oblivious to what had transpired moments before.
"The conversation is over. You may withdraw."
Viscount Saxony, Dale, said calmly.
"A-ah, understood!"
The emissary bowed and retreated. Left alone, Dale stared silently into the void.
He thought of the dark elves of the desert, where sandstorms raged, in the land of scorching sands at the eastern tip of the Empire.
* * *
The Great Labyrinth of the Demon Territory ruled by Viscount Saxony, the Labyrinth City Labyrinthos.
The project to pioneer the 'Demon's Land' in the surrounding area proceeded smoothly. Those who conquered the labyrinth, those who took on requests to sweep away the demons—people needed in the right places gathered and performed the necessary tasks. Only when they reached a situation they could not resolve did the people of the Saxony house finally move.
Even if Dale were away to attend to his business, the Demon's Land was gradually brightening its darkness under the system he had established.
Furthermore, around that time, in order to fulfill the anti-demon alliance that Dale had previously promised with the 'Lancaster House', new forces began to gather in the land of Viscount Saxony.
* * *
"Ah, I am truly glad to see you again."
A beauty with blood-red hair stood there, clad in a form-fitting red uniform and a blood-colored pointed hat.
"To think I would see the Young Master of Saxony like this......."
High Elder of the Red Magic Tower, Lady Scarlet.
"I never imagined that the Red Magic Tower would have such passion for pioneering the 'Demon's Land'."
As Dale feigned ignorance, Lady Scarlet smiled, unbothered.
"Oh my, how could that be. We of the Red Magic Tower are always desperate for the 'peace of the Empire'."
Dale rose from his throne, leaving the mages of the Red Magic Tower behind.
As the ruler of this Demon Territory and Viscount Saxony, he gauged the schemes she and the Red Magic Tower were hiding.
Nothing would change. The Blue Magic Tower and the 'Sorceress Council' had begun to move, and the Red Magic Tower had also begun to gather under the grand cause of helping with the Demon Territory's pioneering project.
Before long, realizing that the holy sword, the relic of the first White Magic Tower Master, had been broken, the 'White Magic Tower' would also break its silence.
Excluding the Green Magic Tower, three magic towers were gathering. At the same time, Dale had not forgotten the ruler of this land.
The frozen earth of Saxony, the fact that this land was the territory of the Black Magic Tower, which inherited the darkness of the primordial age, the Black Duke, and furthermore, the 'Shadow Monarch'.
* * *
At that time, in the deepest room of the Imperial Palace.
"Your Majesty, are you safe in body?"
A voice rang out in the darkness. It was the voice of the Red Magic Tower Master, Marquis Uris, the Duke of Blood.
"......It is intelligence that the Blue Magic Tower has broken its silence and attempted to contact the 'Shadow Monarch'."
"Did you say shadow?"
In the silence, a man's voice finally rang out.
The one who reigned at the pinnacle as the Golden Monarch of the Empire of Fire and Light.
The Golden Emperor, Arthur Pendragon Magnus.
"I am truly sorry, but there are increasing numbers of people who are worried about the 'silence' that Your Majesty and the Imperial Family are keeping."
"What do you desire, Lord of Fire and Blood?"
The Golden Emperor, who stood at the pinnacle of the Empire, asked in return. Lord of Fire and Blood—a title unimaginable for the ruler of an Empire that proclaimed itself the only nation on earth.
"Please, I beg you to permit the movement of Your Majesty's flesh and blood...... the golden lineage."
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* * *
Around that time, Sir Helmut Blackbear, the 'Mad Sword,' came seeking the Demon Territory ruled by the Black Prince.
"Thank you for making such a difficult journey, Sir Helmut, especially when you must be busy with matters within the Duchy."
"Young Master Dale... no, is there any task more important than the call of the Viscount of Saxony?"
Dale had personally summoned Sir Helmut to his territory. Furthermore, they were heading toward an unexplored region within the Demon Territory, a place devoid of any human trace. It was a dangerous area where the darkness of the demons writhed, a place where encountering a monster at any moment was a certainty.
"I called for you, Sir Helmut, because I have a secret request."
At Dale's grave expression, Sir Helmut nodded.
"But before that, can you give me one promise?"
"I, Helmut, swear that I shall fulfill this vow even if it costs me my life!"
Sir Helmut laughed heartily, as he always did, and at that sight, Dale smiled lightly.
"From now on, whatever you see, you must never speak a word of it to anyone."
After smiling, Dale spoke. Had a threat so great been discovered during the development project that it couldn't be easily revealed? Thinking this, Sir Helmut nodded heavily.
"Then, let's stop around here."
Glancing around, Dale dismounted. The two tied their northern warhorses to a nearby winter tree and crossed over the white earth together.
"So, what is it you intend to ask of me?"
"Please be my sparring partner."
Dale said. A sparring partner. At the unexpected words, Sir Helmut tilted his head, confused.
"Sparring? Surely, that could be done within the Viscount's territory easily..."
"Shub."
However, Sir Helmut didn't even have a chance to finish his sentence.
Before he knew it, the 'Abomination from Another World' had manifested at Dale's side. Jet-black tentacles burst forth, wrapping around Dale. He stood there, now covered in black blood.
The Avatar of the Shadow Monarch, armed with the Armor of Dark Blood.
"......!"
The moment he saw it, he understood. Even without Aura, what Dale was wrapped in was, without a doubt, the Armor of the World of Thought itself.
Even the legendary Sir Helmut Blackbear could not hide his shock, his expression freezing in place. He stared at the 'Black Prince' who stood silent behind the Armor of Dark Blood.
"In this state, while I am manifesting my Avatar, would you please sharpen my sword?"
"......Do you possess both a World of Thought and an Armor?"
"That is correct."
It was no longer a secret that Dale possessed a World of Thought as a mage. But to overlay it with an Avatar—the pinnacle of a knight—was something Helmut understood the gravity of all too well.
"Strictly speaking, it is not Aura, but power exerted through a grimoire."
Even Dale had not yet grasped 100% of the power held by the 『Book of the Black Goat』. However, the form of the power that Shub had given Dale was beyond doubt. Furthermore, utilizing an Avatar ultimately stemmed from the level of swordsmanship Dale possessed.
"It is truly astonishing and shocking beyond words... but now I finally understand."
Hearing Dale's explanation, Sir Helmut finally nodded. He, too, knew. A grimoire is a mage's sword in its own right, and he knew of those few blades that possessed a 'specialness' one dared not even imagine.
Just as the 『Scales of the Heart』, held by Dale's father, the Black Duke, does.
"As expected, Young Master Dale, you are without a doubt the son of His Excellency, the Duke of Saxony."
"Does my father also possess a similar power?"
Just because one is the son of the Black Duke does not mean one knows everything about him. Rather, Sir Helmut, who could be called the Sword of Saxony, would know better than anyone else the figure that man displayed on the battlefield.
"You probably couldn't even imagine it."
Saying that, Sir Helmut laughed. An angel of death descending upon the battlefield. The ruthlessness of placing thousands of soldiers on the 'scales of life and death' and deciding their fates. Who could dare imagine such a sight?
It was as he said. Even the appearance Dale was showing now was an act that denied the common sense and entire lives of ordinary knights and mages. Yet, he was accepting this absurd sight simply because he was the son of the Black Duke.
"Then, let's end the small talk here."
After saying that, Dale finally drew one of the 'two swords' hanging at his waist.
The Shadow Monarch gripped the hilt of the jet-black magic sword, the blade of famine.
"Sir Helmut, would you not like to manifest your Avatar?"
"Did you say Avatar, Young Master!"
Hearing those words, Sir Helmut Blackbear burst into laughter. It was a mad laughter that could not contain his amusement.
Immediately after, the laughter turned into the roar of a black beast.
* * *
At that time, in the Adventurer's Guild in the Labyrinth City of Labyrinthos.
A red-haired beauty who caught everyone's attention stood there.
"I heard that I could receive an 'Adventurer's License' here."
She was a woman wearing a blood-red pointed hat, flaunting a physique that even her blood-colored robe could not hide.
"I am looking for a wonderful adventurer who will kindly help me."
Her voice did not hide its seductiveness. Adventurers who could not control their bloodlust began to gather like flies. Lady Scarlet, the red-haired beauty, licked her lips as if savoring them.
"Hehe, how very kind of you all."
She let the sharpness of the fangs protruding between her lips shine.
* * *
It felt as if a medium-sized tank was racing right in front of him.
Koo-woong, kung!
Parrying the endless swings of Sir Helmut's greatsword 'Madness', the Shadow Monarch gritted his teeth.
"Is this really all you have, Young Master Dale!"
Even so, the jet-black beast did not stop. As if he didn't care if Dale's body were split in two, the two-meter greatsword was swung endlessly, again and again.
Every time, Dale was busy deflecting the blade while simultaneously manipulating the Armor of Dark Blood like liquid metal to counter the onslaught.
In the past, when Dale faced the Holy Sword, the victory he achieved was ultimately thanks to the power of the Geas. Furthermore, Mikhail Lancaster, who was said to be the closest to the Seven Swords, was never the Seven Swords himself.
But looking at the jet-black beast clashing before him now, he realized.
He was strong. The caliber was literally different. Even the Holy Sword, giving 100% of its power, would not be able to defeat this monster.
Being the strongest knight in the North was by no means an empty title. Even knowing that he was a berserker who had lost about 50% of his reason, and that he was moderating his strength in his own way, made it all the more so.
An overwhelming violence that even Dale, who had obtained the Avatar of the Shadow Monarch and was utilizing his past memories to the fullest, could not approach.
At the same time, black-blue mana swirled beneath the feet of the Shadow Monarch. The swirling mana turned into magic and struck down toward Sir Helmut.
However, even when he expanded the realm of darkness and created 《Shadow Lurkers》, even when he poured out endless shadow bullets from black gun barrels... and even when he threw ice walls and freezing grenades, nothing changed.
He could not pierce the carapace wrapping the jet-black beast at all.
'Not yet, not yet.'
He had to draw out more of the power Shub was giving him. The true ability dwelling within the Shadow Monarch's Avatar, the Armor of Dark Blood.
The four circles wrapping around his heart accelerated, and that mana imbued the Armor of the World of Thought. However, the color was by no means that of black-blue. It was red mana.
The single color (一色) that the four circles were creating in unison: a blood-colored World of Thought.
Following the black armor Dale was wrapped in, blood-colored light flickering like magma began to be engraved.
"......!"
Sir Helmut, who had been reborn as a jet-black beast, gasped once again.
"I promised."
Dale opened his mouth without caring.
"Everything you see here, Sir Helmut, is a secret."
The blood-red mana, now flickering like magma, was wrapping around Dale's black armor. Dale began to project a single World of Thought toward the flames, the flames that were wrapping around the Shadow Monarch's Avatar.
"And perhaps you are the first to see this, Sir Helmut."
Igniter.
A mage's circle is, in the end, like a type of engine that generates magic power by using mana as energy. And for instance, in the world of his past life, the role of an 'ignition device' is indispensable to operate the engines of most automobiles.
The four-stroke cycle of intake, compression, explosion, and exhaust.
Red mana does not necessarily need to be used to burn enemies. At least, because Dale knew how heat energy was utilized in the world of his past life.
Assuming a mage is a single mechanical device, he was consuming heat energy (flames) instead of mana energy to supply power to start that machine.
──Based on that very mechanism, he overlaid the red mana, flickering like magma, onto Dale's circles.
It was not an overclock that unreasonably accelerated the circles by gnawing away at his body and the lifespan of a mage.
It was a World of Thought projected without a single risk, based on the mechanism of another world, mechanical engineering.
A heat engine that converts heat energy into mechanical energy to generate power. It was that otherworldly World of Thought that accelerated the RPM of the 4th Circle.
Now, using heat energy, Dale's four circles were accelerating nearly tenfold.
Through the absurd reverse thinking of generating magic power with flames, rather than generating flames with magic power.
'Good grief, I never thought this would be helpful in my life.'
Before he was reborn as an SSS-class monster hunter, he had vaguely chosen a university with only 'employment' in mind during his incredibly boring days. It was thanks to being swayed by his brother and parents who said he wouldn't regret going to engineering school.
A distant past that he couldn't even remember now. Memories of those days surfaced in his mind inadvertently. But at least, they were not things to think about right now.
As long as he existed as the 'Black Prince' of Saxony, the world of those days was something that couldn't be helped.
"M-mana is......!"
Seeing that, the jet-black beast gasped in shock once again.
To Helmut, who didn't know the ins and outs, Dale's mana was amplifying nearly dozens of times for no reason at all.
Literally, a 'mass of mana' was covering the existence of the Shadow Monarch.
Flames began to flicker along the body of dark blood. Red mana was running wild in the heart's circles, blue mana was performing the duty of a coolant... and the Armor of Dark Blood was burning like magma, amplifying its power.
By accepting his own existence as a single mechanical device and projecting highly complex otherworldly knowledge.
Against the racing medium-sized tank, Dale finally began to step on the state-of-the-art accelerator.
* * *
Around that time, the Imperial Court finally broke its silence.
Praising the achievements of the Viscount of Saxony, who was developing the 'Demon Territory' beyond the Northern Duchy of Saxony... and valuing the cause of the anti-demon alliance formed between Saxony and Lancaster, the Imperial Court decided that the Imperial bloodline would personally make a visit.
The 7th Prince, Mordred, and the 5th Princess, Kiara.
The two bloodlines carrying the lineage of Pendragon finally began a procession that was nothing short of magnificent.
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* * *
"What in the world is that...!"
The Shadow Monarch's avatar began to emit a presence that defied comparison. An overwhelming magical power—one dared not even imagine—radiated from what was truly a Demon God.
Four circles, wrapped in red mana, ran wild. Yet, this was no desperate last stand. On the contrary, Dale's circles were a 'state-of-the-art clockwork mechanism,' operating with a precision born of otherworldly knowledge.
He used red mana to reinforce the circles, generating magical energy beyond comprehension. He poured that mana into the Armor of Dark Blood, boosting every one of its abilities.
The Shadow Monarch's avatar, obtained through the power of Shub, was not operated by Aura, but by mana. That was why he unilaterally poured an absurd amount of mana into it, reinforcing the Armor of Dark Blood as a mage who utilized the three colors: black, red, and blue (黑赤靑).
The jet-black beast, Sir Helmut Blackbear, kicked off the ground once again. Against that single blow, the Shadow Monarch swung his sword.
Ka-ang!
The two-meter greatsword 'Madness' clashed against the jet-black magic sword 'Gia' without the slightest tremor.
'He's not being pushed back in terms of strength......!'
Sir Helmut gasped, unable to hide his astonishment. The Shadow Monarch had parried the blow of the North's strongest knight—a man who had dedicated his entire life to the blade. This was not the one-sided overwhelming force of before. It was different. Far too different. They were clashing as equals, knight to knight.
"Ha, hahahaha!"
Amidst the struggle of the two swords, Sir Helmut burst into laughter, as if he were so incredibly happy and delighted that he couldn't contain himself.
"Yes, this is it! Without reaching this level, there is no way one could dare to shoulder the 'Weight of Saxony'!"
As the closest sword to the Duke of Saxony, the jet-black berserker roared with laughter as his fighting spirit burned. At the same time, fighting spirit (鬪氣) began to surge explosively around his body.
"The achievement of the Empire's greatest genius, Young Master Dale, makes this Helmut so happy and delighted that I cannot contain myself!"
Reborn with power beyond mere Aura, the energy of struggle began to wrap around Sir Helmut's avatar. Just as the Holy Swordsman once did, there was no rule stating an avatar must only have one form for peak knights.
'Don't tell me, even more power than this......!'
The Shadow Monarch gripped his jet-black magic sword tighter, closing the distance instantly. Nothing had changed. Dale was accelerating his body, forming a heat engine with red mana. How far could he stand against the 'strongest knight of the North' with this power?
Dale, too, smiled, filled with the competitive spirit of a berserker that did not lose to Helmut.
Ka-ang!
The swords clashed. A sword of overwhelming spirit that couldn't even be compared to moments ago. It was difficult even to receive it, and beyond that, an unidentifiable eeriness dwelled along the blade.
After the clash, Dale raised his head.
Amidst the swirling fighting spirit, the second form of Sir Helmut Blackbear's avatar finally revealed itself.
'......!'
A Death Knight was there.
A Death Knight whose body was a skeleton without a single shred of flesh attached, wrapped in the black armor of Saxony.
That very Death Knight was gripping the two-meter greatsword 'Madness' tighter.
"How is it, Young Master Dale."
Sir Helmut Blackbear's skull opened its mouth. A bizarre, unearthly voice that could not be called a human voice flowed out.
"This is the proof of the will that I, Helmut Blackbear, offer for the House of Saxony."
The Sword of Death, the armor of an ideology that swore to remain loyal to the House of Saxony even in death, was there.
"Sir Helmut......."
Reborn as a Death Knight, Helmut knelt before Dale, ending the fight.
Ku-ung!
"Today, I will never forget the martial prowess that Young Master Dale has shown to this Helmut!"
He plunged his greatsword vertically into the frozen earth of the Demon Territory. Though Dale treated his Death Knights like limbs, what stood before him was no mere construct. This was the strongest knight of the North, a man who thought and acted of his own volition while swearing lifelong loyalty to the House of Saxony.
"Rise, Sir Helmut."
Dale deactivated the Shadow Monarch's avatar. The red mana accelerating the circle in his heart subsided.
"......Keuk!"
A sudden, searing pain surged through Dale's heart. He collapsed, kneeling. Helmut rushed toward him in a panic, but Dale extended an arm to stop him.
"There is nothing to worry about."
"Are you still not used to the ability?"
Sir Helmut replied, as if he had expected this. He was right. He had ceased the fight precisely because he understood that a newly awakened ability could be a 'double-edged sword.'
"As expected of Sir Helmut."
Dale smiled, feigning composure. The heat engine accelerating the heart's circle stopped operating, and at the same time, the residual heat remained, burning Dale's heart.
Hastily generating blue mana to achieve thermal equilibrium within his body, Dale began to calmly calculate the risks of his new ability.
"I, Helmut, swear to gladly offer my sword for the Young Master's training from here on out."
The avatar was gone, and the Sir Helmut Dale knew stood before him.
"Thank you, Sir Helmut."
Dale smiled quietly. It was only the beginning. As a mage who had awakened the Shadow Monarch's avatar and utilized the attributes of three colors, the hearth inside the fortress glowed hotter than ever before.
* * *
Some time later, at the Lord's Castle of Viscount Saxony in the Labyrinth City.
"The aristocratic faction centered around the S-rank adventurer, Edward of Dalles, is expanding its influence even to 'Guild Street.' Furthermore, there are reports that his martial prowess has grown abnormally in recent days."
"The number of adventurers going missing within the labyrinth has surged over the past few weeks. It far exceeds the assumed disappearance and mortality rates."
An assassin of the 'Shadow Court,' who monitored adventurers from the shadows, reported to Viscount Saxony.
"Do you have any other leads?"
"The Shadow Court is keeping a close eye on the adventurers entering the labyrinth, but we have yet to find any proper clues."
"......."
Viscount Saxony, Dale, remained silent.
"Come to think of it, I heard that 'Lady Scarlet' of the Red Magic Tower registered with the Adventurer's Guild a while ago."
"That is correct."
"Were there any suspicious movements from her within the labyrinth?"
"That is......."
The assassin trailed off.
"Because she moves elusively, avoiding our surveillance network, we cannot track her whereabouts at all."
For a mere mage to evade the Empire's best assassins—at least for Lady Scarlet, that was no difficult task.
"Is that so."
There was only one thing Dale had to do as the ruler of the Demon Territory.
"Continue to be vigilant and carry out your mission."
Dale rose from his seat.
* * *
The Red Mages of the Red Magic Tower, led by Lady Scarlet, were contributing to the development project of the Demon Territory. The Rose Cross Knights, fulfilling the promise of the anti-demon alliance from the Lancaster House, were no exception.
However, setting aside the Lancaster House, he could never lower his guard regarding the dark intentions the Red Magic Tower harbored. The Tower of Fire and Blood, worshippers of power who executed the zeitgeist of the Empire.
That was not all Dale had to consider. There were groups moving with their own ambitions, centered here in the Labyrinth City.
It was not the role of 'Viscount Saxony' to officially settle that situation. That was the role of the S-rank adventurer 《Faceless》, who was already active and making a name for himself in the Labyrinth City.
* * *
A path of hungry ghosts, where countless factions and organizations clashed to obtain a windfall.
Among them, Edward of Dalles and the aristocratic adventurer faction he led were one of the most powerful organizations in the city.
As a knight from the Dalles Count family, famous even in the Empire, his skill was impeccable. The influence Edward exerted among the adventurers was not of an ordinary nature.
Furthermore, around the time Viscount Saxony left his territory to wage the Rose War, Edward acquired a certain artifact in the deep levels of the labyrinth.
Taking advantage of Viscount Saxony's absence, he did not report the artifact to the 'Adventurer's Guild,' but laundered it through a connected guild, making it his own.
Edward had been reborn as a big shot and a powerhouse that the city's adventurers dared not approach.
* * *
When 'Faceless' entered the Adventurer's Guild, amidst the whispers of the crowd, a red-haired beauty caught everyone's attention.
Lady Scarlet, who was being revered like a queen among the adventurers.
"Fufu, how very kind of you."
Scarlet wore a seductive smile, and the shadow of Faceless, cast under the hood, turned toward her. For a moment, her gaze met his.
"Oh my."
As if peering through the existence of Faceless cast under the hood, Scarlet giggled, amused.
"Faceless, the legendary adventurer the city people talk about has appeared!"
"......."
Seeing Lady Scarlet shrug her shoulders exaggeratedly, Faceless turned his head away. As if she weren't even worth dealing with.
"Ah, how cold."
"Heh, what the hell."
A voice finally flowed from under Faceless's hood. It was a man's voice, thick and rough.
"Uh......?"
"This lady wagging her tail is just pure art."
Even Lady Scarlet closed her mouth in embarrassment at the unexpected voice. It was a voice that did not match the 'identity of Faceless' that the spies of the Red Magic Tower had reported.
While the Rose War was taking place, the adventurer Faceless had disappeared. It was not difficult to infer his identity from that single piece of information.
Dale was not a fool who could not understand that. Therefore, from now on, playing the role of the adventurer Faceless was not the role of the 'Black Prince.'
"Yeah, how about we go for a cozy look around the labyrinth with this legendary adventurer?"
Because he was Master Baro, the strongest of the Shadow Court who monitored the Labyrinth City area from the darkness.
"Ah, unfortunately, I don't have the hobby of associating with a boar in the mud."
At Master Baro's words, Lady Scarlet turned her head away, her expression devoid of even a shred of emotion.
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* * *
"Just how long do you intend to stick to me like a stalker?"
In the gloom of the labyrinth, the red-haired beauty raised her voice sharply.
"Hehe, damn it. Has this young lady caught a case of axe-wielding madness or something? What do you expect me to do when we just happen to be heading the same way?"
"Ah, then please, by all means, go ahead and be on your way."
"My, my, this young lady is quite impatient. I'm just trying to take a leisurely stroll, so why are you picking a fight?"
"Oh, is that so?"
As she spoke, red mana began to seethe beneath her feet.
Hwareureuk!
Simultaneously, crimson flames began to swirl, illuminating the darkness of the labyrinth. It was hellfire that neither a mere mage nor a knight could easily handle.
Seureung.
"Whoops, damn, you startled me."
However, the adventurer 'Faceless' was nowhere to be found within the swirling flames. Before she realized it, he had slipped behind her, a blood-red blade pressed to her throat. He sharpened his killing intent on the blade's tip, the earlier jokes and laughter vanished.
"Do you still think this is the backyard of your little red house?"
"......."
"The bastards who turned to ash because of your temper are gnashing their teeth in hell. You'd do well to remember that your pretty neck is quite expensive."
"You certainly do talk a lot for someone with an open mouth."
"Well, isn't that what a mouth is for—to talk?"
For an instant, a cold, sharp glint flashed between Lady Scarlet's lips—her fangs. Furthermore, the liquid tissues within the bloodstream flowing through her body began to writhe.
It was a power of blood, neither a knight's Aura nor a mage's mana.
"A disgrace to knighthood; you truly have no shame."
However, the burning of her hatred lasted only for a fleeting moment. Soon, Lady Scarlet retorted, feigning her usual composure.
"Hehe, would it even register if I spoke of chivalry to someone who quit being a knight?"
The Red Witch, Lady Scarlet. There are not many people in the world who can remain unscathed after offending her. And the Killing Sword, Master Baro, was one of those very few.
To monitor the uncontrollable Red Witch, there truly could be no one more suitable.
* * *
At that time, at the estate of the Viscount of Saxony in the center of the Labyrinth City.
Dale was there, having disguised Master Baro as 'Faceless' to shadow Lady Scarlet, while simultaneously reviewing reports coming in from the labyrinth and the Demon Territory.
"The Purifiers of the Red Magic Tower have reported that they have eliminated the group of ghouls threatening the Sito pioneer village."
"The winter crop yields of the pioneer farmers are exceeding expectations."
"We are organizing rotating patrols with the Rose Cross Knights and the Night Raven Knights to strengthen security in the pioneer zones."
The policy of openness proceeded smoothly, backed by the power of the Saxon House his father, the Black Duke, had established. Amidst the frenzy of the Artifact Rush, the darkness of the Demon Territory was lifting, and the realms beyond were slowly being revealed.
Pioneering this land would not be accomplished in a day or two. This remained true even now, as thirteen-year-old Dale, ruler of this Demon Territory, approached his fifteenth birthday.
Ultimately, the unknown land that Dale would face at the end of the Demon Territory kept its silence.
The land of darkness beyond the northern Demon Territory, the home of the Demon King and the demons. A realm behind a veil whose true nature no one in the Empire knew.
The north of the Empire is not the north of the continent. And no one knows how vast the land called the north of the continent is, or how far it extends. Especially now that the existence of the 'Anatolia Eastern Continent' across the sea is known.
It is a land so harsh that even the Demon King Balor and the high-ranking demons, the 'Shadow Casters,' turned their backs on their homeland and carried out a great migration. What on earth slept in that land, forcing even a being who called himself the Demon King to flee and seek a new home?
He would not be able to get the answer right now. However, as long as he cannot obtain that answer, Dale's duty as the ruler of the Demon Territory will not end.
* * *
Huung!
The Avatar of the Shadow Monarch blocked the sword swing, and immediately, Sir Helmut Blackbear struck down with his second sword.
Even while clashing swords, Dale's body endlessly emitted mana, amplifying his Avatar's power.
Strengthening the body with magic is an extremely inefficient, meaningless act in this world. No matter how hard a mage tries to strengthen their body, it cannot compare to the efficiency of Aura.
However, it was a different story for Dale, who viewed his own existence as a single mechanical device.
The Armor of Dark Blood fused a heat engine into his circles with red mana, emitting power from a total of three 'power plants.'
The Mana Circle that generated pure mana, the 『Book of the Black Goat』 rooted in his heart as a secondary black source, and finally, the heat engine fused into his body with red mana. A storm of mana erupted as three power units fused into one.
'If I were to unleash the full extent of this ability in the World of Thought, how far could I go?'
The power he would possess if he were to fuse the ultimate sword and magic to the 100% that Dale imagined.
For that, it is essential to get used to the utilization of the Avatar and red mana for the time being.
Furthermore, they were not the only ones present at the training that day.
As always, the two female knights who assist the Viscount of Saxony were there.
Lady Shadow, and Lady Black.
"......!"
Watching the clash between the two Avatar users, Lady Black 'Charlotte' swallowed her breath quietly.
The Avatar, called the ultimate of a knight. Charlotte was well aware of Sir Helmut Blackbear's. But this Armor of Dark Blood wrapping the master she was sworn to protect—what on earth was it?
It was a clash of titans that Charlotte, in her current state, dared not even approach. And it was a fight fought purely through the sword, not magic.
'The master I must protect is.......'
It was Dale who bought the talent she had as the daughter of the God Sword. It was also Dale who told her that her sword would one day be stronger than his own.
However, the existence of Dale, the master she must protect, was drifting further away with each passing day. Toward a realm beyond that Charlotte could not reach.
Even Aurelia, who guards the master's side with her, has her own Avatar. Furthermore, whenever Dale performs a certain mission, it is the role of 'Lady Shadow' to protect the master from the shadows.
Not Charlotte.
She thought inadvertently. Is there any reason for her, Charlotte, to exist here in the Saxon Duke's castle anymore? Feeling the ground beneath her feet shrinking, Charlotte bit her lip.
Just then.
Kaang!
Clashing against Sir Helmut's sword swing, the Shadow Monarch finally plunged his hilt into the floor.
"Charlotte."
Dale addressed Charlotte directly.
"It's your turn now."
"My turn......?"
Charlotte caught her breath at the unexpected words.
"Raise your sword."
"Ah, u-ung."
Charlotte nodded and hurriedly placed her hand on her waist. She drew her sword, and a jet-black Aura Blade wrapped around it.
An Aura Knight wielding the Black Sword of Saxony—a level far beyond what was typically achievable at her age.
Nevertheless, compared to Aurelia or Dale, she was ultimately a frog in a well. Every time she clashed swords with the female knight Aurelia, who volunteered to be her usual training partner, she realized that fact even more.
Being the daughter of the God Sword doesn't change anything. In this absurd world, the value of the bloodline flowing in Charlotte's body was ultimately nothing more than a process to achieve the 'desire for eugenics.'
The Shadow Monarch's Avatar rushed toward her.
It was a speed she couldn't fathom; Charlotte's black sword belatedly clashed with Dale's magic sword.
Kaang!
At the end of the sword clash, Charlotte's sword spun uselessly in the air and plunged into the floor.
"......Ah."
A sword filled with bewilderment.
"Are you surprised because you saw my Avatar?"
"I, I was just a little shaken."
Dale asked, and Charlotte nodded hesitantly.
"Still, I can't hide it even in front of the swords that must protect me."
"......I know."
You aren't so weak that my sword needs to protect you. Charlotte smiled bitterly, unable to utter those words. After smiling, she gripped her sword again. Toward an existence far, far away that her sword could no longer reach.
She steeled her heart and focused her consciousness on the tip of her blade.
To get even a little closer to him.
* * *
This world is vast. It took time for reports of the distant 'Rose War' to reach the Saxon Demon Territory.
That was why news of the Holy Sword's official death arrived around that time.
Defeated by the 'Black Prince' in the First Rose War and taken prisoner, then belatedly rescued by Philip... but the news stated the Holy Sword had already shattered. Unable to endure his fatal wounds, he died in his territory shortly after the Second Rose War ended.
Dale had intentionally directed the York family to control and manipulate the information, staggering the spread of the news.
He considered the aftershocks that would shake the Empire following the deaths of the Holy Sword and Mikhail Lancaster, ensuring the impact could be managed.
As soon as it was known that the holy relic of the first White Magic Tower Master was broken, the White Magic Tower was turned upside down, and when it became known that the person responsible was the 'Black Prince,' the entire church began to foam at the mouth.
It was also around that time that Charlotte Orhardt heard the news of the Holy Sword.
* * *
That dawn, there was a knock at Dale's bedroom door.
For an instant, Dale caught his breath and sat up.
"Dale."
However, the voice that followed was not the one Dale imagined. It was the voice of his knight, Charlotte, not Sepia. Only then did the void of Sepia's absence grip Dale's heart.
"Come in."
Swallowing his disappointment, Dale opened his mouth calmly. Charlotte, dressed in black pajamas, was there. Dale also straightened his clothes and welcomed her.
"Would you like something to drink?"
"Thank you."
Charlotte smiled hesitantly. It was a smile full of awkwardness.
"Is there anything else you want to talk about?"
"......."
Dale asked, and Charlotte did not answer. In the silence, Charlotte opened her mouth.
"I heard the Holy Sword died."
"......I heard that after the war ended, he met his death in his own territory."
Dale feigned ignorance.
"Did you fight that man yourself?"
Dale nodded silently.
"No matter how severe the injuries were, I never imagined he would actually die."
"I see."
Another lie. Words Dale whispered to Charlotte.
Just then, Dale turned his head and saw the sword hanging diagonally next to his bed.
Peacemaker, the beloved sword of the hero who had once struck down her father.
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* * *
Killing the Holy Swordsman had been Charlotte Orhardt's future task. That was the promise she and Dale had made in their youth, but circumstances had changed.
Leaving the Hero's sword askew on the table, Dale turned his head.
"As long as he appeared before me on the battlefield, I had no choice. I had to kill him before he killed me."
"I don't intend to blame you."
However, Charlotte soon shook her head.
"It's just that you reached him before my sword could, that's all."
"......."
"Hey, can I ask you one thing?"
Charlotte asked, and Dale nodded.
"That man, the Holy Swordsman... did he die in pain?"
"He must have. With his Holy Sword shattered and the Count's house falling... he died in a slow hell of body and mind."
"I see."
At Dale's answer, Charlotte nodded bitterly.
"As expected, I can't beat the Empire's greatest genius. Not since the day we first met."
Charlotte continued.
"In the end, from start to finish, I could only rely on your help."
The past was so distant that even they barely remembered it. Yet, how could she forget that day?
"Protected by you in the name of Saxon, striking down the enemies of House Orhardt in the name of Saxon... I promised to become stronger for your sake, but in the end, even that strength was a gift from you."
Charlotte laughed self-deprecatingly. In a world where she could do nothing by her own power.
"Still... thank you."
Dale remained silent.
"Without you, there were things I never could have obtained."
She revealed a vulnerability she could no longer hide. Once again, silence settled like a feather.
In the silence, Charlotte quietly took Dale's hand. Her hand was as cold as ice.
"I swore to dedicate my entire life to you and House Saxon. I have done so until now, and that will not change. That is the debt I owe you."
Charlotte said.
"Even so...."
Dale understood the hesitation. He knew. The turmoil she felt had been brewing for far longer than a day or two.
"You want to leave House Saxon."
"......."
"You came to ask your lord for permission, as my knight, right?"
Dale asked. Charlotte bit her lip without a word and nodded.
"Then this is goodbye."
"Are you just going to let me go? Without holding me back? Without even asking why?"
"Because I trust you."
"......Yeah."
Her feelings were not born of selfishness, nor the belief that her task was done. The impatience she felt, and the secret desire for him to hold her back—it was, quite literally, the heart of an adolescent girl.
The distance between them had become too vast compared to those days.
"Yeah, I see."
Seeing Dale's answer, Charlotte smiled bitterly. After smiling, she quietly rose to her feet.
"When you call for me in the future, I will run to you and House Saxon without hesitation."
"Yeah, I know."
"So, I'll wait until then."
A promise without a deadline. With those final words, Charlotte stood. *Sareureuk*, the lace hem of her dress fluttered.
"Until you need me again."
She turned her back just like that.
Unintentionally, the image of Sepia turning her back on Dale overlapped with this moment.
Watching Charlotte's back recede, Dale could not reach out. He could have caught her. Simply calling her name would have sufficed. But he didn't. Why? He didn't know.
He only recalled the memory of the sword that had struck down the God Sword, Sir Vadel, on that winter night.
Before he knew it, a chilling, endless darkness filled the winter night.
* * *
The next day, Charlotte was gone. She had left behind the black armor and sword of Saxon, custom-made for her, and vanished from the castle.
To those searching for her in confusion, Dale told them there was no need.
* * *
Sistina Papal State, the Holy City of Pucelle.
In St. Magdalena Square, at the Apostolic Palace, the highest-ranking priests of the Goddess Church had gathered.
Lord Heaven, who stood at the pinnacle of the Church and the White Magic Tower, was present, along with the twelve Cardinals and the handmaidens of God—mages belonging to the White Magic Tower rather than the clergy.
There was only one reason they were gathered here.
The relic of the first White Magic Tower Master had been destroyed. The perpetrator of that shameless act was none other than the successor of the Black Magic Tower, the 'Black Prince'.
"This is an unforgivable act of sacrilege, a provocation against the entire Church that cannot be tolerated!"
"Furthermore, since that cursed Shadow Church is colluding with the Black, there is no greater evil. Not even the depths of hell would suffice!"
One cardinal spoke up, and voices of agreement poured out in response.
"B-but as long as the war is ongoing, it could be said that it is somewhat inevitable for the Goddess to claim the lives of her servants...."
In the midst of this, Cardinal Nikolai could not hide his embarrassment and was sweating profusely.
"Cardinal Nikolai, do you dare defend the sacrilege of those Black bastards!"
"I-it is not that, but rather, we must look at this situation more rationally...."
"There is talk that you are acting suspiciously with the successor of the Black."
"How could that be!"
"Quiet."
Breaking the silence, Lord Heaven finally spoke. The room fell deathly still.
"There is some merit to Cardinal Nikolai's words."
"Y-Your Holiness...!"
He sat at the pinnacle of the White Magic Tower and the Church forces, having ascended after the previous Pope was assassinated by cardinals who had colluded with the Empire.
"The destruction of the relic is an act our Church cannot forgive, but the Imperial Court highly values the 'Anti-Demon Alliance' led by the Black successor. Prince Mordred and Princess Kiara are personally heading to the Northern Demon Territory to represent the Imperial Court, are they not?"
"......."
He was the Empire's dog, having taken the throne of the Church after the previous White Magic Tower Master—who had resisted the Empire to the end—had died.
"If our Church rashly breaks the Anti-Demon Alliance, His Majesty the Emperor will not tolerate it."
The Church believes that pioneering the Demon King's land is the Goddess's mission, and there are still monks in that land who call themselves her servants. Furthermore, as long as the Imperial Court participates in that cause, it is not a matter that can be overturned on a whim.
The situation had reached a point of no return. Yet, they could not sit by and watch the Church's relic be destroyed and its prestige plummet.
"Then what else should we do...."
One cardinal asked, and Lord Heaven replied.
"We must do what we have to do."
"Do you have something else in mind?"
"The pioneering project of the Demon Territory is solely the will of the Sistina sister goddesses, and therefore it is right that leading that holy project should be the role of our Church. In other words...."
Lord Heaven continued.
"We will take over the entirety of the Demon Territory pioneering project that Viscount Saxon is carrying out, and act as his proxy in the name of our Church."
After all, there was nothing easier than borrowing the name of God to rob someone of their belongings.
* * *
Before Dale could even feel the void left by Sepia and Charlotte, desires began to gather, wriggling toward his territory.
Many high-ranking elders of the White Magic Tower and bishop-level cardinals acted on behalf of Lord Heaven's will.
However, another group of guests made the entire Empire stir even more.
After the Empire unified the continent, the pinnacle of the country—those who had kept silent in the deepest part of the Imperial Palace, the Golden Bloodline—had personally traveled toward Dale's land.
Therefore, amidst the political situation that began to fluctuate around Dale's territory, his most reliable ally finally began to move.
The Black Duke, the continent's greatest black mage, stood at the pinnacle of the Black Magic Tower.
* * *
In the frozen land, where cold air and biting winds raged, the carriage wheels finally stopped. The countless guards following them halted in unison.
The velvet decorations hanging from the carriage were embroidered with a two-headed golden dragon.
The Two-Headed Dragon, the only national symbol of the Empire.
"I humbly greet Prince Mordred and Princess Kiara."
Before them, the two Saxon men and the nobles of the Demon Territory bowed in unison.
In the silence, two pairs of feet stepped onto the frozen land of the Demon Territory.
"Raise your swords!"
"Salute the Prince and Princess!"
The Iron Cross Knights raised their swords in unison. Amidst the ranks, a man and a woman wrapped in golden uniforms appeared.
The Imperial family, who had kept silent until now—the two who inherited the golden blood.
"It is an honor to meet you, Black Duke."
"Princess Kiara."
She was a woman for whom no other words fit besides Imperial Princess.
Furthermore, a man wearing a sword over his golden uniform appeared.
"Prince Mordred."
"Ah."
Leaving the bowing Black Duke behind, the 7th Prince Mordred headed toward him.
"So, you are the 'Black Prince' making such a fuss as the Empire's greatest genius?"
"That is correct, Your Highness."
"Haha, to think the Empire's greatest genius is just a brat like this. The state of the country has become quite ridiculous."
"......."
Mordred spat out mockingly, but no one dared object. Dale was no exception.
"It's all thanks to that damn Hero of the Otherworld."
He didn't care, belittling the 'Hero of the Empire' in front of everyone.
"Since that damn bastard wiped out all the strong people on the continent, isn't that why a brat like this is being propped up as the Empire's greatest genius or whatever?"
He spat out profanities, disregarding the nobility or dignity of a prince.
"Mordred."
It was then.
"Please choose your words carefully."
"......I apologize, sister."
The 5th Princess Kiara, who had been silent, spoke up. At her words, Mordred quietly shut his mouth.
"Please forgive my brother's rudeness. Since he is still inexperienced with the ways of the world, he has unintentionally been rude."
"Not at all."
Dale shook his head and paid his respects.
"Oh, how could that be? I am deeply moved by the great name of Prince Dale, who is called the Empire's greatest genius, more than anyone else."
In front of Dale, who was showing courtesy, Princess Kiara smiled brightly.
"Furthermore, I am moved by the future you will bring to this Empire."
She smiled, her true intentions unfathomable.






Chapter - 142 

Chapter 142
* * *
"Come, come, everyone, pay attention! I have a truly astonishing story to tell you all today!"
A man shouted at the top of his lungs on a city street corner. A woman in a robe was about to walk past the gathering, murmuring crowd when—
"I stand before you today because I personally witnessed the magnificent exploits of the Empire's greatest genius—none other than the 'Black Prince' himself during the War of the Roses!"
At that name, the woman's steps faltered. She turned. The man was a street storyteller—a wanderer who made his living eavesdropping on rumors and spinning them into elaborate tales with his own flair.
"You'd best look forward to this. There aren't many lucky souls in this city who witnessed the fierce, bloody battle between the Holy Sword and the 'Black Prince' up close like I did!"
"R-really? You actually saw the two of them fight?"
"Indeed I did! It happened just as I was following the constellations and setting foot on the lands of the Duchy of Lancaster! Ahem, a-hem."
The storyteller paused for effect. Several people pulled copper coins from their pockets and dropped them into his basket. Only then did he clear his throat and raise his voice like an actor.
"Ahem. Speaking of that bloody battle—it was right in the middle of thousands of knights from York and Lancaster facing off! And just then, the two of them stepped out onto the plains as representatives of their respective sides for a fair, one-on-one duel..."
As he vividly described the war-torn landscape as if it were unfolding before them, the crowd was drawn in; some flinched in fear, others clapped.
A storyteller's job is to sell stories—the most fascinating and immersive ones that fetch the best price. To the 'Storyteller's Guild' he belonged to, there was no surer hit than the heroic tales of the 'Black Prince'.
For the woman, however, it was nothing new.
Gossip is always prone to exaggeration, and she had grown sick and tired of the 'fame of Dale' that spread through such layers.
"Facing the legendary Seven Swords of the Continent—the Holy Swordsman himself—he fought a close battle without taking a single step back! The heavens and the earth shook; it was a clash so intense that thousands of soldiers held their breath!"
Before she knew it, the place was packed, leaving no room to stand. The woman quietly turned away. She hid her crystal-colored hair inside her hood, leaving behind the inexplicable longing that pierced her heart.
* * *
Meanwhile, in the Northern Demon Territory.
Two scions of the Imperial family set foot on the land, ostensibly for the 'Anti-Demon Alliance' put forth by Saxony and Lancaster.
"You have traveled a long way to such a humble place."
Dale, the Viscount of Saxony who ruled the Demon Territory, spoke up alongside his father, the Duke of Saxony.
"Please forgive the somewhat shabby appearance of this place; I merely expanded the military fortress my father built against the demon threat into my own castle..."
"Ah, say no more."
Before Dale could finish, the 7th Prince, Mordred, cut in.
"I can tell well enough that it's a shabby, good-for-nothing castle without you explaining it."
"......Is that so."
Despite the incredible rudeness, Dale bowed his head, unbothered.
"More than that, why do you think I personally traveled all the way to this backwater?"
Mordred stopped in his tracks and turned toward Dale.
"I wanted to see for myself the talent of the 'Black Prince' that the idiots of this country won't stop yapping about. How about that? You must be so honored you don't know what to do with yourself, right?"
"I am truly honored."
"Then take out what you've got."
"......Take out? What do you mean?"
"Do I have to spell it out? Your sword."
Mordred said, placing his hand on the hilt at his waist.
"Or was it not a sword? Magic, artifacts, whatever—just take it all out."
Sreung.
Before Dale could answer, the Prince's sword, hanging diagonally from his belt, flashed with a sharp glint. Silence fell instantly. Even the formidable Black Duke could not hide his bewilderment at such reckless, headstrong behavior.
"......."
Dale remained silent. In the quiet, his artifact, the 'Shadow Cloak', began to flutter.
"Ho-oh."
"I shall follow the Prince's command."
Dale drew his jet-black magic sword, his Shadow Cloak fluttering. He masked the act as an unavoidable submission to orders.
"Right. Then clear away those obstacles around you, too."
Mordred said, adjusting his grip on the hilt. Understanding, Dale flicked his chin toward the people around them.
People from both sides stepped back immediately, leaving Dale and the Prince facing each other with swords drawn. Dale glanced at the 5th Princess, Kiara. Contrary to her earlier attempt to restrain her younger brother's rudeness, she maintained her silence with a cold expression.
"I hope the name 'Empire's Greatest Genius' isn't a fake."
Mordred spat out coldly.
"Because I won't be held responsible if your head rolls off just like that."
"Why are you going this far?"
Dale asked, bold and unyielding.
"Did His Majesty not send you and the Princess for the sake of the Anti-Demon Alliance, and furthermore, the cause of Saxony and Lancaster?"
"Yes, and the genius of Saxony, who holds that proud, goddamn cause..."
Mordred opened his mouth, adjusting his grip on the hilt.
"Do you know what you did to my one and only teacher?"
Dale held his breath.
"The tendons in his body were shredded, his Aura Heart destroyed. To make matters worse, you spread false information that he was rescued by that idiot Philip... and you must have kept him prisoner, tormenting him throughout the War of the Roses."
Only then did he understand the source of the hatred burning toward him.
However, regarding the end of the Holy Swordsman, he had prepared himself to take responsibility the moment he broke the Holy Sword.
"As it happens, the killer of that teacher—whom I could tear to shreds and still not be satisfied—is right in front of me."
He had never imagined the backlash would come like this.
"......Is that not what war is?"
Dale replied coldly.
"Killing before being killed, and obtaining the maximum possible gain before killing—that is war."
He did not hide the ruthlessness and cruelty the people whispered about regarding the 'Black Prince'.
"Every soldier who dies on the battlefield has parents, children, friends, or spouses waiting for them. Yet, when swinging a sword, no one hesitates to think of the enemy soldier's family."
"......."
Mordred remained silent.
"Even if, to Prince Mordred, the Holy Swordsman was a wonderful and respectable teacher──"
Before Dale could finish, Mordred kicked off the ground and lunged.
Kaaang!
The blades clashed. Against Mordred's swing, however, Dale did not draw his own sword.
"......!"
The swirling Shadow Cloak simply rose like a skewer, aiming at Mordred.
Had it been even a millimeter closer, the lethal blade would have torn his retina and blinded him.
"How dare you be impudent to the Prince!"
Seeing this, the Iron Cross Knights drew their swords in unison. Simultaneously, the Night Crow Knights of Saxony drew theirs. The air in the room stiffened; silence fell like a feather.
A hair-trigger standoff unfolded.
"Everyone, could you please stop?"
In that suffocating atmosphere, the Black Duke finally broke the silence.
"Do you think you can get away with laying a hand on the Prince's honorable body!"
One of the Iron Cross Knights shouted at the Black Duke, who replied calmly.
"Can you not hear my words?"
"......!"
At the same time, the entire great hall began to be submerged in darkness.
Arms reached out from the shadows. The Iron Cross Knights tried to swing their swords in confusion, but faster than that, 'arms of darkness' grabbed them.
"Aaaaaaagh!"
The knight who had shouted at the Black Duke screamed. The arms of darkness constricted his ankles. Armor buckled, ankle bones snapped, and flesh and bone twisted.
At a glance, it was not much different from Dale's Shadow Cloak. However, one could tell the quality of the darkness was different—a ravenous, greedy jet-black that seemed to swallow all the light in the world, consuming the area.
"As I said, I told you to stop."
The voice echoed once more—quiet, yet containing an irresistible pressure.
Even in front of the Prince and the Empire's greatest knight organization, he showed not a single hint of wavering.
"Dale, withdraw the Shadow Cloak."
"Yes, Father."
Dale disarmed without hesitation. Before him, Mordred struggled, held fast by the arms of shadow.
"Prince Mordred."
The Black Duke turned toward Mordred.
"Black Duke, release this at once!"
"Even if you are of the Imperial bloodline, do not think all impudence will be tolerated for that reason alone."
"Y-you, what did you just say...!"
"I mean exactly what I said."
The Black Duke replied.
"This is my territory, and my son is performing his duties here as my representative."
"Who do you think granted you that territory!"
"His Majesty the Emperor."
The Black Duke replied without a hint of hesitation.
"As a Duke of the Empire, I possess the qualification of immunity to take legal measures to protect my territory. Even the Imperial bloodline is no exception."
Flap, flap!
Several crows flew up behind his back—in an indoor space where there should be no birds.
Black feathers scattered as the Black Duke continued calmly.
The air froze. Chilling cold and the fear of death swirled through the room.
"I understand that Prince Mordred regards the Holy Sword as closely as his own father and respects him deeply as a teacher."
"......!"
Mordred's expression froze at the Black Duke's calm words.
"That and this are, strictly speaking, separate matters."
The Black Duke continued calmly. As one who knew secrets of the Empire that even Dale did not know, he was placing an inescapable leash around Mordred's neck.
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* * *
It was a disaster piling upon a disaster.
Prince Mordred, gnashing his teeth over the Holy Sword incident and harboring ulterior motives; Princess Kiara, whose true intentions were impossible to fathom; and the mages of the Red Magic Tower, still harboring sinister, black-hearted schemes.
As if that were not enough, the Church and the White Magic Tower were sharpening their knives, looking to hold someone accountable for the broken Holy Sword.
In this place surrounded by enemies, the only saving grace was the 'Duchy of Saxony' surrounding them, and the presence of my father, the Duke of Saxony.
The Empire's greatest grand duke—the fear he inspired was well-founded. Even that unruly prince who carried the blood of the Imperial family was no exception.
'Did he consider the Holy Sword as close as his own father?'
When the Black Duke warned Mordred, seeing him swallow his breath in such bewilderment, I could intuit it.
'Don't tell me...'
If that suspicion were true, it would be laughable. However, what I needed to consider right now was not the messy internal affairs of the Imperial family.
I cannot rely solely on the protection of my father, the Black Duke. As the ruler of this Demon Territory and the representative of the Duke of Saxony, I, Dale, have duties to fulfill.
* * *
The forces gathered at the Saxon Viscount's castle were reminiscent of those that stood against 'Demon King Balor' during the Hero of the Otherworld's era.
Although it was not quite enough to tip the scales of the continent like back then, it was certainly not a weight to be taken lightly.
As befitting an anti-demon alliance sparked by the pact between Saxony and Lancaster, it was the role of the Grand Duke of Lancaster, the Heavenly Sword, to pull the trigger first.
Ironically, he had failed to realize Mikhail's true colors until the very end, simply assuming that the 'anti-demon alliance' his son spoke of before dying was his unfulfilled ideal...
He gathered the last remaining strength of the ruined House Lancaster and entrusted it to Dale of Saxony.
To the very person who had driven Lancaster to ruin in the Second Rose War and plunged a sword into Mikhail's chest.
It was an irony that could not have been more cruel, yet nothing would change.
At the same time, from the Imperial Capital, the 7th Prince Mordred and the 5th Princess Kiara, along with the Iron Cross Knights, Lady Scarlet, and her subordinate Red Mages, had joined.
Finally, the most prickly of them all: the White Magic Tower.
It was not Cardinal Nikolai, who was already Dale's puppet. The true powerhouses of the White Magic Tower never concurrently held high-ranking ecclesiastical positions in the Church. To them, holding a position within the Church organization was no different from gaining secular status.
Furthermore, the true value of the White Magic Tower does not unfold from the fingertips of a single mage. Therefore, the participation of the knight organization that the Sistina Papacy boasts could not be an exception either.
The Church's sword, designed to coordinate with White Mages from the start. They were the executioners of fanaticism who engraved blood-red crosses onto their white surcoats: the Order of the Temple Knights.
* * *
The Saxon Viscount's castle, the core base for the Labyrinth City's development and the surrounding Demon Territory.
In one of the rooms of that very castle, the leadership of the 'Anti-Demon Alliance' was gathered.
The Empire's prince and princess, Lady Scarlet and the high-ranking Purifier who assisted her, the Aura Master of the Lancaster house, and finally, the high elder of the White Magic Tower and the Templar of the Order of the Temple Knights.
'The place is crawling with red and white.'
Forces of fire and light, riders of gold, filling the black territory.
I finally began to understand the burden the Black Duke must have felt when the strongmen of the Empire, including the Hero of the Otherworld, were gathered. At the same time, as long as they were putting forward a grand cause, the House of Saxony would have no proper way to stop them.
Furthermore, it was Dale who thoroughly ruled this territory, and therefore, the Black Duke did not officially attend this meeting.
However, it was ultimately Dale's decision that brought these forces of fire and light together. Nothing would change.
Amidst their intersecting ambitions, I would wrap puppet strings around them and take control. That would be the key to clearing away the deep-rooted darkness of this Demon Territory and breaking the isolation of Saxony.
"The alliance between Saxony and Lancaster, and the desire to pioneer the Demon King's land to counter the demonic threat, is the wish of the entire Empire."
That was why Dale opened his mouth.
"Representing the House of Saxony, I would like to express my deepest gratitude to the Imperial family, the House of Lancaster, and furthermore, the Red Magic Tower, the White Magic Tower, and the Church."
This Demon Territory is Saxon land, and governing it is Dale's share. Therefore, leading this alliance also had to be Dale's role. To ensure the hyenas could not reveal their ambitions.
"Those are truly righteous words."
A knight with a blood-red cross engraved on his white surcoat rose to his feet. He was a Templar, a sword of the Church sitting alongside the people of the White Magic Tower.
And not just any, but a Master Templar, symbolizing the highest-ranking knight of the Order of the Temple Knights.
"Purifying the darkness in this land and scattering the light of the Goddess is the ministry that the Sistina Sister Goddess desires."
"Ah, the Goddess desires it! Those are truly wonderful words."
At those words, Lady Scarlet burst into laughter as if she were amused.
"And the Goddess willingly desired to destroy her own country and become a part of our Empire. Isn't that right?"
For a moment, the expressions of the Master Templar and the White Mage distorted.
Just as Dale had once opposed the blue of the House of York, the riders of gold were no different. During the Empire's unification war, was it not the Red Magic Tower that destroyed the 'Sistina Theocracy' while claiming to be the riders of the Empire?
'They're a bunch of crumbling messes from top to bottom.'
At the very least, this was the first time Lady Scarlet's mockery rang true.
"Anyway... if the House of Saxony intends to repent for its darkness and shine the Goddess's mercy and compassion upon this land."
The Master Templar continued, unbothered.
"Our Church and the White Magic Tower are prepared to willingly offer martyrdom in accordance with the teachings of the Sister Goddess."
"I am truly relieved to hear you say that."
"However, before that, there is one thing that bothers me."
The Master Templar cut off Dale's words as if he had been waiting. Expecting as much, Dale asked back.
"What is that?"
"His Holiness expresses deep concern over whether the Black Young Master of Saxony and the Black Duke truly understand the Goddess's will."
The White Mage beside him chimed in.
"In fact, did the Black Young Master not break the holy relic of the first White Magic Tower Master... the Holy Sword, and insult the Sister Goddess?"
"It was a matter of force majeure."
Dale replied as if it were someone else's business.
"I was at war. Just because my opponent held the Goddess's sword, was I supposed to obediently let myself be stabbed?"
"What we desire is simply for the Young Master to repent for your sins."
"Then have the Empire and the mages of the Red Magic Tower, who destroyed the Goddess's country, repented for their sins?"
Dale asked back.
"Assuming your words are correct. Should the first ones to bow their heads not be Lady Scarlet here, Marquis Yuris, and His Majesty the Emperor?"
"How dare you...!"
At Dale's words, Mordred and those from the Church side raised their voices in unison. However, Dale continued without being fazed.
"The holy relic of the first White Tower Master and the Goddess's country are not the Goddess herself. In the end, they are nothing more than idols fashioned by worshippers."
Dale replied.
"To say that breaking an idol is an act of blasphemy against the Goddess—is that not, in fact, the very act of idol worship that the Church is so wary of?"
In front of the Goddess's riders, who were armed with theology, ironically, Dale began to question them according to the laws of the Church.
"Do not think that can erase the sins of Saxony's darkness and apostasy."
The Master Templar tried to change the subject and snapped back.
"And what we are demanding is the proof of that repentance."
"What do you demand?"
"The Demon Territory development project is no longer just the Young Master's personal business. It is the ministry of the great Sistina Sister Goddess. Therefore, as ministers of the Goddess, we have the duty to monitor and supervise this holy project more thoroughly than anything else. In other words..."
The Master Templar replied.
"Renovate this Saxon Viscount's castle into a cathedral and dedicate this land to the Church in the name of the Sister Goddess as a fiefdom. And this place will fulfill its holy mission as the first pioneering parish to wash away the sins of the House of Saxony."
Simply put, it meant to hand over the Demon Territory to the Church. To sweep up the thousands of gold coins resulting from the frenzy of this artifact rush, a land of new adventure and opportunity.
Dale burst into laughter at the absurdity of their true intentions. To think they could be this shameless, even for them.
"If I refuse, what does the Church intend to do?"
"We will accept that the Demon Territory development project is not a holy ministry of the Goddess, but a business of the House of Saxony for purely secular gain."
The Master Templar continued.
"In the name of His Holiness, we will proclaim that the 'Demon Territory development project' is an act of accumulating sins of both spirit and flesh, and furthermore, we will issue a withdrawal order to all pioneering monasteries currently in this Demon Territory."
"I am truly trembling with fear; I don't know what to do."
"This is no joke."
"Is that so? It was so absurd that I thought it was a joke."
Hearing that, Dale burst into laughter as if it were ridiculous.
After laughing, he said.
"Then take it."
"......!"
"As the representative of the Duke of Saxony, in the name of the young Viscount of Saxony, I promise. I promise that I will hand over this entire Demon Territory to the Church for free."
"W-what did you just say..."
"I said I would hand over the entire Demon Territory to the Church."
Dale replied without a moment's hesitation. At those words, even the parties who had been threatening him until just now had to swallow their breath in bewilderment. As if they had expected him to come out like this from the beginning.
* * *
The promise to hand over the Demon Territory to the Church in the name of Saxony and to renovate the Viscount's castle into a cathedral.
"Did you fall for their threats?"
Dale reported that fact to his father, the Black Duke, and the Black Duke asked back coldly. As one of the Empire's greatest grand dukes ruling the northern region.
"How could I."
Dale shook his head.
"Do not worship idols, and do not covet wealth. It is easier for a camel to pass through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter heaven."
After shaking his head, he recited the doctrine of the Sistina Goddess Church.
"At the very least, confronting the Church head-on right now would be a meaningless war of attrition."
At Dale's following words, the Duke of Saxony remained silent.
"However, that changes when the Church becomes blinded by greed and abandons its own legitimacy."
"Did you say the Church's legitimacy?"
"Because there is nothing better than poison to deal with poison."
Dale replied. At those words, the Duke of Saxony burst into laughter as if he had expected it. As always, his son had a plan, and for the two fathers and sons, all that was left was to wait for the right time.
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* * *
The Demon Territory of the North now belonged to the Church, dedicated to the Sister Goddesses in the name of the Duke of Saxony.
The White Mages and the true knights of the Goddess—those who claimed to be the swords of the Church—were present. And that man was there as well.
"The Goddess wills it......"
Master Templar, Guy de Lusignan.
"Praise be!"
Amidst the echoing hymns of the White Mages, wings of light began to shimmer behind their backs. They claimed to be the knights of the dawn, clearing away the dim twilight of the Demon Territory.
Facing the horde of ghouls charging toward them, the Master Templar leveled his sword.
"O Goddess, grant me the strength to stand against evil."
Immediately, a pillar of light struck from the sky. It hit the exact spot the Master Templar's sword indicated, like a satellite strike from a science fiction movie.
Satellite Beam.
A pillar of light poured from the heavens to the earth. The celestial bombardment engulfed the horde of ghouls, instantly freezing their bodies. It looked like ice at a glance, but it was not.
It was salt.
Like a divine punishment to destroy Sodom and Gomorrah, everything touched by the light pouring from the sky was turning into pillars of salt.
"Praise be, you pitiful wretches who do not know the benevolence and mercy of the Sister Goddesses!"
Unable to contain his overflowing faith, the Master Templar made the sign of the cross.
He did so, unconcerned that the Goddess's wrath unfolding before him was, in many ways, far from benevolent or merciful.
"We shall drive out the darkness of this land and deeply engrave the will of the Goddess."
The Master Templar muttered. The "this land" he spoke of was by no means limited to the Demon Territory. He turned his head.
Toward the land of the apostates who had long ago abandoned God: the Northern Duchy of Saxony.
* * *
Even after dedicating the Demon Territory to the Church, Dale remained there as the 'Representative of Saxony.' He was no longer in the Saxony Lord's Castle, but in the old Saxony fortress, which was being transformed into the Cathedral of the See for the Sistina Church.
Furthermore, after the Church was officially granted the authority to oversee the Great Labyrinth project in the Labyrinth City of Labyrinthos, several new decrees were enacted.
It was the tithe.
The act of offering 10% of one's earned income to the Goddess.
As long as the Demon Territory was reborn as a diocese of the Sistina Goddess Church, no one in the Demon Territory could be an exception.
Pioneering farmers, monastic orders, and even the adventurers conquering the labyrinth were not exempt. This was a tax paid separately from the brokerage fees for artifacts or magic stones, and the fact that those brokerage fees had become even more expensive in the name of the Goddess was a separate matter entirely.
Regardless, the artifact rush still provided rewards of sudden wealth commensurate with the danger. Knowing this, the Church began to squeeze the wealth of the Demon Territory in the most effective way possible.
Around that time, whispers among the adventurers regarding the new ruler of the Demon Territory began to grow.
At the forefront was, without a doubt, 'Edward of Dalles,' leader of the noble adventurer faction and the one raking in the largest income in the Labyrinth City.
Dale had been aware of him from the very beginning. Yet, he remained silent about Edward's tyranny—not because he feared the man's backing or lacked evidence.
Sometimes, poison can be medicine, depending on how you use it.
It was then that Dale sought out Edward, using poison to control poison.
* * *
"Those goddamn Church bastards!"
Edward's mansion in the Labyrinth City of Labyrinthos. Following the pioneering business that had started a few years ago, it was not unusual for successful adventurers to have private residences in the city. Some were particularly large and luxurious—at least by the standards of the northern frontier within the Saxony Duchy.
"It seems even the Almighty Sister Goddesses cannot escape the problem of money."
Right there in that mansion, Dale muttered as if it were someone else's business.
"Lord Edward, the blow must be immense for you as well."
"Is that even a question!"
At Dale's words, Edward raised his voice again. Dale looked around.
The interior of the mansion, belonging to one of the wealthiest adventurers in the Labyrinth City, was an absolute mess. It looked like it had been bombed.
It had happened less than an hour ago.
The Church had gobbled up the adventurer guild Dale had established, identified the personal details of high-income adventurers through the guild's records, and based on that information, the 'Tithe Enforcers' of the Templar Order had stormed Edward's mansion.
Immediately after, under the pretext of collecting the tithe according to Church law, they had searched every corner of the mansion and stripped Edward of his assets.
The Church could legally take 10% of the wealth adventurers had accumulated in the Labyrinth City. Therefore, to collect the 'maximum possible 10%,' they had started hanging Edward upside down and shaking him dry.
They added that the 10% of the income he would earn monthly in the Demon Territory from then on would be no exception.
"As if that weren't enough, they want to nearly double the brokerage fees! It's enough to make the Sister Goddesses wail!"
"It seems the Sister Goddesses are in dire need of quick cash."
"What on earth was Viscount Saxony thinking when he handed over the territory to them!"
"In the face of robbery committed in the name of God, what else could I have done?"
Dale shrugged. There are many types of robbers in the world, and the most terrifying of them all are those who borrow the name of God.
"But we can't just stand by and watch the Labyrinth City collapse like this!"
Edward began to raise his voice as if he were the lord of the Demon Territory himself.
"It is true that quite a few adventurers are earning significant income in the Great Labyrinth. However, my primary goal is to pioneer the Demon Territory into a land for people. As long as the Church is faithfully carrying out that project...... I have no choice but to endure a certain amount of loss."
"But the Imperial Princes and Princesses, along with powerful figures from all over the continent, are already gathered for the 'Great Anti-Demon Alliance'!"
Edward raised his voice.
"In that situation, for the Church to unilaterally lead is an absurd contradiction!"
"As expected of Lord Edward."
At those words, Dale smiled quietly.
"In fact, I, too, deeply empathize with Lord Edward's words."
After smiling, he continued.
"It seems we have no choice but to be in the same boat."
* * *
After finishing a certain 'deal' with Edward, Dale headed straight to the hideout of the Shadow Court he led.
Their grand court was temporarily hiding in the Saxony Duchy to avoid the Church that had taken control of the Demon Territory.
The true nature of the Shadow Court, the Shadow Church, was a heresy that the Sistina Goddess Church could never tolerate.
And as long as Dale existed as the 'Shadow Monarch' who held the loyalty of the Shadow Church, it was necessary to hide their existence thoroughly.
In that regard, the fact that they were simultaneously the continent's premier assassin organization was truly fortunate.
"No sooner had the Apostle of Fire and Light been defeated than new Apostles of Gold appeared."
In the grand court, a girl with her eyes covered by black bandages spoke up.
The Shadow Saintess, the focal point of their organization who served Dale and the Old Mother of Darkness, Shub.
"You said Mikhail Lancaster was the Apostle of Fire and Light."
"That is so."
"What is the meaning of the 'Apostle' you speak of, Saintess?"
"It means exactly what it says."
The Shadow Saintess smiled and continued.
"They are servants who receive revelations from the gods of Gold and Shadow, Light and Darkness, to execute their will upon this land. Just as the Holy Maiden Orelia of Britannia Island did in the past."
"Are you talking about power bestowed without any reason?"
"That could be the case, or those with special talents like Mikhail Lancaster could realize their convictions. Furthermore, there are even those who carry out their duties as Apostles without even knowing it themselves. The forms and methods vary, but ultimately, the Apostles have only one goal."
"What is that?"
"To build an empire for their gods on this land."
"Are you talking about Gold and Shadow?"
"In the grand scheme of things, yes. But just as there are many forms within the shadows, Gold is no exception."
She meant that even within the ideologies of the left and right, there are spectrums—extremes and moderates—and they differ.
"There are Apostles who claim to be the Golden Monarch, the Shadow Monarch, and their faithful standard-bearers, and furthermore, there are Apostles who harbor the ambition to become the Golden or Shadow Monarchs themselves. Like the 'Empire of Fire and Light' that is still fighting endless battles beneath the surface to seize the Golden Throne."
Like a shrine maiden receiving an oracle, the Shadow Saintess's words were abstract and intoxicated with fanaticism. However, there was a certain logic to her words.
Mikhail Lancaster was not someone who blindly served the Imperial family, for the peace he spoke of harbored ambitions beyond that.
"In the first place, what exactly are 'Gold and Shadow'?"
"Hehe, there is no need to be impatient. Soon, whether you like it or not, you will have no choice but to know."
The Shadow Saintess smiled meaningfully again, her black bandages still covering her eyes.
"I and the Shadow Court simply swear to serve the Shadow Monarch more faithfully than anyone else, and we believe in the empire you will bring to this land."
"Even if someone more suitable than me as the Black Apostle appears and claims the name of the Shadow Monarch in my stead?"
"Who would dare to claim that name in place of the 'Black Prince'?"
The Shadow Saintess asked back.
"Saxony, who is with the Old Mother of Darkness, and the successor of the Black. Wasn't that the 'Black Prince'?"
"......."
"The Apostle of Fire and Light, Mikhail Lancaster, is only the beginning. Countless Apostles of Gold and Shadow will appear in the future and block your path. Just as the 'Master Templar' who is currently defiling this land is doing right now."
Master Templar. At that name, Dale held his breath for a moment.
He turned his head slightly. Master Baro was there, with his feet on the table, sipping beer.
"Master Baro."
"What do you want."
Finally, Dale spoke of the real purpose for his visit to the Shadow Court.
"Call the kids, we're going to stab some people."
* * *
Although he had made a deal with Edward, strictly speaking, the fact that Edward's very existence was a poison to Dale had not changed. Considering the tyranny he and the noble adventurer faction were harboring within the Labyrinth City, it wouldn't have been strange to cut out that seed long ago.
Therefore, to Dale, 'Edward of Dalles' was nothing more than a disposable hunting dog. No, strictly speaking, he wasn't even a hunting dog.
Hunting the Church would not be Edward's job, but the job of Dale and the Shadow Court.
However, after the hunt was over, it would be Edward and his gang's job to take the 'blame.'
It was time to start the Church hunt, having prepared the hunting dog for the slaughter early on.
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* * *
The Grand Plaza of the Labyrinth City, Labyrinthos.
A crowd had gathered before the building that was once the Sachsen Viscount's estate, now being reborn as the Church's episcopal cathedral.
"The Sistina Goddess Church must immediately withdraw its excessive tax policies!"
"Get out, you church that sells the Goddess's name for profit!"
"Get out of the Demon Territory right now!"
The crowd raised their voices in protest against the Church, which had taken over the Demon Territory and was raking in taxes hand over fist. From adventurers exploring the labyrinth to guild members drawn in by the artifact and magic stone business, and even the farmers risking their lives to cultivate the land within the city—none were exceptions.
However, such a large group could not have moved so systematically of their own volition.
The presence of a leader capable of uniting the organization and issuing directives was indispensable.
Officially, the one fueling them from behind was Edward of Dalles. As the leader of the noble-born adventurer faction, he was a powerful figure within the Labyrinth City who wielded the most influence.
But unofficially, the real manipulator pulling the strings from the shadows was by no means Edward.
The shadow operatives—assassins of the Shadow Court who had taken root throughout the city—did more than just slit throats. Shadow work had many meanings.
Before the episcopal cathedral, the crowd roared, poised to riot. The Church's Order of Temple Knights stood in their way.
Amidst the swirling unrest, Dale watched, his hood pulled low to hide his identity.
A spark cannot consume a pile of firewood overnight.
Therefore, Dale could only wait for the right moment.
For the moment when the spark he had ignited would consume Labyrinthos and the Church whole.
* * *
"Young Master Dale-nim."
Someone knocked on the office door of the 'Black Prince' within the episcopal cathedral.
It was a woman carrying the golden bloodline. She was alone, without even a maid or a guard knight to attend to her.
She was Kiara, the 5th Princess of the Empire, from the clan of the Pendragon (the Head Dragon).
"Princess Kiara-nim."
The focal points of the Anti-Demon Alliance were gathered here, yet it was hard to imagine a princess of the realm walking the halls without a single escort.
"There is no need to be so stiff. Please, do not stand on ceremony in front of me."
As Dale stood to show his respects, Kiara shook her head, waving him off.
"You must be under a great deal of pressure."
"......These are burdens I must rightfully bear, I suppose."
Princess Kiara sat, her dress trailing behind her. Only then did Dale take his seat.
"Hearing the fame of the 'Black Prince' echo throughout the Empire, I imagined your appearance day and night."
Kiara continued, speaking to Dale as if she were enjoying herself.
"What kind of man could he be, that his name and reputation echo throughout the country day after day? I spent many nights unable to sleep, imagining you."
"People's stories are always prone to exaggeration."
"Oh my, surely not."
Kiara burst into laughter as if the very idea were ridiculous.
"The 'Black Prince' before me suggests the honeyed words of the gossips are not lies at all."
At Kiara's words, Dale feigned composure and smiled. He was wary of the blade hidden behind her praise.
"May I ask the reason why the Princess of the Empire has sought me out?"
Dale asked, judging there was no point in continuing this war of nerves.
"I simply wished to have a conversation with the 'Black Prince'. Just the two of us, like this."
"I shall have to pray that my conversational skills do not disappoint you, Princess-nim."
At Dale's words, Kiara smiled meaningfully.
"Hehe, your eloquence has already been verified beyond a shadow of a doubt, Young Master-nim."
How could I ever forget the day you claimed to be the Shadow Monarch at the Council and demanded the loyalty of the Blue Magic Tower?"
"......!"
Dale's expression froze.
"Oh my, why are you so surprised?"
However, the 5th Princess Kiara just smiled without the slightest bit of panic.
"Is it so strange that a proper 'Sorceress' with the qualifications to attend the Council was present at that gathering?"
"......Did you infiltrate the Blue Magic Tower as a spy for the Imperial Family?"
Dale asked coldly.
"Why would you think that?"
"Are you not a member of the Imperial Family, carrying the golden bloodline, Princess-nim?"
"And what of it?"
Princess Kiara asked back, as if she truly couldn't understand.
"Even if I carry the blood of the Imperial Family, where is there a place for me in this Empire of Fire and Light?"
At that moment,
The 'Circle' wrapped around the Princess's heart began to move. Blue mana swirled beneath her feet, swallowing the room.
"World of Thought......!"
The world projecting Princess Kiara's inner state revealed itself.
A world of gold spread out: a golden fortress, a golden mansion, golden earth—the scenery of the Imperial Capital, the heart of the Empire. Yet, all that gold was frozen solid.
Castles, mansions, the world of gold—frost had settled, encasing it all in ice.
The world was literally frozen.
A mage's world can never lie, for it is the philosophy and landscape of the heart they have built over a lifetime.
"Can I show you my sincerity with this?"
"How can I be sure that this world is not a 'world of schemes and lies'?"
Dale asked. Kiara burst into laughter, as if amused.
"That day, at the Sorceress Council, I saw a Young Master who was more fitting for the appearance of the 'Shadow Monarch' than anyone else."
After laughing, she snapped her fingers.
Crack, crack.
The golden fortress towering behind her, and the ice covering it, began to crack.
The ice shattered, and the 'Golden Fortress' crumbled down.
The scenery Dale had desired unfolded before him. The heart of the Empire, encased in ice, collapsed.
"This is the very 'world' I desire. Not as a child of the dragon carrying the Imperial blood, but as a Sorceress who claims to be the standard-bearer of the shadows, through and through."
"......."
"Destroying the Empire of Fire and Light—that alone is what I desire."
Kiara said. Dale caught his breath at the weight of her words.
"I wish for this Empire of Fire and Light to fall, and for the 'children of the dragon' to gain their freedom against the father dragon."
"Are you speaking of the Golden Monarch, His Majesty the Emperor?"
Kiara smiled without a word.
"As you are now, you probably cannot imagine the existence of the 'Monarchs' who rule the Empire."
"Did you say Monarchs?"
"The Monarch of Fire and Blood, the Monarch of Light and Heaven...... even the 'Monarch of Darkness and Death' who rules the Sachsen Duchy could not be an exception."
He intuited it immediately: they were the Tower Masters of the Five-Colored Magic Towers.
"......!"
"Did you still think that the country called the Empire was a place ruled by a 'single monarch'?"
The monarch Kiara referred to was not singular. It was a statement difficult to imagine for an Empire that proclaimed itself the only nation on earth.
The Shadow Saintess's words came to mind.
The existence of an apostle who claims to be the standard-bearer of gold and shadows—those who do not stop at being standard-bearers, but harbor ambitions to ascend the throne themselves.
"──Are you talking about the apostles?"
"They are those among the apostles who possess very powerful and special abilities."
The image of the Apostle of Fire and Light, Mikhail Lancaster, came to mind. He imagined a future where Mikhail had not fallen by Dale's hand, but had climbed to an even higher place.
Perhaps he, too, would have been reborn as the 'Monarch of Fire and Light'. And he would not have stopped there, but would have sought to seize an even higher position.
And there would only be one seat to obtain.
"Like the Monarch of Fire and Blood, who offers loyalty to the Golden Monarch but still covets the 'Golden Throne' even now."
The Monarch of Fire and Blood, Marquis Yuris.
Those who possess the ambition to not just be the standard-bearer of gold, but to ascend that throne themselves. The infighting continues in the Empire of Fire and Light.
"It's truly a mess of a family, isn't it."
Dale sneered, thinking of the countless kings he had struck down in the past.
"Our Blue Magic Tower will fulfill our duty of loyalty for the 'Shadow Monarch' in silence."
Furthermore, I am keeping in mind that the wait for our silence will not be long, Young Master-nim."
"......."
"Just remember: I am prepared to break the blue silence for the Shadow Monarch."
The scenery blurred. Once again, they were in the office of the episcopal cathedral, no longer the Sachsen Viscount's estate.
Dale's mind raced.
"Since you say so, I have no reason to refuse."
It was not a long deliberation.
"As the standard-bearer of the shadows, are you prepared to willingly break the silence for the Shadow Monarch?"
At Dale's question, Kiara bent her knees and gently lifted both ends of her dress.
* * *
Meanwhile, at the hideout of the Shadow Court.
A scream rang out—the Shadow Saintess. Master Baro, feet up on the table, threw his beer aside and jumped up.
"I, I was wrong, Father......! Please forgive me, it hurts, I can't see anything!"
It was her usual seizure: the nightmare of her old master, who had gone on a rampage claiming his young daughter was possessed by a demon, gouging out her eyes.
"Maria-agassi, please pull yourself together!"
Master Baro urgently called the Shadow Saintess's name and wrapped his arms around her shoulders.
"Baro, Baro......!"
The Shadow Saintess, Maria, reached out toward Master Baro's face, her fingers tracing the air.
"It's scary, I can't see in front of me, in front of......!"
The black bandage covering her eyes slipped. Beyond it, empty, gaping holes stared back.
Blood flowed from the empty sockets.
"There is nothing to worry about, Maria-agassi."
Master Baro bit his lip.
"Am I not here by your side like this?"
A traitor who had once discarded his knightly pride and self-respect to stab his master in the back—the shame of the Seven Swords of the Continent. Yet, even in the face of such scorn, the 'knight's pride' Master Baro possessed did not break.
The seizure stopped amidst the pain. The Shadow Saintess buried her head in Baro's shoulder and began to sob.
They were blood-red tears.
* * *
Some time later, a large-scale riot occurred in which priests of the Goddess Church were murdered by adventurers.
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* * *
"What in the world has happened here!"
The leadership of the Grand Anti-Demon Alliance had gathered within the Cathedral of the Labyrinth City.
Inside, the Master Templar representing the Church and Borenus, a high-ranking elder of the White Magic Tower, were shouting.
"While two of the Church's priests and a deacon were murdered in the plaza, what on earth was the Black Armor Company, supposedly in charge of the city's security, doing?!"
"They are, as always, busy protecting the peace of the Demon Territory. Not here in this Labyrinth City."
Dale said.
"Have you forgotten that it is your calling to be responsible for the security of this Demon Territory?!"
The Master Templar shouted.
"Do not think for a moment that your pathetic scheme—handing the Demon Territory to us while you sit back and twiddle your thumbs—will work."
"I understand that point well. As a representative of the Grand Anti-Demon Alliance, I am ready to fulfill my duties, quite apart from having dedicated this entire area to the Church."
Dale shrugged and continued.
"However, the adventurers currently in the Labyrinth City are, at the very least, not 'demons.' Isn't that right?"
Dale asked.
"Furthermore, having dedicated this Labyrinth City area to the Church, the rules of Immunity prevent me from exerting influence over duties within the territory. My only duty is to face the 'demons,' not the people of this city."
"Are you spouting such nonsense after they have already launched an armed uprising?"
"The adventurers of this city are simply exercising their voices, as they have always done."
Dale smiled calmly, unbothered.
"Especially regarding Young Master Edward of Dalles, who is rallying the adventurers. Surely the Church is not unfamiliar with that name."
He was the second son of the Dalles family, one of the Empire's leading Counts. As long as a faction of noble-born adventurers acted alongside him, the Church could not simply hang them by their necks unilaterally.
Noble blood is a troublesome thing. And Dale knew exactly how to use that trouble to his advantage.
Executing a group of common adventurers who start a riot according to canon law is nothing. But the story changes when those adventurers include people with noble blood.
That was precisely why Dale was using Edward and the noble adventurer faction as his shield.
"Those are truly wise words."
Hearing that, Princess Kiara, who was sitting with them, spoke up. A silence fell over the room.
"Your Highness!"
"Young Master Dale's words have merit. Among the adventurers of the Labyrinth City, there are quite a few precious scions of our Empire. Therefore, it seems the Church will need to make some concessions on this point."
"Bu, but!"
It was Lady Scarlet's turn, the high-ranking elder of the Red Magic Tower, to speak after Kiara.
"Ah, the oinking of disgusting, greedy pigs."
"Lady Scarlet......!"
"In the face of the desires that make you all oink like pigs, has our brilliant Young Master not made the greatest possible concessions for you? For the sake of our grand cause, of course."
Lady Scarlet smiled sweetly at Dale.
"The situation currently unfolding in the Labyrinth City is a grave act that insults the prestige of the Church, and by extension, the Goddess herself!"
"Did you say the prestige of the Church?"
At those words, Lady Scarlet laughed coldly.
"Ah, I remember. Back during the Unification War, when my brother and I occupied the capital of the Theocracy."
The two siblings at the pinnacle of the Red Magic Tower, Marquis Yuris and Lady Scarlet, began to reminisce about the time they brought down the Goddess's country.
"Calling out the Goddess's name until the moment they burned to death, her country turning to ash... the screams of the priests who cursed the Goddess as they turned to charcoal—even now, it remains an exquisite harmony, chillingly delightful."
Lady Scarlet laughed in a voice filled with ecstasy.
"Does the Church, which has already fallen as far as it can, really have any prestige left to hold its head up high?"
The Master Templar's expression froze.
"Ha. What a bunch of pathetic losers."
Watching this, Prince Mordred raised his voice in mockery.
"This goddamn country, this goddamn land, and these goddamn bastards."
"......."
"Instead of wasting time spouting this bullshit, is there not a single person here capable of forming a unit to wipe out the demons?"
"I also agree with the will of Prince Mordred."
Hearing that, Dale nodded. The Rose Cross Knights of the Lancaster side, who were fed up with the petty squabbling over scraps, also expressed their agreement.
"But, Your Highness!"
At those words, Borenus, the high-ranking elder of the White Magic Tower, spoke up in confusion, but Mordred continued without caring.
"What, you bastard. Do you have a problem with what I said?"
"......No, that is not it."
"The bastards gathered to wipe out the demons are being told to do exactly that. If any of you have an objection......."
Prince Mordred said.
"I'll assume you aren't part of the Anti-Demon Alliance to begin with, and it would be best for you to pack your bags and leave. Now, any bastard with an objection?"
"Th, that is truly correct."
'Regardless of everything else, I suppose a dragon is a dragon.'
Hearing Mordred's words, Dale also gasped in surprise. It was not a calculation that required much thought, yet the way he hit the nail on the head to summarize the situation possessed a dignity befitting the 'Imperial bloodline.' Reckless methods and vulgarity aside.
"From the beginning, our goal was to clear the darkness from this land."
Therefore, it was a proposal that Dale had no reason to refuse.
"In accordance with Prince Mordred's will, let us prepare for a more certain, swift, and decisive conclusion."
Eliminating the remnants of the demons scattered throughout this Demon Territory. However, the significance of the Grand Anti-Demon Alliance was not just that.
Beyond the Demon Territory, the land of darkness once called the home of the Demon King and the demons...... it was to resolve the threat of that very land.
A land shrouded in a veil that even the Empire's strongest, including the Hero, dared not set foot in.
Regarding that land, which officially bore the name 'Dark Land,' there was another name that some enthusiasts exaggeratedly talked about.
It was the Demon World.
Furthermore, the 'Grand Anti-Demon Alliance' gathered here had only one ultimate goal.
To erect a magical barrier to guard the space between the Demon World and the Saxon Demon Territory.
That was why Borenus, the high-ranking elder of the White Magic Tower, had brought the Church's 'relic' to carry out that work, and that was also the reason he could raise his voice so loudly in front of Dale.
Because there is no such thing as a free lunch in this world.
* * *
Following Mordred's proposal, the regular troops of the Grand Anti-Demon Alliance began to assemble to achieve a swift and decisive conclusion.
At the same time, the Church temporarily yielded to the adventurers, accepting some of their proposals, and at Mordred's request, they had no choice but to put the city's affairs on the back burner to carry out a 'large-scale battle.'
And Dale never missed the moment when the city was left in a vacuum, free from the Church's control.
He recalled a certain artifact that Edward of Dalles had obtained while Dale was away conducting the War of the Roses.
Edward would surely believe he had obtained the artifact with his own hands. That was not the case.
The Sword of Puppets.
From now on, Dale and the 'Grand Anti-Demon Alliance' would head to the deepest part of the Demon Territory to engage in battle with the demons there. Not just the level of a mere Orc or Ghoul.
The possibility of facing high-ranking demons or Shadow Casters could not be ruled out.
And while the fierce battle was taking place there...... the scenario Dale had prepared for Edward was as follows.
Officially, Edward had illegally laundered and obtained the artifact. Therefore, the responsibility for it would be entirely his own.
At the same time, that artifact was an item imbued with the darkness of a high-ranking demon, and he would be consumed by its power, lose his consciousness, and go on a rampage.
Right now, while the Church and their main forces were away fulfilling their duties to the 'Grand Anti-Demon Alliance'.......
The 'Sword of Puppets' in his hand would dance.
To eliminate Dale's political enemies, the Church administrators, who remained in the Labyrinth City of Labyrinthos.
* * *
Following the proposal of the 7th Prince Mordred, a swift and decisive expedition into the darkness of the Demon Territory began.
And in a sense, it was an unexpected butterfly effect that no one had anticipated.
In any world, handling matters is always sluggish. Especially when conflicting interest groups are involved, such a tendency is even stronger.
Dale's plan, which originally required him to lay bricks slowly, proceeded with the speed of lightning.
From a situation where he had to slowly grasp the situation within the Demon Territory and move his troops gradually, it turned into an operation to move a large-scale military force all at once to draw a boundary between the 'Demon World' and the Demon Territory.
However, to be cold about it...... Dale had some reservations deep down. Swift and decisive is a good phrase to hear, but in reality, it is easy for it to become synonymous with irresponsibility.
Nevertheless, the reason Dale went out of his way to sympathize and agree with Mordred's will was because he had something to rely on.
In the end, it is not the Saxon forces that will be sacrificed in this battle. They are the 'potential enemies' fulfilling the Anti-Demon Alliance. Even though the Saxon family's troops are no exception, it was a sacrifice worth bearing compared to everyone gathered here.
Even if it succeeds, there is nothing bad about it. Taking this opportunity, Dale's subordinates will move Edward of Dalles like a puppet, and when they return, there will be nothing that can be undone.
For Dale, it was a gamble where he had nothing to lose.
* * *
The edge of the Demon Territory, and the entrance to the Demon World, where the ancient darkness dwells.
Grasping the movement of the large-scale military force led by Dale and the 'Grand Anti-Demon Alliance,' the demons there began to move.
In the old fortress they had built when the war between the Demon King Balor and the Empire took place in the past.
A man stood in a black robe.
The hem of his robe fluttered as if it were alive, and a deep shadow was cast under his hood.
"The main force of the Grand Anti-Demon Alliance has begun to mobilize."
A goblin scout spoke to the man. It was not human speech, but the common language of the demons.
"Summon the captains of each tribe—Orcs, Trolls, and Goblins—and issue a mobilization order to all guerrilla units scattered throughout the Demon Territory. We will use this place as a base to prepare for a long-term defense."
The man spoke. It was a voice of a demon that was extremely fluent.
"I, I will obey your command!"
After the goblin left, the man stood alone on the fortress wall.
The frozen land where the wind howled, but even this cold air could not compare to the darkness beyond it.
"Demons, huh......."
Then, what flowed from his mouth was, without a doubt, a human voice.
The wind stopped.
However, even there, where not even a breeze blew, the man's black robe was still fluttering like a living creature.
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* * *
"We have intelligence that the demons scattered throughout the Demon King's Territory are gathering in an orderly fashion."
Before the main force of the Anti-Demon Alliance could make its move, one of the 'Winter Watchers,' a scout unit tasked with monitoring enemy movements, delivered their report.
"It means there is someone 'ordering' them, having sensed our large-scale troop movements."
This movement confirmed it. The remnants of the Demon King's army and high-ranking demons remained here in the Demon King's Territory.
The Demon King Balor and his followers had long ago left the Demon Realm, seeking a land for their survival. Although the majority had been defeated by the 'Hero of the Otherworld' and the Empire, it did not mean they had all vanished without a trace.
"......Does that mean a high-ranking demon is commanding the remaining demons in the Demon King's Territory?"
"Because they are the only ones capable of gathering the demons and issuing orders in such an orderly manner."
A high-ranking Lancaster knight asked, and Dale nodded.
"Hmph, they are ignorant devils who do not know the Goddess's mercy."
Hearing that, the Master Templar spoke up.
"As long as the Goddess is with us, we must immediately crush their fortress and make them realize the Goddess's light in this land of apostates."
He recalled the 'Pillar of Light' he had once struck down upon a group of ghouls in this land.
"Nothing will change. We will move our forces as planned, root out these demon bastards, and cast a shroud over them."
At the Master Templar's words, the 7th-circle White Mage Borenus nodded.
"The war is about to begin."
"It is a war the Goddess desires."
Imperial Army, Anti-Demon Alliance—within the tent where dark intentions intersected...... though the Master Templar's own intent was anything but dark.
For it was a white madness, noble and pure, beyond compare to anything else.
* * *
The Anti-Demon Alliance's 'Crusades' were gradually advancing into the darkness of the Demon King's Territory.
An inexplicable sense of foreboding settled in Dale's heart with every push into the frozen earth of the Demon King's Territory.
Strategically, it was reckless.
A task that demanded meticulous, slow progress had been abandoned overnight for a policy of 'gathering the main force and breaking through,' pushing into a land of darkness they hadn't even properly scouted. Even with the Empire's powerhouses, or perhaps because of them, he couldn't shake his concern.
Just then, the image of Mordred, who treated the Holy Sword like his 'own father,' came to mind.
'......Huh?'
Dale caught his breath.
He realized Mordred's reckless and daring demeanor looked incredibly familiar.
Only then did he have a hunch.
The stubborn behavior and reckless strategic decisions of the Empire's 7th Prince, Mordred.
He was the spitting image of the Holy Sword's son, that undisputed genius of defeat, 'Philip.'
Like brothers cut from the same cloth. He wondered if it could really be true.
* * *
As the Anti-Demon Alliance moved, the demons scattered throughout the Demon King's Territory began to gather.
As if they had been operating under a single command structure from the start.
Their numbers swelled exponentially, and they began launching guerrilla operations against the Anti-Demon Alliance's main force.
Strictly speaking, this was enemy territory; Dale and his troops were isolated, with no way back.
* * *
"Form ranks! Do not break the formation!"
"Raise your shields! Hold them off until the mages can provide barrage fire!"
The closer they drew to their destination, the fiercer the demons' resistance became—a desperate attempt to hold them back and maintain their isolation.
The guerrilla campaign was relentless.
* * *
"We are pulling the troops back."
At that moment, in the Imperial Army's camp, built upon the frozen earth of the Demon King's Territory.
In the place where the leadership of the Anti-Demon Alliance was gathered, Dale spoke up.
"The situation is not as good as we thought."
"Retreat? After coming all this way?!"
Gasps echoed around the tent. Following Prince Mordred's proposal, the main Imperial force had mobilized quickly to advance into the deepest part of the Demon King's Territory. Turning back now would render all their efforts meaningless.
Nevertheless, the 'Black Prince's' resolve remained unshaken.
These forces were, in a sense, potential enemies. He had initially thought there was nothing to lose even if they were defeated. But if that defeat meant a literal 'massacre,' the situation changed. Political responsibility aside, Dale himself would not be spared.
If they were isolated and crushed in the deepest part of the Demon King's Territory, even Dale would not survive. No matter how many extraordinary powerhouses were gathered, it would change nothing.
He knew the persistence and viciousness of high-ranking demons and Shadow Casters better than anyone.
"That is correct. We haven't suffered significant losses yet; we must pull the entire unit back immediately."
"So you finally reveal your wicked intentions, you apostate of Saxony!"
At those words, the Master Templar finally raised his voice.
"Despite the Emperor's command to pioneer the Demon King's Territory, I finally understand why this cursed land remains the domain of demons!"
"If we advance any further, we will suffer irreparable damage."
Dale replied calmly.
"No one will survive to return."
"You......!"
*Shring.*
Before anyone could react, the Master Templar's sword was drawn and pointed at Dale's throat. Yet, there was not even a tremor in Dale's expression.
"We who carry out the Goddess's work do not turn our backs."
"Is that so? My subordinates, at least, will be turning theirs."
"What did you say, you fucking bastard?"
At the same time, Prince Mordred also spoke coldly.
"As the representative of Saxony and head of the Anti-Demon Alliance, I have decided we cannot continue this battle."
"Do you dare, as a Prince of the Empire, to defy my orders?"
'I can understand how the knights under Philip feel.'
Dale thought as if it were someone else's business and replied.
"That is correct."
"Ha, you fucking bastard, do you dare defy the Imperial order......!"
However, Dale did not back down. Sacrifices were unavoidable for a goal, but he would not accept a meaningless death.
"That is correct."
Hearing Dale's words, the Master Templar adjusted his grip on the hilt of his sword.
"The eldest son of the House of Saxony, the 'Black Prince,' has colluded with demons, attempted to dismantle the Anti-Demon Alliance from within, and committed treason by defying the Prince's orders."
"That is the most ridiculous nonsense I have ever heard."
Dale sneered coldly, and the air in the tent tightened.
"I am merely making the best decision to win this battle."
"As long as the Goddess watches over us, do not dare to doubt our victory!"
"Is that so?"
At those words, Dale, as if not to be outdone, placed his hand on the hilt of the sword at his waist.
"That's perfect."
After placing it there, Dale said.
"Then let us settle it right here, to see whose words the Goddess heeds."
"What did you just say?"
"I am requesting a Trial by Combat."
The two would stake their lives as martyrs in a duel, and the Goddess would grant victory to the side with the 'correct argument.' That was the simple rule of a Trial by Combat.
In short, it was an archaic church law dictating that the winner is always right, but it was the best way to settle this.
"Are you talking about a duel fought at the risk of one's life?"
The Master Templar burst into laughter as if it were absurd.
"Have you forgotten that there is no Champion of Saxony here to fight on your behalf?"
"You don't need to worry about that."
In the tightly drawn air, Dale smiled.
"Because I will fight myself."
"Ha, hahahahaha!"
At those words, the Master Templar burst into laughter once again.
"The young pup of Saxony dares to commit the 'Great Sin' without knowing his place!"
"Which side is committing the great sin will be determined after the duel."
Dale muttered calmly.
"Then I will make the vow once again to the witnesses of this duel."
He turned to the Anti-Demon Alliance leadership in the tent—Prince Mordred, Lady Scarlet, and the high-ranking knights of Saxony and Lancaster.
"If I win, we will agree the Goddess is not watching over this fight and withdraw the troops."
However, if the Master Templar won, the opposite would hold.
"Even if I am defeated and die here, my death will be a martyrdom to convey the Goddess's will...... I promise the House of Saxony will hold no one responsible for this duel."
"Very well."
"Then now it is your turn."
Just then, Dale spoke up.
"Guy de Lusignan, Master Templar. Even if you are defeated and die in this duel, promise that your death will be a martyrdom to convey the Goddess's will, and that you will not hold the House of Saxony responsible."
"You dare......!"
Dale spoke as if he hadn't even considered his own defeat. The Master Templar's expression froze.
A duel of martyrs to stake each other's lives and discern the 'Goddess's will.'
"Truly interesting."
Hearing that, Lady Scarlet of the Red Magic Tower finally spoke.
"What do you think, Prince Mordred? Doesn't this duel look quite interesting?"
"Hmph."
At Scarlet's words, Mordred snorted as if it were someone else's business.
"Very well. There is nothing as certain as cutting off a head to hear the voice of the Goddess."
After laughing, Mordred said.
"Do you agree that if I win, the troops will be withdrawn without a doubt?"
"I promise."
The alliance leadership acted as witnesses, and with their guarantee, Dale turned away.
The Master Templar stood there, a blood-red cross painted on his pure white surcoat.
Just as Dale was about to flick his finger and overlay the world with the white and dark winter night.
"No, wait."
For a moment, Mordred's voice was heard, stopping the duel.
"Do you intend to unfold your World of Thought while carrying out a 'Trial by Combat'?"
Along with a bitter sneer as if he had expected it.
"I am a mage. It is unavoidable for a mage to unfold his world to fight."
"Yes, but this duel is a holy settlement held in the presence of witnesses."
Mordred replied. The White Mage Borenus, who finally understood the meaning, chimed in.
"That is correct, Prince! Unless we watch the entire process, there is no telling what schemes Saxony's 'Black Prince' might use. This duel must be transparent. In other words......."
"It means you must bring everyone here into your 'world,' or fight without unfolding it."
Lady Scarlet picked up where he left off. Red and white surrounding them on all sides.
In the midst of it, Dale gave a wry smile as if he had expected this.
"Very well. Since you insist, I have no choice."
After laughing, Dale whispered low.
"Shub."
"......!"
Before long, pitch-black tentacles wrapped around Dale's body, scattering dark blood.
He would prove his talent before everyone and be reborn as an extraordinary powerhouse.
The silence had lasted long enough; this was a power that would eventually have to be revealed.
"H-h-how......!"
The White Mages, including the Master Templar, could not hide their astonishment. Even Prince Mordred and Lady Scarlet of the Red Magic Tower held their breath.
The avatar of the Shadow Monarch, clad in the Armor of Dark Blood, stood before them.
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* * *
"How is he using an Avatar...!"
There, where the enemies of the shadows—the red and the white—were gathered, Dale finally revealed his armor.
The Avatar of the Shadow Monarch, armed with the Armor of Dark Blood.
Unleashing an Avatar did not directly mean that Dale's identity as the 'Shadow Monarch' was exposed, just as the World of Thought Dale manifested did not necessarily link him to the identity of a hero.
Nevertheless, the significance of that act could never be belittled. It was the realm of an irregular, something an ordinary mage could not even dare to imagine.
It was unheard of for a mage who possessed a World of Thought to be simultaneously armed with an Avatar of Thought.
"An Avatar of a Grimoire...."
Lady Scarlet muttered in a low voice as she watched the sight. As a high-ranking mage, it was by no means difficult for her to grasp the nature of the ability Dale possessed.
"As expected. If he didn't have at least that much, the title of the Empire's greatest genius would be laughable."
Rather, she was unable to hide her interest, as if she were enjoying the spectacle.
"I feel pity for Ray, who must already be unable to hide his jealousy upon hearing of the 'Black Prince's' fame and talent."
Ray Yuris, the successor to the Red Magic Tower and a future enemy he would have to face.
"Evil...."
Borenus, the 7th-circle White Mage, was no exception to being horrified by this situation.
"Evil, he is the incarnation of evil!"
Borenus began to point his finger at Dale with a voice full of madness.
"That is, without a doubt, the armor of an apostate who has forsaken the benevolence and mercy of the Sister Goddess! It is an evil that can never be forgiven! Even right now...!"
At the same time, as a high-ranking elder of the White Magic Tower, the seven circles wrapped around his heart began to rotate. He was ready to root out this disgusting evil and purify it with the Goddess's light at any moment.
Hwareureuk!
A few moments before Borenus's white mana could surge, flames swallowed the entire area.
The landscape of the tent where the leadership of the Anti-Demon Alliance was gathered twisted, and that meant only one thing.
A World of Thought.
"Ah, the handmaiden of the White Magic Tower is chattering away quite well."
Lady Scarlet opened her mouth, styling herself as the goddess of that very world. As a high-ranking elder of the Red Magic Tower and a powerhouse of the Empire who held 'secrets' even beyond that.
"Weren't we in the middle of holding a Trial by Combat to listen to the 'will of the Goddess'?"
"How can you dare to speak of a martyr after seeing that sight, Lady Scarlet!"
Borenus, the 7th-circle White Mage, raised his voice as if he refused to lose.
"It seems you still haven't grasped the situation."
"Red Witch, Lady Scarlet! Even if you are the Empire's envoy, there are things that cannot be tolerated!"
Tuk.
Inside Scarlet's world, something fell toward the top of Dale's head. It was a few drops of liquid.
Hududuk.
Soon, that liquid began to pour down like a sudden rain. In the silence, Dale lifted his head.
Blood was raining down.
Chunks of meat with the skin peeled off and flesh and bone exposed were hanging from iron hooks on the ceiling. At first glance, one might think they were livestock like cows or pigs. A slaughterhouse. No, that wasn't it. He realized it soon enough.
They were people.
People hanging from iron hooks were bleeding endlessly, staining her world blood-red.
A world of fire and blood.
"Did you say there are things that cannot be tolerated?"
Lady Scarlet's world, those cruel flowers of flesh and blood, engulfed the area.
"A mere boar of the White Magic Tower dares to chatter away so well."
Those who rule the Empire are 'beings who cannot be called human.' And to those very beings, in a sense, humans are no different from livestock like cows or pigs. Just as humans catch beasts and crave their meat....
Lady Scarlet smiled coldly. A single fang emitted a sharp, blue glint from within her lips. At that intimidation, the 7th-circle White Mage Borenus swallowed his breath. Even if the number of circles was the same, it did not mean they were equals as mages.
"Now then, here with everyone as witnesses... let us begin the Trial by Combat between the two."
Lady Scarlet smiled.
"Nothing will change, Brother Borenus."
The Master Templar fluttered his white surcoat and drew his sword.
"The benevolence and mercy of the Sister Goddess are with us, and I have no doubt that our Goddess will bring down her wrath upon the wicked 'Black Prince'."
"G-Guy de Lusignan...!"
"God wills it."
The Master Templar made the sign of the cross and exploded the aura surging within his body.
Inside the coliseum Lady Scarlet had erected, the two Avatar users began to face off against each other.
Light surged. After the surge, the Master Templar's Avatar finally revealed its form.
"Kill them all."
It was blood-red armor. A blood-soaked knight, covered in gore from face to toe. At first, he thought it was blood smeared over the armor.
"For the Goddess will distinguish her people."
No. The mass of blood itself was writhing like a liquid, coagulating into the form of armor.
Chwaaak!
At the same time, two blood-red wings began to spread from behind the Master Templar's back.
A knight literally made of blood was adjusting his grip on his sword.
The Master Templar, the thought of the Temple Knight Order.
"Every time my holy armor and wings are stained with the blood of ugly and filthy heretics...."
The heretic blood smeared over their pure white.
"My spirit and flesh, heading toward the Goddess, will become even more pure, clean, and noble."
The Master Templar muttered in a low voice.
"What one must truly value is not the cleanliness of the spirit, but the cleanliness of the body. The more my armor and body are dirtied and made ugly by the blood of apostates, the more I should rejoice that my spirit becomes cleaner."
A knight built of blood; furthermore, what made up the very thought itself was blood.
An Avatar of cruelty that one could never imagine being the sword of the White Magic Tower and the Church. At the same time, that was the reality of the thought held by the Temple Knight Order.
Fanatics who do not doubt that even the blood and ugliness that will stain their hands are part of the faith toward the Goddess.
"Hehe, what a truly beautiful and nauseating sight."
At that sight, Lady Scarlet let out a cold sneer.
Armor of blood.
And the Armor of Dark Blood.
"They say the wheels of history only turn with blood. Ah, what a truly beautiful and ecstatic landscape!"
Watching them, Lady Scarlet muttered as if enraptured.
At the same time, several witnesses of the Alliance watching their Trial by Combat could not hold back their disgust and began to retch.
The blood knight kicked off the ground toward the Shadow Monarch, who was likewise wrapping his body in black blood.
Kaang!
Dale drew the jet-black magic sword 'Gia' and parried his strike. At the same time, the Armor of Dark Blood began to sprout like liquid metal. A sharply protruding skewer plunged straight toward the Master Templar.
At the same time, the armor of blood wrapping around the Master Templar also began to move.
Like a mirror of Dale.
'Ho.'
Kaang!
The blades made of blood crossed, and they widened the distance. At the same time, the blood wings that had risen behind the Master Templar's back spread wide.
Chwaaak!
Following the spread blood wings, skewers that had hardened like liquid metal began to sprout. They were blades of blood that felt like a hail of arrows.
Facing the surging blades of blood, Dale kicked off the ground.
"Blood, it is blood! Every time the blood of heretics dirties my body, my spirit will become even more noble and clean!"
The Master Templar's thought, built by shedding the blood of heretics. The conviction of a fanatic justifying countless massacres of blood in the name of God.
"Shed blood, kill them all! The Goddess will distinguish her people!"
Watching the Master Templar, who was shouting in fanaticism while scattering the blood he was covered in....
He thought inadvertently.
Then what is this Armor of Dark Blood that is wrapping around Dale right now?
Why did the 『Book of the Black Goat』 wrap Dale's body with its tentacles and provide an Avatar of this form? Why did it think of this Avatar as the 'Shadow Monarch's Armor'?
What on earth does this black blood mean?
Dale asked himself.
It was by no means a light question.
Even if it borrowed the power of a grimoire, even if the Avatar currently wrapping Dale's body was not 'Dale's own thought,' the meaning embedded in this armor made of black blood....
"What is blood?"
That was why the Shadow Monarch asked back.
The people of this world each have their own beliefs about 'blood.' The armor Dale is currently armed with would be no exception.
"It is the oil that turns the wheels of history."
Lady Scarlet answered.
"And if you ask the people of the Church, they would answer that it is the symbol of life given to us by the Goddess."
Hearing her words, Dale shut his mouth without a word.
After shutting it, he let out a soundless laugh.
"What is so funny, you apostate of Saxony."
The Master Templar, covered in blood, said, leaving behind the armor of blood that wrapped his body.
Because he could finally understand the meaning of the black blood Dale was wrapped in.
Blood gains its 'blood-red' color as red blood cells combine with oxygen.
Oxygen, a substance in the atmosphere that is indispensable for living organisms to survive.
One must breathe to live, and it is precisely because that oxygen combines with the red blood cells in the blood that 'blood-red' can exist.
And if oxygen is not properly supplied to the blood in the body, the blood finally turns black.
Therefore, the black blood meant only one thing.
The death of blood. The absence of life.
Black Death.
That was the destination of the world and life embedded in this Armor of Dark Blood.
─ You've finally realized it?
He heard a voice.
There was a girl with goat horns revealing herself from behind Dale's back.
"As expected, as expected I knew it, you apostate of Saxony!"
Seeing that, the Master Templar could not hide his roar.
"Ugly! It is so ugly and ugly again that I cannot bear it! I feel like retching at the filthy filth stained on your spirit!"
Blood-red blood surged as if it were running wild, and the Master Templar adjusted his grip on the hilt of his sword.
"Crazy bastard."
Seeing that, Dale sneered as if it were someone else's business.
Realizing the 'Armor of Black Death' wrapping his body, the Shadow Monarch reached out his arm low.
The Armor of Dark Blood wrapping his body, the darkness of the black death, began to spread out.
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* * *
"Not even the benevolence and mercy of the Sister Goddesses will be able to redeem your defiled soul and flesh!"
Following the Master Templar's blood-red wings, countless blades of blood rained down.
However, in the face of the endless downpour, the Shadow Monarch did not even flinch.
He simply extended his arm; the 'Armor of Dark Blood' wrapping it writhed.
He grasped the true meaning dwelling within the death of blood: the Armor of Dark Blood.
The Master Templar's blood swirled violently toward Dale.
"......!"
Before long, the Master Templar gasped at the scene unfolding at the Shadow Monarch's fingertips.
Even Lady Scarlet, watching the duel, was not immune to the shock.
The blades of blood, meant to tear Dale's flesh apart, were dyed in dark blood—the same hue as the Shadow Monarch's armor.
After being stained with black blood, they slammed directly onto the Shadow Monarch's armor.
They were no longer blood-red blades meant to tear Dale apart; they melted into him, as if they had been part of his armor from the start.
"Y-you dare......!"
The blood-drenched Master Templar turned his blood into projectiles and rained them down once again.
But no matter how many attacks he launched, the blades never reached Dale. Each time, the blood rotted, turned black, and was reborn as part of the Shadow Monarch.
"How......!"
"Did you say that every time you are covered in the blood of heretics, our spirits become even more noble and pure?"
Dale took a step forward. He didn't need to kick off the ground to close the distance; he moved, swathed in the 'Armor of Black Death.'
"Then, every time I devour your blood......"
Dale extended his arm. Pitch-black tentacles, like those of Shub, erupted from the Armor of Dark Blood wrapping his body.
"All the nobility and purity of the soul and flesh you've built up with the blood of heretics will become nothing but a futile, meaningless act."
"Don't make me laugh, you cursed apostate!"
Chwa-a-ak!
"......!"
The tentacles of black blood surged toward the Master Templar, and he swung his blood sword.
The moment his blood sword collided with the swirling tentacles......
The blood blades composing the Master Templar's sword began to rot and turn black.
The corruption spread from the tip of the blade to the hilt, wrapping around his fingers and wrists.
"Ah, aaaaaah!"
With a shriek of shock, he dropped the hilt and widened the distance. But it was already too late.
"Aaaah, aaaaaaaack!"
The armor of blood wrapping his body began to rot into a pitch-black color. Corruption magic consumed his flesh, twisting it just like the Armor of Dark Blood that had once wrapped around Dale.
"Looking at that state you're in, covered in that cursed blood, it seems you're beyond redemption."
"Y-you damned apostate!"
In agony, the Master Templar extended his arm once more. He squeezed out his final reserves of strength.
"Oh Goddess, please grant me the power to stand against evil!"
Immediately after, an unknown flash of light erupted from within the World of Thought that Scarlet had unfolded.
A pillar of light struck down from the sky, aimed precisely at the spot where the Shadow Monarch stood.
The celestial bombardment engulfed the Shadow Monarch, and for a moment, the 'black blood' encroaching upon the armor ceased its proliferation.
"Ha, haha!"
The wrath of the Goddess, which turns all it touches into a pillar of salt, had punished the Shadow Monarch—that wicked apostate of Saxony.
"Praise her, you cursed apostate who does not know the benevolence and mercy of the Sister Goddesses!"
While in agony, the Master Templar shouted as he reconstructed his armor of blood.
From within the endless, satellite-like bombardment of light, a silhouette emerged.
The Shadow Monarch was there.
He, who should have been reduced to a pillar of salt by the Goddess's wrath, stood calmly, without a single scratch.
"H-h-how......!"
Seeing that, the Master Templar gasped.
"Armor is only armor if it does its job as armor."
Dale muttered calmly. They would never understand the meaning of the 'Black Death' dwelling within the Shadow Monarch's armor.
Inside the pillar of light, the Shadow Monarch took a step toward the blood-drenched angel, who could not hide his shock and terror.
"It seems......"
Looking around, the Shadow Monarch opened his mouth.
"The Goddess seems to have decided which side is making the 'correct argument.'"
He spoke toward the witnesses who could not hide their shock at the terrifying appearance of the 'Black Prince'.
"Master Templar Guy de Lusignan has willingly let us hear the voice of the Goddess through his 'martyrdom,' and......"
Dale turned his head again.
"We shall never forget his noble sacrifice. Shall we?"
He addressed the blood-drenched knight who was frozen, lacking even the will to resist.
"A, aaaa......"
"──This Trial by Combat is void!"
The 7th-circle White Mage, Borenus, who had been silent, finally spoke.
"That apostate of Saxony has mocked the faith of Brother Lusignan and the will of the Goddess with evil tricks; therefore, I proclaim that his spirit lacks the qualifications of a martyr!"
At the same time, the seven circles wrapping around his heart began to rotate. The 7th-circle White Mage—a realm considered the 'de facto peak' for any mage outside the five who stand at the pinnacle of the Five-Colored Magic Towers.
Simultaneously, the snow-white earth began to encroach upon 'Scarlet's World' from beneath Borenus's feet.
A landscape resembling the heavens above the clouds engulfed the area.
"Hehe, the imagination people have regarding heaven is always so dull and boring."
An unexpected ally had appeared to stand with Dale against Borenus.
Seeing that scenery, Lady Scarlet let out a cold mockery.
"A world of eternal life where birds chirp, a golden sun beats down, and one merely recites boring hymns under the Goddess's surveillance...... wouldn't that be more deserving of the title 'hell'?"
Lady Scarlet began to emit her blood-red mana from the side of the Shadow Monarch.
"Compared to that, the imagination we have regarding hell is truly magnificent and its depths are unfathomable."
Behind her, iron hooks lined the ceiling, with chunks of meat hanging from them.
"Unfortunately, I don't have the energy to play along with the church's nonsense any longer."
Lady Scarlet spoke coldly.
"Furthermore, I agree with Duke Dale's intent to withdraw the troops."
"......."
"Oh my, have you finally started looking at me again?"
The Shadow Monarch turned his head slightly. Lady Scarlet asked back as if she were enjoying it, and Dale remained silent.
"Yes, as expected, the Goddess's apostate has finally revealed his ugly true colors, you cursed red harlot!"
Borenus shouted, his white mana wrapping around the 'Master Templar'.
As the second round between Dale and Scarlet, and Borenus and the Master Templar, was about to begin.
There was the sound of a finger snap.
"Didn't I say that this is as far as I'll play along with the church's nonsense?"
Lady Scarlet's existence crumbled, and countless swarms of bats surged forward.
The liquid tissues in Lady Scarlet's bloodstream writhed, drawing out the memories and power dormant within that blood.
The head of the great clan that reigns at the pinnacle of the Red Magic Tower, the younger sister of the Blood Duke. At the same time, an 'existence that cannot be called human' who rules the Empire was there.
A Vampire.
"Aaa, aaaaaaaack!"
The Master Templar screamed. The armor of blood wrapping his body was being absorbed as if sucked into a vacuum.
He was being pulled toward the blood-red vampire who had appeared behind him.
Kwadik!
The armor of blood, and the blood dwelling within his flesh, were being absorbed all at once. Shocked by that sight, Borenus tried to generate white mana again.
Before he could, the Shadow Monarch kicked off the ground and surged forward.
He took advantage of the moment Borenus was distracted by Lady Scarlet. Even if he were a 7th-circle White Mage, it would be no different.
Seureung.
"Brother Borenus, please stop."
Before he knew it, the pitch-black magic sword 'Gia' was aiming at his neck. Mages do not train for active combat; this was doubly true for a White Mage, whose strength lay in supporting knights.
"Aaa, aaa......"
Lady Scarlet moaned as she sucked the Master Templar's blood, as if craving life itself. The blood was drained, leaving behind an empty shell.
Once again, the swarm of bats began to flap their wings, engulfing the area.
The swarm of bats filled the celestial world that Borenus was unfolding.
In the midst of it, Lady Scarlet stood.
"Ah, what a nauseating taste."
She bared her fangs and licked a drop of blood from her lips.
"There is rarely food as tasteless as a clean soul and flesh. I feel like I've become a vegetarian."
As if critiquing the meat of a pig or a cow.
"The curtain has fallen on the Trial by Combat. Our 'Black Prince' has achieved victory against Brother Lusignan...... and although there were a few minor noises, that should be fine, don't you agree?"
"That is correct."
"Now, would you please clear away that boring and dull 'heaven'?"
Lady Scarlet coldly mocked the World of Thought that Borenus was unfolding. None of the witnesses present dared to defy her. Borenus was no exception.
* * *
Immediately after, having heard the 'voice of the Goddess' through the Trial by Combat, the entire army of the Great Demon Alliance turned their horses around.
Guy de Lusignan was remembered for his sacrifice as a martyr to discern the will of the Goddess, and a blessing was bestowed in the name of Priest Borenus.
That was the futile conclusion of the 'First Crusade' as officially recorded.
Some time after that, an edict was issued throughout the Empire to reinforce the power of the Great Demon Alliance under the name of God.
The 7th-circle White Mage Borenus passionately emphasized the importance of the Great Demon Alliance to the White Magic Tower; accepting that will, the Duke of the White Magic Tower personally proclaimed a 'Crusade'.
Under the grand cause of God's will, the silent powerhouses of the Empire began to gather, one by one, toward the 'Demon King's Territory of Saxony'.
It was the opening of the Second Crusade.
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* * *
Just before Priest Borenus succumbed to 'some form of blackmail' and persuaded the White Magic Tower to push for the resolution of the Second Crusade.
It was around the time the Goddess's will had been determined by the Trial by Combat, and the Anti-Demon Alliance's Crusade was returning.
A massive disturbance broke out in Labyrinth City—the city of labyrinths that Viscount Saxon had officially offered to the Church.
An artifact had run wild.
Unable to control the darkness dwelling within the artifact from the Demon Territory, the perpetrator, 'Edward of Dalles,' charged straight toward the Cathedral.
He slaughtered the Temple Knights guarding the place like common fodder.
Regardless of reputation, Edward was an S-rank adventurer, and a powerhouse bolstered by the runaway artifact.
While he massacred the priests of the Sistina Goddess Church, plunging the entire city into panic...
The adventurers' riot began, aimed at reclaiming the tithes and wealth the Church had extorted from them.
Law and order collapsed; looting and crime trampled the city. However, the areas that suffered the most damage were primarily the major parishes controlled by the Church.
It was right around that time that the 'Black Prince,' having finished the Trial by Combat, turned his unit's flag and returned to Labyrinth City.
* * *
The city burned in the distance.
Lawless looting unfolded alongside Edward's rampage, taking advantage of the absence of core forces due to the Anti-Demon Alliance's expedition.
However, the city was no longer 'Dale's city.' Viscount Saxon had offered it in the name of the Goddess per the Church's demands; in other words, what burned now was, to the very end, the 'Church's city.'
"Th-the Cathedral...!"
The cathedral, currently being expanded for the Church's luxury, was burning. Watching the scene, Priest Borenus gasped.
"My, my."
Lady Scarlet, standing at the unit's flag alongside Dale, giggled as if amused.
"Not only has the Goddess's country burned and perished, but now the Goddess's city is collapsing, too."
She made no effort to hide her mockery.
"Why on earth does the Goddess maintain such cruel silence toward those who cry out and pray to her so fervently?"
"......"
Priest Borenus could not speak. The 'Master Templar of Lusignan,' who should have been his sword, was dead, and the wealth the Church had intended to seize was being snatched away by looters.
It was the worst situation imaginable.
"It seems..."
Dale muttered coldly, watching the scene.
"The Goddess's word to turn the unit's flag has been proven correct."
Dale, having already secured victory through the Trial by Combat, emphasized that his triumph was the Goddess's will.
"In comparison, the Church refused to turn the unit's flag until the very end. They remained stubborn, even breaking the rules of the Trial by Combat."
"Ah, ahhh..."
"The Church's self-righteousness in trying to interpret the Goddess's will as they pleased has ultimately brought about the price it deserves. Isn't that right?"
Dale muttered coldly.
"As the representative of His Excellency the Duke of Saxony, I offered this territory to you all in the name of the Goddess. However, I cannot help but seriously doubt whether you, the Church, properly understand the 'Goddess's will'."
"How dare a defector of Saxony insult the Church!"
"Are you still planning to keep your nose in the air and maintain your pathetic pride?"
Dale asked.
"Before it was the Church's territory, have you forgotten that this is the land of the Saxon Duchy? Surely you don't intend to just stand by and watch the Duke's estate being violated!"
"I am sick and tired of the Church's nonsense, changing its stance like flipping a palm depending on its needs,"
Dale said.
"I will handle this situation myself. But before that, you must promise me one thing."
"What is it?"
"The Demon Territory region that I offered—hand it back to me."
Dale replied.
"And that act must be carried out thoroughly in the 'name of the Church and the Goddess'."
When the Church first sought out Dale's Demon Territory, claiming to be the Anti-Demon Alliance, he remembered their threats clearly.
If Dale did not offer them the land... They would not accept the Demon Territory's development project as a holy mission of the Goddess, but as a business of the Saxon House for purely secular gain. Furthermore, they threatened to proclaim in the name of the Church that the 'Demon Territory development project' was an act of accumulating sins of spirit and flesh, and would issue a withdrawal order to all the pioneering monasteries in the Demon Territory.
"Have you forgotten what will happen to this Demon Territory development project if you dare to drive out our Church?"
Priest Borenus, remembering that fact, asked back.
"I know very well."
Dale replied coldly.
"However, the 'Master Templar' was defeated in the Trial by Combat. Hasn't it been proven that my will is the Goddess's will?"
To discern the Goddess's will, those with two contrasting arguments stake their lives in a duel. The Goddess raises the hand of the one with the 'correct argument,' so the winner is the one who claims the 'Goddess's will'—that is the gist of the Trial by Combat.
The loser proves through death that their actions were not the Goddess's will, and puts a period to it by being sacrificed as a holy martyr.
In other words—at this point in time, when Dale won the Trial by Combat, it was not the Church that acted on behalf of the Goddess's will.
"Nevertheless, the Church did not break their stubbornness, and even broke the rules of the Trial by Combat, which should be sacred, and tried to interpret the 'Goddess's will' arbitrarily. It is truly an unspeakable blasphemy."
Dale said.
"In this situation, how much persuasiveness would the Church's claim that 'the Demon Territory development project is evil and merely a business of Saxony' have?"
"N-no way!"
Only then could Priest Borenus understand.
Why that 'Black Prince,' known to be as cunning and cruel as could be, had so readily handed over the Demon Territory to them.
He had been aiming for this from the beginning.
"You bastard, was it all your scheme...!"
Priest Borenus raised his voice. But nothing would change. The Church had already intervened too deeply in the Demon Territory development project and was in a position where it could not escape.
"As I said, I can handle the situation. Only as long as I exist as the 'executor of duties' for this city."
"...!"
Priest Borenus bit his lip until it bled.
"In the name of the Goddess and the Church, I swear."
He muttered low after biting his lip. Even if it was a verbal promise, it was in a place where Lady Scarlet and the leaders of the Anti-Demon Alliance would clearly remember those words.
"Our Church promises to... enfeoff the territory of the Northern Demon Territory here to Viscount Saxon in the name of the Goddess."
"I understand the brother's will well."
Hearing those words, Dale smiled coldly. He gave an order to his subordinate, the Winter Watchman, who was reporting on the city's situation.
"The time has come. Move the Court."
* * *
There were those who kept silent even while the Church's city was burning and screams were ringing out.
But when that place was no longer the Church's city, but the city of the 'Black Prince' and Viscount Saxon.
The Shadow Court finally broke their silence and began to move, according to the will of the Shadow Monarch they served.
The wind blew, and men in black coats with bird-beak masks appeared.
They stood before the adventurers who were busy looting the burning Church and the wealth within it.
"Wh-what, who are these bastards?"
"Get lost right now!"
The adventurers threatened them with swords, but the high-ranking assassins of the Shadow Court remained silently mute.
Puk!
At the end of the silence, a blood-red aura flickered along the hidden weapons held in their hands.
"Huh?"
Before they knew it, one adventurer's head was severed and rolling on the floor. Blood gushed like a fountain from the severed neck.
The execution of silence had begun.
* * *
The execution to quell the city's unrest began, and by the time Dale and his unit arrived, silence had already descended.
High-ranking assassins of the Shadow Court operated in the shadows throughout the city, moving with the wind. In their performance, turning a wild horse into a sheep was a matter of an instant.
Furthermore, to minimize the city's damage before the riot broke out, Dale had intentionally focused the adventurers' looting on the Church's facilities.
No, strictly speaking, it wasn't even a riot. It was merely an operation precisely executed by the limbs of the Shadow Court planted among the adventurers.
Besides that, the safety of the 5th Princess Kiara, guarded by the Imperial Iron Cross Knights, went without saying, and major facilities like the guild were also safe. Most of the facilities that appeared to be burning and blazing were thoroughly the Church's, and realizing that fact, Borenus knelt and slumped down once again.
He had been deceived again.
To think that even the adventurers' riot was a precisely crafted operation under the manipulation and control of the 'Black Prince.'
Only then did he realize that Dale's messenger had headed toward Labyrinth City ahead of time when the unit turned its flag.
Even most of the 'tithes' that the Church had legally siphoned from the adventurers had been looted... but it was a foregone conclusion where that loot would flow.
It would surely return to the hands of the 'Black Prince.'
He had used the Church's hands to take the adventurers' wealth and put it back into his own hands.
'Th-this cunning, devilish brat...!'
It was an ending where everything from one to ten was played on the palm of Dale's hand, and yet there was nothing that could be reversed.
* * *
The 'Black Prince' was crossing the city streets.
As if the unrest until just a moment ago was a lie, silence enveloped the city streets.
The bird-beak masked assassins hiding throughout the city paid their respects to their monarch.
Before long, the place Dale arrived at while crossing the city was his former 'Lord's Castle.'
It was no longer the Church's Cathedral, and so it was time to take back his castle.
He raised his head.
There was someone running wild in the grand hall of the castle, the Lord's Castle of Viscount Saxon.
Holding the artifact he had illegally obtained to avoid Dale's surveillance... at least, the artifact that Edward of Dalles believed without a doubt, the Sword of Puppets.
Edward faithfully performed his role as a puppet. Furthermore, the wealth of the Demon Territory that Edward and his faction of noble adventurers had obtained while avoiding Dale's surveillance also returned to Dale's hands.
At least when it came to finding hidden assets, there were no people as reliable as the Church's tithe collectors.
Dale raised his head, fluttering his Shadow Cloak.
Edward, who had lost his reason and was dancing like a puppet, caught in the madness of the sword, was there.
The Church hunt was over, and it was time to discard the dog.
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* * *
"Lord Edward of Dalles."
High-ranking assassins of the Shadow Court surrounded him from all sides. They were not there to guard Edward; quite the opposite.
"Y-you, the 'Black Prince' of Sachsen......!"
Edward opened his mouth with great difficulty, his voice trembling violently. Even the act of calling Dale's name seemed beyond his control, making him look incredibly precarious.
"T-t-that's not what we agreed on!"
"Did you say an agreement?"
"Y-you said you'd drive out the church bastards and give me my property......!"
The image of the slaughtering demon who had been butchering the cathedral priests just moments ago was gone. In his place stood a puppet, struggling desperately against invisible strings.
"Lord Edward's property, you say?"
Dale sneered coldly.
"You colluded with merchants in the Guild District, spearheading the 'Magic Stone and Artifact Laundering Business' just to skim off the fees. Not content with that, you acted as the head of an adventurer faction to control the Labyrinth's hunting grounds. Did you really think you could swallow this city whole?"
At Dale's words, Edward's lips quivered. Watching him, Dale smiled coldly.
"Ah, please keep your mouth shut. I haven't finished speaking yet."
Invisible strings danced in Dale's hands; the man before him was merely a puppet.
There had never been an artifact overload from the start.
The Sword of Puppets. Dale of Sachsen had been the one to inject mana into that artifact from the beginning, and Edward of Dalles was merely the fool who had greedily snatched the bait.
"Did you feel that the noble blood flowing through your body would act as a shield to protect your life, even after breaking the 'Rules of Sachsen'?"
Dale said. Edward struggled again, trying to speak, but before he could, the entire floor of the grand hall submerged into a lake of darkness.
"No shield in this world will be able to protect someone who has broken the Rules of Sachsen."
Amidst the waves of shadows swallowing the area like a flood, the predators finally revealed their forms.
《Shadow Lurker》.
"A-aaaaah......!"
Edward's face drained of color as he clutched the Sword of Puppets. He gasped like a goldfish, desperately trying to speak, but the 'Black Prince' remained indifferent.
Until the very end, Edward was given no chance to speak, nor was he given the chance to swing his sword against Dale.
"You should have been greedy in moderation."
Dale muttered as if it were someone else's business and flicked his finger.
「Kieeeeeek!」
The 《Shadow Lurker》s, matured within the darkness, simultaneously unleashed their thorn-like tentacles. Edward's body was torn to shreds on the spot, scattering blood everywhere. The splattered blood and entrails were swallowed into the darkness, and the lake of shadows returned to Dale's cloak.
As if nothing had happened.
* * *
With the unrest in the Labyrinth City settled, the Demon Territory was officially back in the hands of the 'Viscount of Sachsen.'
The cathedral that had been used to show off the glory of the church just moments ago was now functioning as Dale's lordly castle.
Thus, the Viscount of Sachsen and 'Black Prince' sat on the throne in the grand hall of that very castle.
Additionally, Lady Shadow 'Orelia,' the black knight who protected her master from the shadows, revealed herself at Dale's side. Nothing had changed. She remained, indifferent to the absence of Charlotte, the other female knight who should have been by Dale's side.
Regardless of who departed, the Black Prince reigned there nonetheless.
As the ruler of the Demon Territory, the frozen land of Sachsen filled with cold frost and darkness.
* * *
That dawn.
After the city's riot was quelled and the castle was secured in the name of the Viscount of Sachsen, a meeting was held to reconsider the direction of the Anti-Demon Alliance.
Prince Mordred's swift expedition had been dismissed by the Trial by Combat, and the retreat was deemed the Goddess's will. Consequently, Mordred bore the responsibility for the retreat, yet no one dared demand it of him.
Above all, the outcome was an unexpected windfall for Dale.
'Thanks to that, the work of reclaiming the Demon Territory has sped up several times over.'
Furthermore, the vast wealth Edward's party had accumulated now fell into Dale's hands.
Although the physical exhaustion was immense, there were practically no casualties among the soldiers or key forces. Except for one 'Master Templar' who had volunteered as a scapegoat through the Trial by Combat.
It was more than just a windfall; it was an unexpected achievement.
The fact that the groups of demons, which seemed to be looting indiscriminately within the Demon Territory, had a single command structure.
The entity commanding them was not hard to guess: a high-ranking demon, a Shadow Caster.
'A Shadow Caster, huh.'
As the master of gold and shadows—the Shadow Monarch—how should he treat their existence?
Dale was no longer the Empire's Hunting Dog. Distinguishing friend from foe was now entirely his prerogative.
"It seems that regarding the threat of the Demon Territory......"
As the representative of the Anti-Demon Alliance, Dale opened his mouth.
"It is time to accept the fact that it is a threat beyond what we imagine."
"You bastard, what are you plotting again......!"
"Shall I tell you in advance what people will whisper about the church if the Anti-Demon Alliance dissolves like this?"
Dale said to Priest Borenus, who did not hide his roar.
"They will say that you set out for the Demon Territory in the name of the Goddess's holy will, but the 'representative of the church' misread the Goddess's will and was defeated in the Trial by Combat. They will call you dogs who tucked your tails and ran away, forsaking the Goddess's mandate. And that's not to mention the cathedral in the territory I donated being burned down, or the tithes meant for the Goddess being stolen."
It was self-evident that the prestige of the church would be dragged into the mud.
"This is a fight that cannot be backed down from anymore."
Dale said. He was no longer swayed by the powerful; he was now leading the entire Anti-Demon Alliance.
"Prince Mordred, you don't intend to return to the Imperial Palace without any gains like this, do you?"
Dale turned his head.
"This fucking bastard......!"
Veins bulged on Prince Mordred's forehead as if he would draw his sword, but his hand never reached the hilt.
Because he clearly remembered the sight of Dale during the Trial by Combat that day.
The armor of black death; what resided within it was literally the 'end of life and history.'
"Stop there, Mordred."
"N-noona!"
"Lord Dale is right."
Princess Kiara intervened.
"The church, the House of Sachsen, and all of us including the Imperial family...... we have come too far to turn back."
With a smile that was nothing short of meaningful, she claimed to be Dale's reliable ally.
"The Anti-Demon Alliance, the holy war of the Crusade, has only just begun."
The Crusade—the name given to the Imperial Army that gathered to subjugate the Demon King Balor back when Dale was the 'Hero of the Otherworld.'
"Even if the first Crusade ended in failure, that does not mean it is the end of this holy war."
Kiara said, and Lady Scarlet chimed in, clearly amused.
"That's right. Above all, we cannot back down for the sake of Brother Lusignan, the Master Templar who volunteered for sacrifice to know the Goddess's will. Isn't that right? Brother Borenus."
Coming from the very person who had sucked every drop of that Lusignan's blood.
"......."
Borenus bit his lip at Lady Scarlet's mockery. But they were right. There was no place left for the church to retreat. Unless this holy battle ended in victory, the church's influence, which was already falling rapidly, would have nowhere left to stand.
"I will uphold the will of my brothers and sisters."
At the end of his resolution, Borenus, the 7th-circle White Mage, opened his mouth.
"I will immediately inform His Holiness and begin preparations to proclaim a 'Holy War' in the name of the Imperial family and the church."
"Ah, the Goddess wishes for it! Our Goddess truly wishes for many things. For instance, war, or the wealth accumulated by the blood and sweat of the serfs."
Lady Scarlet burst into mockery once again. In the face of that mockery, all Borenus could do was bite his lip until it bled.
* * *
Once a loss has been incurred, it is human nature to pour in more investment to recover the losses.
Thus, accepting Borenus's request, the Master of the White Magic Tower and head of the Papal State, the Heavenly Duke, obtained the Imperial family's consent and announced the start of the 'Holy War.'
What existed in Dale's Demon Territory was no longer a mere 'Anti-Demon Alliance.' It was literally a war desired by the Goddess, and new powerful figures began to join one after another to carry out that war.
* * *
War does not happen overnight.
Above all, Dale needed time to restore the Labyrinth City and reorganize the development of the Demon Territory, and large-scale work was also needed to expand supplies and lodging to accommodate the newly gathering Crusaders.
Among them, the most important thing was, above all, the business to be conducted against the Crusaders.
War profiteering. The surge in demand for essential military supplies, the resulting increase in trade volume, and the profits reaped from the taxes levied upon it.
Through Dale's open-door policy, the Demon Territory had been reborn as a trade hub the Empire could not ignore. The Crusade would only drive a wedge deeper into that prosperity.
Just as Dale was coolly calculating the scales of profit as the Viscount of Sachsen, his fifteenth birthday finally arrived.
And a few months passed from then, and his young sister 'Lise' celebrated her seventh birthday.
* * *
"Brother! I missed you!"
Dale left his territory to visit the Duke of Sachsen's castle for the first time in a while.
The one who ran out to welcome Dale first was his younger sister Lise, who had just turned seven.
"Lise!"
A girl with the jet-black hair characteristic of the House of Sachsen and eyes that shone like crystals. Dale felt a rare, genuine satisfaction as an older brother.
"Happy birthday."
Dale smiled, lightly kissing Lise on the cheek.
After the kiss, Lise smiled brightly and said.
"Come to think of it, Brother, you didn't forget your promise, did you?"
"Of course I remember."
"Wow!"
Lise beamed, and Dale reached out toward her.
He recalled the day Lise had celebrated her sixth birthday, crying and begging to become a mage like him.
"You said you wanted to learn magic, right?"
"Yes, Brother!"
"It won't happen overnight."
Blue mana swirled around Dale's hand, and crystals of cold began to flicker.
He remembered the image of his old tutor, Sepia, who had taught Dale his 'first magic' long ago.
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* * *
"I'm so happy that I can finally learn magic from you, Brother!"
Seven-year-old Lise smiled, unable to hide her joy.
"That's why I told you it's not something that happens overnight."
Watching his adorable younger sister, Dale smiled, unable to hide his own satisfaction.
Dale had formed the fragments of mana at the age of four and constructed his first Mana Circle by the age of eight. He could have done so at four or five had he set his mind to it, but Dale had waited, adhering to the "common sense of this world."
In comparison, young Lise had become aware of her first mana fragments at five. It was a talent that truly lived up to the name of the Black Magic Tower Master's bloodline.
As she turned six, Lise had cried and begged, saying she wanted to become a great mage like her brother.
However, learning magic was by no means an easy task. Unless one was an extreme exception like Dale, learning magic could easily lead to ruin.
Nevertheless, seeing the "fragment of the Mana Circle" nestled in Lise's heart expanding day by day, the Black Duke and Dale had reached the conclusion that they could no longer stand by and do nothing.
It wasn't the disciplined, controlled state Dale possessed; it was a talent encroaching upon an innocent girl without her knowledge.
That was exactly why it was so dangerous.
Consequently, they decided to begin her training earlier than Dale, who had started at eight.
'What would Teacher Sepia have said in a situation like this?'
Dale felt a complex mix of emotions as he watched Lise, who was innocently rejoicing that she could finally learn magic. He inadvertently recalled the wisdom of Sepia, who had guided him during his own childhood.
"Brother, can you show me that again?"
Lise pestered Dale to show her "that," as she always did. Dale gave a wry smile and nodded.
He rotated his circle to generate blue mana and snapped his fingers.
"Waaaah!"
Ice crystals began to scatter from the tips of Dale's fingers. The scattered crystals shone like stars around Lise, wrapping around her. It was like a planetarium in a cosmic theater.
It was a memory-magic he used whenever young Lise couldn't sleep, a comfort he provided as her brother.
Even now, whenever she saw that sight, Lise would smile like a child, excited, and she had begun to admire Dale's magic.
At least from Lise's perspective, Dale's magic was, quite literally, close to that of a mage from a fairy tale.
Not the murderous formulas or dark magic meant for slaughter.
He could imagine the chaos that would erupt in the Saxon House if Lise ever asked to learn the Black Duke's dark magic. And the chaos wouldn't stop at his father or Elena; even Dale would not be an exception.
"I want to become a cool mage like you, Brother, as soon as possible!"
"And what do you want to do once you become a cool mage like me?"
"──I'm going to become as great as you, Brother!"
"......Like me?"
"Yes!"
Dale asked back, and Lise answered without a moment's hesitation. Dale held his breath for a second.
"I want to use cool and amazing magic like you, Brother, and surprise everyone in the world!"
"......."
The words of the innocent girl pierced Dale's heart like a dagger. Surely, this was the most fitting appearance for an ordinary seven-year-old child. She could never even imagine the truth.
"I am not as great a mage as you think I am, Lise."
"That can't be! Everyone says you are the greatest and coolest mage in the Empire!"
How would Lise grow up in the future, and when she finally made decisions based on her "true will," what path of magic would she walk? He didn't know. But she, too, was of the Saxon clan, carrying the blood of the Black Magic Tower Master.
"Yes, I am looking forward to it, too. To the time when you become a far greater mage than I am."
"I'll work hard!"
Dale just stroked Lise's black hair and smiled bitterly.
He kept his inner wish—that Lise would not follow in the footsteps of Saxon's darkness and would escape from the black darkness—hidden away.
Perhaps this was what they meant when they said a frog forgets its days as a tadpole.
"Then, let's start by feeling and accepting the mana in the air."
Leaving the constellation of crystals wrapping around Lise behind, Dale spoke.
"After that, you will repeat the training of circulating mana around your heart."
"Yes, Brother!"
He spoke the words that her teacher, Sepia, had once taught him.
The disciple of the wise elf had already grown to stand shoulder-to-shoulder with the strongest in the Empire. And, upholding the will of his teacher from long ago, he was now passing that will on to a new disciple.
Leaving behind the void of the old teacher who had now left his side.
* * *
Lise did not awaken her circle the moment she started learning magic from Dale.
It was a truly fortunate thing.
* * *
"Today, Brother taught me so much magic!"
In the grand hall of the Saxon Duke's castle, Lise chirped happily as she ran to her mother, Elena.
"Is that so? What kind of magic did you learn from Dale?"
"Well, he said I'm not ready to use magic yet. So I'm starting with training so I can use magic!"
Lise reported the day's events as if it were fun, and Elena smiled quietly. It was a complex expression for a mother.
"You don't have to worry, Mother."
Seeing that look, Dale spoke up.
"Unlike me, Lise will become a very great mage who brings joy to the people of the world."
Elena, who understood the meaning for a moment, held her breath quietly.
"Dale."
However, the Dale in front of her was also her son. And so, Elena hugged Dale without a word.
"Dale, you are already the proud eldest son of our Saxon House. You are my son, one who does not succumb to the weight of what you have built for our House, nor the burden of being a Saxon."
"Mother......."
"Your path is absolutely not wrong, so please be proud of that fact."
There was not a shred of doubt or hesitation in the heart of a mother who believed in her son. Thus, Dale also reached out his arms and hugged Elena.
* * *
That night, in the office of the Saxon Duke's castle.
"......These are the lists of troops heading to the Demon Territory for the Crusade."
"A Holy War, then."
Hearing Dale's report, the Black Duke smiled bitterly.
"It reminds me of the time when the Hero and the Empire's grand army headed toward our Saxon House."
"It will not be like that time."
Dale shook his head firmly.
"The northern Demon Territory is now the center of Imperial trade; there are too many observers for the Empire to act as arbitrarily as they did before."
Rather than hiding it behind high walls, he was paradoxically tearing them down to expose it to everyone.
"Is that why you implemented the open-door policy for the northern Demon Territory?"
"That is correct."
Dale nodded, and the Black Duke smiled silently.
"I just have a few things I want to ask."
After a silence, Dale spoke again.
"Father, how much do you know about the 'High Demons' of the Demon Territory?"
"Are you talking about the Shadow Casters?"
"......While our Great Demon Alliance's main force was departing the northern Demon Territory, I obtained information in secret."
"Speak."
"Why do the High Demons speak the 'Imperial tongue'?"
It was a lie. He had obtained that information as the Hero of the Otherworld, not as Dale. As the strongest in the Empire who had gone deeper into the Demon Territory than anyone else, facing the Demon King and his subordinate High Demons.
"It is not strange that their intelligence allows them to understand human speech. But isn't it strange that the demons from the Demon Territory use the 'Imperial tongue'?"
The High Demons had mocked the Hero of the Otherworld in the Imperial tongue, jeering at the hunter's leash around his neck. At the very least, that was a fact that could not be known unless one reached the deepest secrets of the Empire, and the internal affairs of the Empire at that.
But how did those from the land of darkness, the Demon Realm, know that fact and speak the Imperial tongue?
"How did you obtain that information?"
The Black Duke asked back coldly. The air around them turned frigid.
"You wouldn't believe me even if I told you."
"Deciding that is my job."
"......A High Demon appeared before me. It spoke the Imperial tongue very fluently."
Dale lied once again.
"What did that being say?"
"It called me the 'Golden Dog'."
"Was that the end of it?"
"──It warned me that this place is merely the ruins of the fallen old Shadow Empire, so I should turn the troops around and leave."
The High Demons had said that to the Hero of the Otherworld, not the current Dale. The confrontation between gold and shadow, the ancient secrets of this continent—he hadn't understood those words at the time, ignorant of the truth. But not anymore.
"Now it is your turn to tell me, Father."
That was why Dale asked back. Tracing the memories of that time, fitting the knowledge he gained as a member of the Saxon House together with the puzzle pieces.
"What is a Shadow Caster? What connection was there between those High Demons and our Saxon Black Magic Tower?"
And Dale knew the answer would be heavy. He was asking because he knew.
"If the Second Crusade advances to clear the darkness of the Demon Territory, I need to know the truth before that, at the very least. Please, answer me."
"......."
"Father, you surely know the answer."
Dale asked, and silence descended like a feather.
"Do you remember the fact that in ancient times, the Black and White were a single Magic Tower?"
At the Black Duke's question, Dale nodded. The Black and White Magic Tower, and the fact that those called "The Black," led by the Immortal Duke Frederick of Saxony, had staged an uprising, were defeated, and exiled to the remote north.
"When those of the Black faction were driven out to this northern land of Saxony, there were those who reached out to the Immortal Duke and his kin."
"Who were they?"
"There is not even a single record left of what their true identities were or what they called themselves. Only a few passages in the ancient books of Saxony allow one to infer as much. I can only say for certain that they were the 'First Strangers' who crossed over from the land of darkness beyond the Demon Territory."
"From the Demon Realm......"
Dale held his breath.
"However, the son of the Immortal Duke, who decided not to follow them but to remain here, and furthermore, the Black faction that remained loyal to him, made the Saxony and the Black Magic Tower of today."
"Then who followed them?"
"Immortal Duke Frederick and his kin."
"......!"
Hearing those words, Dale finally held his breath.
The secret of the High Demons, the Shadow Casters, the Shadow Tower, and furthermore, the reality of the Demon Realm beyond the northern Demon Territory. He could finally understand.
"No way."
"It is as you say."
The Black Duke nodded quietly.
"The High Demons, and furthermore, the beings beyond the Demon Territory called Shadow Casters......"
He nodded and continued calmly.
"What is there is another Saxony."
The true Saxon clan, who do not hesitate to become Monsters of Truth.
"And the Immortal Duke (Lord Undead) is still sleeping in the deepest darkness of that land."
Just as the Yuris clan does, reborn as beings that can no longer be called human.





Chapter - 153 

Chapter 153
* * *
"Are you saying that the 'Immortal Duke' and the ancient Saxon clan are in the Demon Realm, the Land of Darkness beyond the Demon King's Territory?"
Dale asked, and the Black Duke nodded.
"But that was an immeasurably distant past..."
After saying that much, Dale instinctively suppressed a scoff.
Beings who could not be called human, despite ruling the Empire. Their kind had assumed various identities throughout the Empire's history. Just like the vampires who stood at the pinnacle of the Red Magic Tower and maintained their immortal lives by sucking the blood of others.
Why would the Saxons be any different?
"Those known as High Demons inherited the ideology of the 'Shadow Magic Tower' built in the Demon Realm by the Immortal Duke and the ancient Saxons."
"Are they also human?"
"Some are human; others are beings who defy that definition. Regardless, to survive in that Land of Darkness, anyone with magical power is reborn as a Shadow Caster of the Shadow Magic Tower... and that is the true identity of what we call High Demons."
"Then, what the rumors call 'Ancient Demons' is, by any chance..."
Dale continued.
"Another Saxon? A Lich sustaining an immortal life?"
"They are beings who have reached a realm beyond that."
The Black Duke shook his head.
"──It is 'Eldritch'."
"What is that?"
"It is the ultimate form of immortality pursued by the Black Magic Tower, incomparable to a mere Lich."
Hearing that, Dale struggled to grasp the concept. He didn't know everything in this world, after all.
"A Lich merely runs from death. They hide their phylactery to flee to a place death cannot reach. An 'Eldritch' is different."
"Then what are they?"
"They are those who deceive death."
"......."
Dale couldn't immediately grasp that, either. But he knew one thing for certain: they were 'true monsters,' beyond even the hardliners of the Black Magic Tower.
"Then the fact that Demon King Balor led the High Demons and fled the Demon Realm means, in other words──."
"He fled from another Saxon."
The Great Demon Migration was merely a struggle for survival, a flight from the darkness of their home, the 'Demon Realm.' It wasn't hard to guess who ruled that realm.
"They fled from the Ancient Demons at the pinnacle of the Shadow Magic Tower, the Immortal Duke Frederick and the 'Eldritch' ones."
The Black Duke said. Dale couldn't help but laugh.
The Golden Empire was undoubtedly Dale's enemy. However, even the shadows that the Shadow Church believed in so devoutly were not entirely Dale's allies.
No, he could be certain.
As long as Dale claimed the title of 'Shadow Monarch,' the Shadow Magic Tower and the rulers of that tower... the ancient Saxons who ruled that Demon Realm would never kneel down obediently.
Rather, they would hide their fangs, waiting to steal the 'Shadow Throne' Dale occupied.
From the beginning, the place where Dale stood was neither gold nor shadow.
Fortunately, the battlefield Dale faced was not the Demon Realm. It was merely the 'Demon King's Territory,' where the remnants of the Demon King were desperately clinging to survival.
Nevertheless, if Dale and the Imperial Crusade reached the Land of Darkness at the edge of the Demon King's Territory, would the other Saxon—silent beyond that border—continue to hold their peace?
That, at least, was unknowable.
"......Following Father's request, I have begun Lise's magic education."
After saying that, Dale deliberately changed the subject.
"What do you think of it from your perspective?"
"She is a child with the blood and talent of Saxony."
Dale said, and the Black Duke remained heavily silent.
"However, Lise hopes her magic will be 'magic' in the literal sense—something that brings wonder to the people of this world."
"......."
"That is why I want to respect the path of magic that Lise wishes to walk."
The Black Duke smiled bitterly.
"Not the darkness of our Saxony, but to become a mage who can bring mystery and wonder to the people of this world."
"Then in the future, when that child says she will inherit the 'Darkness of Saxony' of her own will."
The Black Duke asked back.
"When that child is reborn as a Black Mage who inherits our will, what will you think?"
At his father's question, Dale closed his mouth for a moment.
"I think I finally understand why Father and Mother hesitated so much."
It is inevitable that a child cannot understand their parents' hearts.
Just as it is inevitable that parents cannot understand their child's.
"Nevertheless, I just want to respect Lise's decision."
Dale said.
"Until then, helping her find the path she will take is a family's duty, isn't it?"
"Yes, I am glad you said so."
Hearing Dale's words, the Black Duke smiled quietly. It was the smile of a father who undoubtedly thought of his child, and at the same time, it was tinged with an unfathomable complexity.
* * *
Some time later, at the Lord's Castle in the Demon King's Territory, which was ruled by Viscount Saxon.
"Sir Yones."
In one of the rooms, Dale summoned the vice-captain of the Black Armor Company, and Yones appeared in response.
"Did you call, Captain?"
"Sit over there for a moment."
Dale said.
"You must have already heard that the Church has declared a holy war and the 2nd Crusade is gathering."
"Yes. Accordingly, I am focusing on reorganizing the Black Armor Company and strengthening our organization."
"Yes, and since the goal is to drive out the demons in the Demon King's Territory... there is a high possibility that battles will unfold on more simultaneous fronts than we imagine."
"I am keeping that point deeply in mind as well."
As the officer who practically commanded the Black Armor Company, Sir Yones's learning never ceased. He went beyond physical training, studying the strategy of moving organizations, units, and armies.
"Then it's about time to evaluate the results of your learning."
Seeing that, Dale smiled.
"Please trust me regarding my performance in the Crusade."
"No, who said we're going to war right now?"
Sir Yones shouted confidently, and Dale tilted his head.
Dale pulled something from the table: wooden, chess-like pieces representing each military branch, several maps, and a rulebook as thick as an encyclopedia.
"Let's play this."
It was a War Game that unfolded according to stricter rules than actual war, using models of each branch and unit.
It wasn't long before, "You play this game like a piece of shit," escaped Yones's lips.
* * *
To clear the darkness from the Demon King's Territory, the Empire's strong began to gather. To accommodate the soldiers, barracks expanded and construction projects proliferated within the territory.
Wherever people gathered, gold flowed. The Saxon Duchy, including the Demon King's Territory, was no longer a remote Northern outpost.
Despite the barren, harsh frozen earth unique to the North, countless people gathered. They breathed vitality into the territory, sparking an increase in trade that brought a golden wind to the entire North.
The Saxon Duchy was no longer a black bear crouching in the North. On the foundation built by his father, the Saxon Duke, the seeds Dale had sown had sprouted and borne fruit. Before he knew it, the Saxon Duchy had been reborn as a land of opportunity, moving wealth that could be counted on one hand in the Empire.
By leveraging insider information from the Guild City's ledgers, the results of Dale's territorial development project finally began to show.
Wealth piled up endlessly in the North. Most returned in the name of the Saxon Duke, but that was not the case for the 'assets within the Demon King's Territory,' the core of it all.
It was entirely the property of Viscount Saxon, Dale.
Dale poured most of that wealth into an unspeakable, unconventional shopping spree.
He selected the elite heavy infantry within the Black Armor Company and outfitted all their armor with 'Artifacts.'
As the personal guard directly under the 'Black Prince.'
The absurd idea of arming every single infantryman with equipment worth a thousand gold. It wouldn't take long for that investment to shine.
* * *
Some time later.
The war did not start overnight. As the year passed and a few months flowed by, the 'war' was finally upon them.
Countless nobles from various countries of the Empire gathered in the Demon King's Territory with their troops, forming the Crusade to carry out the holy war.
The highest leadership of that very Crusade was gathered in a room in the Saxon Lord's Castle.
A reclamation project to drive out the remnants of the demons in the Demon King's Territory and draw a boundary with the Demon Realm beyond it to turn it into 'Saxon territory.'
At the very least, the fact that the 'other Saxon' in the Demon Realm had remained silent until now was proof that they did not care about the movements of the demons or the Empire in the Demon King's Territory either.
In other words, if they cleared the Demon King's Territory and halted their advance at the entrance to the Demon Realm, the possibility of a clash with the other Saxon was low.
"I deeply thank you for the passion and faith of the lords gathered here."
After summarizing the information up to that point, Dale opened his mouth as one of the representatives of the Crusade.
Looking at the strong of the Empire gathered there, one by one.
Nobles from all over the Empire sought to make a name for themselves, joined by the strong who had already proven their fame but were now enlisting in the cause of the 'holy war.'
"And through the care of the Sister Goddess and your deep passion, we have finally obtained the opportunity to gather here and drive out the 'darkness of the Demon King's Territory'."
"The Goddess wills it."
Just then, the Sword of the Church, gathered to carry out the holy war, raised its voice.
It was another Master Templar. And there was more than one 'Master Templar' present.
Along with many White Elders, including the 7th-circle White Mage Borenus.
They were not all.
"Lord Dale's words are truly correct."
The enchantress of York, 'Catherine of York'—who should have been Philip's fiancée—spoke on behalf of the York family. A young lady of York who had remained single since the Second War of the Roses after nullifying her engagement with the Count Brandenburg family, she agreed with the holy war's intent and led the countless Order of the Blue Rose Knights that the York family boasted.
The Imperial family, the Red Magic Tower, and other leading great lords of the Empire—including Lancaster and York, the continent's preeminent powers—had sent their representatives.
This was no longer just a mere alliance.
What those gathered here intended to carry out was a holy war, and it was to root out the demons, including the High Demons within the Demon King's Territory.
Without knowing a single thing about the depth of the ancient darkness that existed in the Demon Realm beyond that Demon King's Territory.
"The time has finally come."
In that very place, the Empire's great army—which dwarfed the force of the first anti-demon alliance, the first Crusade—was gathered.
The war that the Goddess finally desired had begun.
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* * *
There were four fortresses.
Just as the border between the Sachsen Duchy and the Demon King's Territory was once defended by a few key strategic points and river crossings, there were few places where a large-scale army could cross from the Demon Realm into the Demon King's Territory.
"Assuming that a High Demon is commanding the demons within the Demon King's Territory, it is highly likely that at least one High Demon is stationed in each of these four fortresses."
Dale pointed to the four strategic chokepoints—and the fortresses built upon them—that allowed for large-scale migration between the Demon King's Territory and the Demon Realm. These were old fortresses constructed by the Imperial Army after they had defeated the Demon King as heroes. Now that the Imperial Army had retreated and abandoned them, they would surely have become bases for the demons within the Demon King's Territory.
Aside from these fortresses and the paths they monitored, there were no roads that could lead from the Demon Realm into the Demon King's Territory.
In those days, the hellish reality was that a single misstep in the frozen wasteland could lead to falling into a crevasse, resulting in the annihilation of an entire unit—an event that occurred almost daily.
"That is a reasonable line of thought."
In the place where the leaders of the Second Crusade had gathered, Princess Kiara nodded at Dale's words.
"These are the fortresses established by the Imperial Army after identifying the strategic points where a large-scale force, capable of a Demon Migration, could move in unison during the past crusade to defeat the Demon King."
"Despite the fact that our proud Empire and the Hero defeated the Demon King and his cohorts, it is truly lamentable that the fortresses symbolizing that victory have now fallen into the hands of the demons."
At the Princess's words, one of the Master Templars muttered in a low voice.
"It was solely the duty of the Sachsen house to station troops in those fortresses and pioneer the Demon King's Territory."
"And is that not the duty we are fulfilling right now?"
Dale replied nonchalantly to the man who was not hiding his blatant hostility.
"At the very least, during my father's generation, it was next to impossible to defend all four fortresses with the troops of Sachsen alone."
"Ha! The world-renowned Sachsen, who pride themselves on the name of 'Terror,' do not hesitate to act like cowards when it suits them!"
Another Master Templar sneered.
"Beyond the movement of large-scale troops, there was an endless stream of small-scale demon guerrillas bypassing the fortresses. Furthermore, monitoring the entire Demon King's Territory in addition to our already vast Duchy was too heavy a burden for us in Sachsen to bear alone."
Dale answered calmly. At least until he implemented his open-door policy and brought in outside forces, it was a territory that Sachsen, which had claimed isolationism, could not handle.
"I ask that you please not get so worked up."
After finishing his explanation in a flat tone, Dale continued coldly.
"Because you are all well aware of the 'martyrdom' that Brother Lusignan met."
"You bastard...!"
"Please, leave it at that."
Just then, Princess Kiara spoke up toward the Master Templars, who could not hide their rage.
"P-Princess!"
"As I said, we are all gathered here to carry out a single holy war. Could you please put aside personal feelings and finger-pointing, and join forces for our one goal?"
"......."
"In any case, if we wish for a swift resolution, what we must do is simple."
Silence descended at the Princess's words, and in that silence, Dale spoke again.
"It is to take the four fortresses sequentially and construct the 'Barrier of Light,' the holy relic that the White Magic Tower boasts of."
"You apostate dogs of Sachsen, how dare you speak of the Goddess's holy relic so casually...!"
"Could you please just shut your mouth? Don't pick a fight at every turn like a seven-year-old child."
Just as the Master Templar was about to raise his voice again, Lady Scarlet intervened.
"Lady Scarlet, do you think the Goddess will forget the cursed evil deeds you committed against our brother Lusignan?"
The Master Templar retorted as if he couldn't lose, and Lady Scarlet sneered coldly.
"You should be grateful that you weren't hung from iron hooks while still alive, ending up like a slab of meat in a butcher shop."
She bared her fangs.
At that moment:
"As I have said repeatedly, I told you to stop."
Pitch-black tentacles coiled around Dale, and the 'Avatar of the Shadow Monarch,' already draped in the Armor of Dark Blood, revealed itself.
Exerting the power to overwhelm the room just by existing, the Shadow Monarch submerged the area in a flood of darkness.
A chilling cold took hold, and silence descended.
Upon seeing that, the reactions of the Crusade's leadership split into two.
"H-how are you using an Avatar...!"
Most of the lords and knights could not hide their shock at the transcendent ability displayed by Dale, who should have been a mage.
The Church and some of the more belligerent representatives were equally bewildered, while simultaneously preparing for combat.
At the same time, Dale dispelled his avatar and continued calmly.
"Since we don't know what threats might be lying dormant within the Demon King's Territory, we will unite as one main force and proceed to capture the fortresses one by one."
With everyone's attention focused on him, he began to explain the details of the operation.
"We will concentrate our forces to capture the fortresses from the first to the fourth in order, and then we will install the 'Barrier of Light' connecting the four fortresses. After that, once we have blocked the path between the Demon Realm and the Demon King's Territory, and finished mopping up the remnants within the Demon King's Territory, this land will finally become 'Imperial soil'."
"Concentrate our forces?"
However, the one who burst into laughter upon hearing that was the 7th Prince, Mordred.
"You've gathered such a large army, and you intend to move like a snail in this godforsaken land where there isn't even a Demon King?"
"As I said, we have yet to gauge the danger of the High Demons."
"It seems you don't see the number of troops gathered here, you genius of the Empire."
Mordred continued.
"We will divide our forces into four units and simultaneously attack the four fortresses of the Demon King's Territory. Any bastard here have an objection to my words?"
He clearly had no intention of letting the operation proceed according to Dale's lead.
"The Prince's words are correct!"
"They said the world-renowned 'Black Prince' was a genius of military strategy, but in the end, he was nothing more than a coward hiding behind the name of Sachsen!"
"That is exactly right!"
As soon as Mordred finished speaking, the lords who were on hostile terms with Sachsen burst into mockery in unison. Amidst that mockery, Dale maintained a calm silence.
'These hopeless, dysfunctional bastards.'
Holding back the retort that threatened to burst from his throat, Dale replied.
"Well then, please, do as you wish."
As if it were someone else's business entirely.
* * *
The war began, and four large units began their march toward their respective fortresses.
They were four units led by the 7th Prince Mordred, the Red Magic Tower, the Church, and the Sachsen House, respectively.
And among them, the capture of the 1st Fortress, which could be considered the greatest military achievement, fell to Mordred, and the fortress that fell to Dale's lot was the 4th Fortress, which was considered the most flimsy among them.
* * *
Meanwhile, at the 1st Fortress, where Mordred and the leading nobles of the Empire were advancing.
Standing on the watchtower of the fortress was a man in black robes. A High Demon with shadows writhing beneath his robes.
A mage of the Demon Realm, a Shadow Caster who had inherited the ideology of the 'other Sachsen' from the Shadow Tower long ago.
And when the Demon King Balor and the large-scale demons could no longer endure the cruelty and evil of those 《Eldritch》 and fled, that man had also followed the Demon King.
To escape from the 'Demons of the Shadow,' to survive by desperately finding a new home away from their madness.
This Demon King's Territory was a place of survival for them. A land for their race to live in, without returning to that hellish ground ever again, and at the same time, blocked off by the walls of the Empire.
At that moment:
From the shadow cast at the man's feet, a single black tentacle rose up.
The tentacle that rose from beneath his feet coiled around the body of the High Demon, the Shadow Caster, as if to crush him.
"......!"
In his bewilderment, he tried to move his shadow quickly, but a voice was heard before he could.
─ Do you think you can escape from the shadow?
"A, Ahhh...!"
It was a voice he could not forget. The man desperately tried to turn his body within the binding of the tentacles.
──A young boy was standing there.
A young boy whose eyes were wrapped tightly in black bandages.
Upon seeing that sight, the color drained from the High Demon's face.
"H, How...!"
"I don't care about cowards who run away from my Empire."
The young boy continued.
"As it happens, my 'daughter' whom I must reclaim is coming here on her own two feet."
Seeing the boy's appearance, the man knelt down in shock.
"P, Please forgive me...! Oh, 'Shadow Monarch'...!"
Shadow Monarch. At those words, the young boy smiled gently.
"It is already too late to be forgiven, child."
At the same time, the shadows in the area 'opened their eyes.' Countless eyes within the shadows began to move their pupils left and right, watching the surroundings.
"Still, it is not as if I cannot give you a chance."
"Please speak, I, I will follow the orders of the Shadow Monarch!"
"Bring the 'bloodline of the false Sachsen' before me."
The Shadow Monarch said.
"The fearless usurper who dared to steal my daughter and is impersonating the 'Shadow Monarch' despite being a fake."
At those words, the hooded man bowed his head, nearly smashing it into the floor. As the tentacles coiling around him returned into the shadows, the man fled.
The young boy with his eyes covered in black bandages remained there still.
Sharpening his cold hatred toward the golden bloodline approaching this place, the bloodline of his archenemy that he could never forget.
* * *
The advance of the Crusade, divided into four units, proceeded more smoothly than expected.
No, it was so smooth that it was strange.
Nothing was blocking their path. All they did was push through the biting, freezing cold.
Even after several days and nights, there were no demon guerrillas blocking Dale's unit. The news from the messengers who were communicating periodically with other units was no different.
Dale eventually reached the 4th Fortress they were targeting.
The fortress was empty. As if there had been nothing there from the beginning.
'.......'
The possibility that the remnants of the demons had occupied all four fortresses was slim from the start. And among them, it went without saying that this place was the most likely to be the 'dud'.
Some time later, a messenger from the unit attacking the 1st Fortress came to Dale's unit in a hurry.
The messenger was in a disturbing state.
He burst into insane giggles, then began to cry like a child. Dale asked the reason while trying to calm the messenger, and the messenger replied.
"What happened there?"
"God...!"
The messenger muttered.
"G, God was there! God! The omniscient, omnipotent, and great Watcher of the Heavens! Hehehe!"
"God? Are you talking about the sister-goddess Sistina?"
"S, Sister-goddess? Ha, haha!"
The messenger burst into laughter as if it were absurd.
"There is no such thing as a sister-goddess! But, a, ahh, there is. God! God truly existed!"
With a truly insane laugh.
"──But that God does not love us at all!"
With those final words, black blood gushed out from the messenger's facial features.
It was the same dark blood that Shub's tentacles had scattered before.
After hearing those words, Dale and his unit did not hesitate.
Without even imagining the existence of the ambush that would block their path.






Chapter - 155 

Chapter 155
* * *
Shortly before the messenger fled from the main force led by the 7th Prince, Mordred.
The supreme power of the Crusade—the Empire's leading nobles and the powerhouses they commanded—reached the First Fortress.
A young boy stood alone at the fortress entrance, welcoming them. His eyes were tightly wrapped in black bandages.
However, the fact that his opponent was a young boy was no reason to let one's guard down. The Iron Cross Cavalry under Mordred's command simultaneously assumed a charge formation, and the mages accelerated their Circles in unison.
Facing the massive army the Empire boasted of, the boy spoke in a low voice.
The progenitor of Saxony, the Immortal Duke Frederick.
Advancing as an 'Eldritch' standing at the pinnacle of the Shadow Magic Tower, deep within the darkness of the Demon Territory.
"Highest-Order Necromancy: 《Watcher of the Heavens》."
Simultaneously, from the high heavens above, a god began to look down upon them.
Through the rift of the Otherworld that had torn the sky open, a 'god' blinked its massive, single eye as it gazed at them.
It was a god that possessed countless tentacles and held no love for humanity.
The god's tentacles slipped down through the rift.
* * *
The forces commanded by the 'Black Prince' as the representative of Saxony were as follows:
The Black Cavalry, composed of the Night Crow Knights—the destroyers of the battlefield that the Duke of Saxony family boasted of.
The black mages under the Black Duke.
Furthermore, the Black Armor Company, which existed entirely for Dale, including a hundred heavy infantrymen armed with artifact armor who served as Dale's direct personal guard, stood by the 'Black Prince's' side.
The House of York, which had once formed a secret alliance with Dale, along with their boasted Blue Rose Knight Order, and the Northern lords who were loyal to Saxony, were also present.
Just as Dale received the report from Mordred's messenger and prepared to urgently turn his troops toward the First Fortress, another force revealed itself beyond the horizon where darkness and coldness intertwined.
They were heading toward the Fourth Fortress, where the 'Black Prince' and his troops were stationed.
The shadows visible from afar gradually drew closer; it was the Temple Knight Order, wearing white surcoats engraved with blood-red crosses, acting as the vanguard of the Church.
Furthermore, the Rose Cross Knights of Lancaster, bearing the white and red rose emblems, were with them.
Among the four divided Crusade units, this was the unit for which the Church served as the vanguard.
At first, Dale's men assumed they were reinforcements arriving in response to the messenger's report.
But that changed when the white mana of the white mages began to swirl and the 'Hymn of War' began to ring out.
And furthermore, when the heaven imagined by the 7th-circle white mage, Borenus, was overlaid upon the darkness and cold of the Demon Territory.
"Everyone, take up combat positions immediately."
Dale shouted without a moment's hesitation.
"C-combat positions, you say?"
At those words, Sir Yones, who was by Dale's side, asked back in bewilderment.
"But those are the Crusade's troops..."
"Yes, they must be carrying out their own version of a holy war."
"No way."
Sir Yones gasped in confusion.
"Tell them to form a defensive line quickly, and if they don't want to die, tell them to grit their teeth and hold on tight."
Immediately after, Sir Yones shouted without a moment's hesitation.
"Establish anti-cavalry defensive formations and prepare for the impact of a cavalry charge!"
Dale's order spread rapidly through the entire unit, following the chain of command.
Taking the first rank of the cavalry charge were the Master Templars of the Temple Knight Order, and the Templars beneath them.
Knights of blood armed with fanatical beliefs. Just as Guy de Lusignan had done, they were riding their horses with their bodies wrapped in armor made of blood.
Above them, the hymn magic boasted by the White Magic Tower was infused, and their bodies began to be enveloped in holy light.
'These crazy bastards are actually...'
Even Dale hadn't imagined they would be this reckless. However, he could not deny what was in front of him. Nothing would change either.
Right now, what Dale was conducting was war.
The distance between the two sides was closing rapidly. The opponent was the 'Sword of the Church,' already in combat formation and overlaid with hymn magic, but Dale was not one to be taken down easily.
Asking for the reason why they suddenly tried to stab him in the back was a matter for later. The battle had begun, and there was no turning back.
Dale and his Black Armor Company, and furthermore the Night Crow and Blue Rose Knights who had dismounted, hurriedly improvised a battle line and assumed a defensive posture.
Facing the Church's cavalry charge that was rapidly closing the distance toward them.
"In the name of the holy Goddess, I declare that in order to avenge Brother Lusignan and carry out the Goddess's work, we have come to execute holy vengeance upon the apostate of Saxony who is colluding with the demons!"
The voice of a Master Templar was amplified by magic and rang out thunderously. Collusion with demons, the revenge for Lusignan.
Dale stared, momentarily stunned.
With the pouring sun, golden clouds, and the scenery of the heavens at their backs, the blood-soaked knights began to gallop.
"The Goddess wills it!"
"Kill them all, the Goddess will sort out her people!"
Without caring about the unknown catastrophe that must be unfolding even now for the 7th Prince, Mordred, and his troops.
The swords of the Church charged with the heavens at their backs.
However, the advantage that terrain gives to a mage can never be ignored. As Dale's Circle accelerated, and furthermore, through the resonance of Shub's power rooted in his heart, he could feel it.
The darkness dwelling in this land—this was a power that existed solely for Dale and Saxony.
That was why the 'Black Prince' overlaid another winter night upon the biting cold and darkness.
Fortunately, since what dwelt in this land was in itself the world of the Shadow Monarch.
Even if the one in front of him was a 7th-circle white mage, nothing would change.
Two high-ranking mages overlaid their respective Otherworlds, and the two worlds began to collide.
* * *
The sky was torn, and through the rift of the heavens beyond, a 'god' was peering into this world.
Blinking its large, single eye, like a person observing a colony of ants on the ground.
Around the god's pupil, countless tentacles began to slip down.
"Agh, aaaaargh!"
"Save me! Save meeeee!"
"Please don't abandon me! Please!"
The pitch-black tentacles wrapped around the soldiers and dragged them up to the 'heavens' where the god resided.
It was useless to run anywhere. On this endlessly stretching frozen wasteland, there was no place for them to flee.
The tentacles descended endlessly, violating and devouring the soldiers.
Some had their bodies crushed while wrapped in tentacles, some had their internal organs burst, or others were dragged to the 'place where the god resides' while struggling...
Screams rang out from all over. Among them were cries, or those who lost their minds and burst into laughter.
It was truly the madness of hell.
An overwhelming power that a knight's Aura or a mage's mana couldn't even dare to touch.
In front of that madness, a knight who had once joined the Crusade with deep faith and following the cause of the holy war thought.
Is that truly the Goddess he believes in? Was the madness unfolding now really what she wanted?
Even assuming that was merely an evil god, then where was the Goddess who should be saving him?
Why were the kind and benevolent sister goddesses keeping silent?
"Why..."
The knight looked up at the sky and begged. But in that sky, the god he wished for was not there.
"Eloi, Eloi, lama sabachthani (My God, my God, why have you forsaken me)......"
The knight muttered weakly, and before he knew it, one of the tentacles that had slipped down wrapped around his body.
The tentacle wrapped around his body and began to rise toward the sky.
"......."
The knight no longer resisted.
No, he actually smiled broadly.
That's right... this is an ascension! The Goddess herself has recognized his faith and is trying to place him by her side!
'I am rising to the heavens now!'
Why hadn't he known the deep, deep will of the sister goddesses! Oh Goddess, please forgive the short faith of this unbeliever!
"He, hehehe..."
The knight laughed.
"Hehe, he, hehehehe..."
Caught in an indescribable, supreme sense of happiness, he began to laugh.
* * *
The two worlds of the heavens and the winter night collided, and there was no room for the world of the mediocre elders to intervene.
To speak coldly, even the current Dale could not easily encroach upon the realm of the 7th circle. However, as it was when he first got his hands on the 『Book of the Black Goat』 and faced Cardinal Nikolai, pure skill does not determine everything in a mage's fight.
Within the world of the winter night, Dale deployed the avatar of the Shadow Monarch.
He flicked his finger toward the blood-soaked knights approaching him.
The ground beneath his feet was dyed in darkness, and from within the darkness, 《Shadow Lurkers》 spat out thorny tentacles toward the Templars.
"Oh Goddess, grant me light so that I may drive away this darkness before me!"
Against the darkness of the Shadow Lurkers, the blood-soaked knight swung his sword.
At the same time, as if orbital bombardment were pouring down from the sky, a pillar of light covered the lake of shadows Dale had spread.
The darkness in the area hardened like a salt flat, but the pillar of light did not approach Dale any further.
Because Dale's world was blocking it.
A fight between high-ranking mages beyond doubt, but the influence Dale exerted on the battlefield was by no means limited to that of a mage.
"Lady Shadow."
He called his female knight, who was keeping silent in Dale's shadow as always.
A silhouette formed within the darkness, and Dale raised his head along with her.
The approaching blood knights spread their wings of blood wide behind their backs and flew up.
The avatars of the Temple Knight Order, the angels of blood, were already filling the sky...
Toward them, the black Valkyrie spread her wings and flew up.
At the same time, the Templars on the ground who lacked avatars and flight abilities finally plunged toward the defensive formation of the Black Armor Company and the Night Crow Knights.
Boom!
World collided with world, and soldier collided with soldier.
In the midst of it, the Shadow Monarch finally drew his sword. It was not the pitch-black magic sword that once symbolized Dale.
The hero's beloved sword, Peacemaker, which he finally obtained after defeating Mikhail Lancaster.
In the white and dark winter night world, the light comparable to the heavens, unfolded by the 7th-circle white mage, began to swirl.
The war had begun.
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* * *
"We hold our ground, even if we die!"
The thousand heavy infantrymen of the Black Armor Company formed the central pillar of the line. In the vanguard stood Dale's personal guard, handpicked from the best and clad in 'Artifact Armor.'
Led by the 7th-circle White Mage Borenus, the 'Hymn Magic' of countless White Mages swelled.
"Praise, praise!"
"The Goddess's heavens await you!"
The Aria of Valor.
A voice of God, echoing from the heavens, filled the 'World of Light' Borenus had manifested.
The White Mages were not combatants, but their resonant hymns held the power to transform even dying soldiers into warriors of God.
"Ah, aaaaaah, oh Goddess!"
"The benevolence and mercy of the Sister Goddess are with us!"
"Praise! Let's send those Saxon apostates straight to hell!"
Within that resonance of light, the church soldiers were overcome by an indescribable exaltation.
The Templars charging toward Dale burst into tears like children. It was not fear of battle, but an overflowing faith—the presence of the Sister Goddess filling their chests.
Like a cult in the throes of fervent prayer, they lost control of their emotions, screaming the Goddess's name.
"Huuuk, uwaaaaaah, aaaaaaaah!"
The swords of the church, sobbing like children, charged with weapons in hand.
It was a scene truly befitting the madness of a god.
"These crazy bastards."
Dale muttered under his breath.
People need faith. Especially on a battlefield where lives are on the line. Something to believe in, to leave their weakness behind.
This was the fanaticism the White Magic Tower and the Church boasted of, but it was no longer their exclusive property.
"Now, it is time to show them our god."
The Shadow Monarch did not hesitate to become a false god (虛神) for them.
"Iä Shub-Niggurath."
Dale intoned.
─ I was waiting for this moment, big brother.
The most terrible and ugly existence in the world smiled beside Dale.
Chwaaaak!
Countless tentacles erupted from beneath the hem of her pitch-black dress.
The hundred personal guards protecting the 'Black Prince' did not waver.
Dale lifted his head.
In the sky, a black Valkyrie stood alone against a 'Master Templar' made of blood.
The Aura Masters of the Church, reborn as swords of fanaticism through the White Mages' hymn magic, surged forward.
Shub's black tentacles swirled, providing cover for Lady Shadow, Orelia.
He lowered his head.
The spearheads of the Templar Order were already upon them, aimed at Dale and the Black Armor Company.
"Now."
Dale's black mana spread across the area—not to wipe out his enemies or create shadow creatures.
His mana permeated the hundred elite troops of the Black Armor Company protecting him.
The mercenary organization under Dale had grown to a thousand heavy infantrymen, but only the most talented elite were equipped with Artifact Armor.
Each piece of armor was an artifact imbued with the darkness of the Demon Territory.
The price was the mental fortitude to endure the artifacts, but the 'true owner' who controlled that power and malice was someone else.
The malice of the artifacts worn by the hundred heavy infantrymen rushed toward their Shadow Monarch.
Whispers echoed from all directions—mad, unintelligible mutterings. Amidst the malice that threatened to shatter the mind, the Shadow Monarch lifted his head.
"──Stop that."
The Shadow Monarch spoke, and silence descended.
Dale's black mana activated their artifacts; they were no longer merely a hundred heavy infantrymen.
Heavy infantry lacked the individual combat power of Aura-wielding knights, but organized around the Shadow Monarch, they were no longer a 'standard force.'
They formed a steel wall that would not break, even against a charge from the Aura-imbued Templar Order.
These were the hundred armor-type artifacts Dale had scoured from the Black Duke's warehouse, the Demon Territory, and the Great Labyrinth.
《Armor of the Undead》.
Kwajib, kwajib!
As the black armor permeated the mercenaries, it assimilated with their flesh, much like Sir Helmut's. Yet, it was not their role to control the power of those artifacts.
Giving power and bearing the cost was the role of only one: the Shadow Monarch.
The hundred heavy infantrymen only needed the mental fortitude to withstand the pain.
Dale promised the greatest honors of the Saxon family to those who fell, along with the care of their families. He was not just a superior; he had shared the battlefield with them and earned their absolute loyalty.
"For Saxony and Captain Dale!"
An unbreakable black formation unfolded.
The white cavalrymen plunged their spearheads into that black formation.
Kung!
An impact shook the very ground beneath them.
Where the heavens met the winter night, the front lines clashed, and sound erupted.
The clash of iron, screams, curses, and the conviction that the Goddess was with them filled the air.
The blood angel and Lady Shadow, Orelia, filled the sky. On the ground, the Black Armor Company and the Templar Order, the Blue Rose and the Rose Cross Knights, and the various noble factions tangled in melee.
In the midst of it all stood the Shadow Monarch.
Maintaining the cold, dark world of the winter night against the heavens of the 7th-circle White Mage and his elders—who were expanding to swallow his domain—was a struggle.
He activated a hundred dark artifacts with his mana, bearing the malice alone, and poured black mana into Shub like water into a bottomless pit.
It was a quantity of mana no mere 4th-circle mage could handle, even with the advantage of the Demon Territory.
"Igniter."
Nevertheless, nothing would change.
Flames burned from the four circles wrapped around his heart—red mana, glowing like magma.
A heat engine converting thermal energy into mechanical energy to generate power.
Treating his own existence as a machine, Dale projected the mechanisms of the otherworld into his heart and circles.
Combined with the darkness of the Demon Territory, the Empire's greatest genius far surpassed the level of a mere 4th-circle.
The white and dark world of the winter night began to swallow the heavens.
'Th-this cannot be......!'
It was impossible. Unlike Borenus, who concentrated all his power on a single spell, Dale was currently fighting on the front lines.
Blood splattered; flesh, bone, and entrails were scattered in a mess.
In the hell of the battlefield, the Shadow Monarch lifted his head.
Behind the magma-like glow within the Armor of Dark Blood.
He gripped the hero's sword, 'Peacemaker,' tighter.
His performance as a mage ended here, but Dale's power was not limited to that.
Projecting the Avatar—the ultimate of knights—and the martial prowess he had built as a hero of the Empire.
Holding a true sword (眞劍), the Shadow Monarch kicked off the ground.
Into the black-and-white battlefield, where one side desperately maintained their formation and the other clashed to pierce it.
Passing through the heavy infantry of the Black Armor Company, wrapped in the Armor of the Undead, the Shadow Monarch surged forward.
Beneath his feet, the white and dark world of the winter night expanded, swallowing the edge of the 'heavens.'
World was eating world.
A mere engineer, an SSS-rank monster hunter, a hero of the otherworld, the eldest son of the Saxon family.
Dale unleashed the power of the knowledge and strength he had built over his entire life.
Finally, Dale had been reborn as an 'out-of-spec powerhouse' that this world revered.
* * *
"Why do you not reveal your true form, child of the dragon."
The mass of madness came to an end, and the Immortal Duke Frederick asked.
He looked toward the golden bloodline before him: the 7th Prince, Mordred.
"Has your mind collapsed from just this much."
Mordred was in a miserable state, foaming at the mouth, laughing and crying as if suffering from infantile regression.
Seeing this, the Immortal Duke asked, as if he couldn't understand.
"Ah, this is something."
It didn't take long to understand the meaning.
"So it wasn't a dragon....... That's not bad either."
After a moment, the Immortal Duke brought his head close to Mordred.
He opened his mouth wide.
"Keuheok, keuk!"
From inside the Immortal Duke Frederick's mouth, a bizarre bundle of tentacles sprouted. A disgusting, leech-like creature wriggled out, entered Mordred's mouth, and slid down his throat.
"The silence of the shadow ends here."
The Immortal Duke Frederick muttered. At his words, Mordred's expression froze instantly.
The color drained from his pupils. His dark, unfocused eyes turned toward the Shadow Monarch, and Mordred bowed his head in loyalty.
"Return, child of the shadow. And wait for the time for us."
"......I will obey the command of the Monarch."
The Mordred who had lost his mind to madness was gone. As a 'child of the shadow' obeying the new monarch, he bowed his head.
"Wait for me, my daughter."
The Immortal Duke Frederick turned his head. His grimoire—lost in the pain of having his heart torn out after that shameful defeat—remained.
"I will come to get you soon."
He deeply felt the presence of the 『Book of the Black Goat』 wriggling on this land.
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* * *
It shouldn't have been possible.
No matter how much the 'Black Prince' of the Saxon House was the Empire's greatest genius, or how absurdly strong he was for his age.
What Dale was showing right now was something that transcended even the realm of that monster.
Kung!
The cavalry of the Temple Knights thrust their spearheads in unison, but they collapsed helplessly against the formation of heavy infantry armed with the Armor of the Undead.
Beyond that, the scales of power began to tip in the clashes between the front lines of Lancaster, York, and even among the nobles.
There were places where the Church side pushed forward with the advantage, and conversely, places where the Saxon side broke through. As they tangled and twisted, every battle line began to warp, and in such times, only one thing becomes the core.
The center, the axis supporting the front line.
It was the Shadow Monarch and his Black Armor Company who were guarding that very center, and furthermore, the Black Valkyrie and Shub's tentacles were blocking the Aura Master-level Master Templars in the sky.
War is like this. No matter how outstanding Dale might be, he cannot grasp the situation of every widely spread battle line and move his pieces accordingly.
There is a huge difference between viewing the war from a distance and being a party directly engaged in the battle.
Just then, a report arrived from afar: the Blue Rose Knight Order was being pushed back by Lancaster's Rose Cross Knights and was retreating.
Even in this chaos, messengers urgently moved across the unit to deliver reports, and amidst it all, Dale made a decision.
"Tell everyone in the Black Armor Company."
The Shadow Monarch opened his mouth.
Chwa-ak!
He swung his Peacemaker sword toward a Templar rushing right at him.
"Maintain the wedge formation as it is, and our heavy infantry will break through the central depth of the enemy unit."
"We shall follow the Captain's command!"
Sir Yones shouted, and at the same time, that order began to spread through the chain of command to the one thousand heavy infantrymen.
"Tell the Night Crow Knights on the left flank, and the 《Grave Guards》 as well."
At the same time, Dale said to the messenger waiting for his orders.
"After we break through the center, I will send a signal. Until that signal comes, do not break formation or advance ahead, and focus on holding your ground."
Usually, the standard for large-scale field battles is to place the most powerful cavalry on one flank and have them break through the enemy unit to execute a pincer maneuver.
However, this was by no means an ordinary battle. The Master Templars with flight capabilities high up in the sky would execute free maneuvers on the battlefield at any moment, and if they were to dash toward the flanks, Orelia alone could not tie them down.
Nevertheless, the only reason they were desperately fighting Orelia and Shub above Dale's head was simple.
Because the 'Black Prince' was there.
As long as Dale acted as bait and stood in the front row of the center, the enemies could not ignore him. Even with the risk that the battle could end instantly if he were defeated or captured, Dale did not stop walking this tightrope.
Because it made it easier to read the enemies' thoughts.
The presence of an enemy commander at the front can never be ignored, especially considering the combat power an out-of-spec powerhouse like Dale holds in this world.
And the Shadow Monarch and the 'Black Armor Company,' which had made a name for itself as the Empire's best mercenary group, began to move.
A single-point breakthrough moving toward the heart of the enemy, at the center where the two units were locked.
Since they were not cavalrymen on horses, their speed or mobility was by no means superior.
Nevertheless, the presence of the heavy infantry steadily advancing amidst the fiercely clashing battlefield was by no means something that could be ignored.
Above all, the weight carried by the Shadow Monarch, who advanced as the standard-bearer of the black armor. As if showing off his notoriety and cruelty as the former Black Prince, he advanced toward the heavens, accompanied by the darkness of a winter night.
Just like an army of demons marching toward the heavens.
Desperate to hold the battle line, the Church's Templars dismounted from their horses and began to set up a defensive formation in return.
"「Gatling-type」, 「20mm」."
Just then, over a dozen black gun barrels began to take shape behind the Shadow Monarch's back.
The first weapon of mass destruction to change the course of the war.
A barrage of darkness poured down.
However, the opponent was no mere rabble. They would not be so easily wiped out by a hail of bullets.
As expected, accompanied by the hymns of the White Mages, the Heavenly World protecting them began to shed a light of protection.
At the same time, the Blood Angels, who were fighting a desperate bloodbath in the sky, began to descend in unison.
Avoiding the tentacles of Shub and the sword of Orelia that were swirling toward them, they headed toward Dale, who was armed with the Armor of Dark Blood.
"My Lord!"
Lady Shadow's shout was heard, but Dale was not flustered. Rather, as if he had expected it, he turned his back.
"I will handle the ones above."
"Protect the Captain!"
Dale muttered briefly, and the one hundred Black Armor Company soldiers armed with the Armor of the Undead quickly built a defensive formation around Dale.
At the same time, the black gun barrels flickering behind Dale's back all raised their muzzles toward a high angle in unison.
Black bullets rained down toward the Blood Angels.
As if dodging the pouring bullets, they urgently spread their wings to maneuver, and Shub's tentacles swirled, aiming for that opening.
Puk!
One of the pitch-black tentacles pierced right through a Blood Angel's wing and burst out.
"Ah, aaaaaah!"
At the same time, the blood-colored angel began to plummet toward the ground in agony.
Toward the feet of the Shadow Monarch.
"──Just because you spread your wings and fly in the heavens, do you think that will protect your lives?"
The Shadow Monarch asked the fallen angel. Before he could even answer, a baptism of Shub's tentacles rained down upon the Blood Angel.
Puk, puk, puk!
Black blood began to encroach upon the Blood Angel, dyeing its own blood pitch-black.
Before long, the angel's blood-red wings were grotesquely swollen, as if hundreds of earthworms were wriggling.
"P-p-praise......!"
The Master Templar, who had been reborn as an Angel of Dark Blood, began to mutter in a low voice.
However, that was by no means a hymn toward the Goddess of Sisterhood and Benevolence.
It was toward the 'Old Mother of Darkness,' who was blacker, darker, and indescribably more terrifying than that.
That was only the beginning.
From within the Armor of Dark Blood, the armor of black death that was wrapping around the Shadow Monarch, pitch-black tentacles began to sprout once again.
Literally, 'Black Death' began to encroach upon the Blood Angels one by one like a plague.
Just like catching flies one by one.
"Target the enemy commander! Concentrate all power on the enemy commander!"
Seeing Dale, who was slaughtering the Aura Masters in the sky one after another, the Church side finally began to get desperate.
"Protect the Captain! Never break formation!"
What on earth was that black blood armor? They didn't know. But one thing the Church was certain of: the darkness possessed by that armor had a natural, predatory compatibility with the Master Templars' 'Armor of Blood.'
That was why they became even more impatient—regarding the Shadow Monarch, who was unilaterally executing a single-point breakthrough, and the shift in the battlefield's flow that the Black Armor Company would bring about.
It was not that the bloodbaths unfolding in various places were meaningless; through them, the scales of power maintained a precarious balance, preventing either side from collapsing.
In that situation, the existence of the Shadow Monarch was akin to breaking the balance of the scales.
"Summon all the Aura Masters of the Lancaster House on the right flank immediately!"
"Gather all reserves to the center! Break through that Black Armor Company no matter what!"
Orders crossed with orders in various places, and amidst a situation that was already chaotic beyond words, the Church's battle line began to tangle in confusion.
"We die where we stand!"
"Never allow them to break through!"
Nevertheless, the defensive posture of the Black Armor Company, armed with the Armor of the Undead, did not break.
And when Dale, at the center, joined forces with Orelia and Shub to begin encroaching upon the 'Blood Angels' in the sky.
The scales of the war situation finally began to tilt.
The Heavenly World being unfolded by the 7th-circle White Mage Borenus was gradually swallowed into the darkness of the winter night.
* * *
The light of the heavens was fading helplessly.
The World of Thought was a projection of the mage's heart. As one of the few dozen 7th-circle mages on the continent, the world he unfolded was, in itself, a 'Heaven.'
The invincible mage; whenever he unfolded the Heavenly World, the soldiers there never knew defeat.
Only one, the Empire's monster...... excluding the Hero of the Otherworld.
His world, which should have been that way, was being swallowed up by the world of a mere fifteen-year-old brat.
He was a mage fighting a mage, but he didn't stop there; he was also a commander leading the battlefield and a warrior.
Borenus, who was accelerating seven circles at the very rear of the unit, could intuitively feel it.
By the time the heavens were swallowed by the darkness of the winter night, and the Black Armor Company began a steady breakthrough toward the depths of the Church unit.
The Night Crow Knights of the Saxon House on the left flank also began to maneuver in step with it.
With the center and left wing unilaterally executing maneuvers toward the Heavenly unit, the outcome for the Church unit, now caught in a pincer, was a foregone conclusion.
A report was heard that the Lancaster knights had broken through the Saxon wing and started a pincer maneuver, but by now, that had no real meaning.
"Ah, aaaaaah......!"
He had believed without doubt that it was a fight he could win. He had a clear advantage in the number and quality of troops, and furthermore, he thought the gap between the mages was the same. It was not.
A sense of despair tightened Borenus's heart, and the light of the heavens was fading helplessly like the dusk of a sunset.
Just then.
"──So you were here."
From behind, a voice was heard.
Borenus turned his head, and swallowed his breath right there.
A young boy was there.
"T-to think that the mercy and benevolence of the Sister Goddess still remained in this land without disappearing."
It was a young boy with his eyes covered by a black bandage.
"Identify yourself!"
Seeing that, some knights who were supposed to protect Borenus gripped their swords tighter.
Few people could carelessly enter a place where two high-ranking mages were unfolding their Worlds of Thought. That was why the Templars asked with caution, and the boy burst into laughter.
"I have no business with Sistina's dogs."
After laughing, he snapped his fingers. As if a puppet's strings had been cut, the knights' bodies collapsed on the spot. It was an instant death without room for doubt, and that was no exception even for the 7th-circle White Mage Borenus.
* * *
The light of the heavens faded.
The magic of the hymn that should have echoed endlessly fell into silence.
'What is this......?'
Silence settled like feathers, and in that situation, the Shadow Monarch held his breath for a moment.
'Surely he doesn't intend to surrender after coming all this way.'
The Heavenly World unfolded by the 7th-circle White Mage had vanished, but that was not the end.
Swallowing the light of the heavens, another 'world' began to encroach upon that place. A darkness that even the light of the heavens dared not illuminate was cast. However, it was by no means Dale's winter night.
"Ah, so I get to see you again at last."
From within the darkness, a voice was heard.
At the same time, the Templars blocking Dale's path split to the left and right like the parting of the Red Sea.
"My daughter, and the flesh and blood of the false Saxon."
Between them, the silhouette of a young child revealed itself.
It was a young boy with his eyes covered by a black bandage.
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* * *
Silence descended upon the battlefield, which had been clashing fiercely moments before. The knights, mages, soldiers, and nobles of the Church's forces halted in unison, indifferent to the blades raining down upon them.
A young boy stood there. He had extinguished the celestial light that had enveloped the area, accompanied by a world of darkness that defied description.
There was no rational evidence to confirm his identity, yet the moment they saw him, they intuited it. The Saxon blood flowing through Dale's body—and the tentacles of Shub wrapping around his heart—began to writhe madly.
How could they not know?
The being before Dale was none other than the other Saxon, the one his father, the Black Duke, had spoken of—the true ruler of the 'Dark Land'.
"......Issue an order to the entire unit."
Dale opened his mouth without hesitation, speaking to Sir Yones and the Black Armor Company at his side.
"Order the entire unit to retreat to the rear right now."
"U-Understood, Captain!"
Simultaneously, the Church's battle line began to pull back, syncing with the movements of Dale's forces.
"O Frederick of Sachsen."
Leaving the retreating troops behind, the Shadow Monarch continued.
It was as if the representatives of both armies had stepped forward to face one another.
"Dale of Sachsen, I, the 'Immortal Duke', the progenitor of the clan, shall meet you here."
"Hoh."
He addressed the other 'Shadow Monarch' standing before him.
"Truly surprising, child."
"The other Saxon in the Dark Land...... have the 《Eldritch》 finally broken their silence?"
"Ah, that day will come soon enough. But it is not yet time."
The Immortal Duke Frederick replied with a smile.
"I have merely come to reclaim what is rightfully mine."
The meaning was clear. Dale glanced to the side. Beside him, as always, stood the girl with the horns of a black goat.
"Shub......."
"Ah, my lovely daughter."
Dale called her name, and the Immortal Duke spoke in a low voice.
The 『Book of the Black Goat』 was said to have been created by the Immortal Duke Frederick by sacrificing his own daughter long ago.
"Please, return with me."
The Immortal Duke said. Dale remained silent, waiting for Shub's response.
This was not a realm Dale could dictate; the Immortal Duke was no exception.
─ Why should I go back?
Shub tilted her head, feigning confusion. Dale drew a sharp breath; even the Immortal Duke faltered.
─ You know, big brother. I like humans.
Shub turned her head toward Dale.
─ Like moths diving into a pile of firewood, the stupidity and ugliness of humans struggling until the very end is so lovely that I cannot bear it. So.......
She stretched out her arms, wrapping them around Dale's neck as if he were adorable.
─ I have no further interest in a child of Sachsen who has abandoned humanity.
In an instant, the young girl was gone. A lady in a black dress stood in her place, possessing maturity and grace, flaunting large, rising black goat horns. Her expression was cold, devoid of even a shred of emotion.
Countless tentacles writhed beneath the hem of her skirt.
"Is that truly your will, O Mother of Black Abundance."
The gentleness of a father calling to his daughter vanished as the Immortal Duke Frederick asked,
"Are you...... abandoning me?"
It was as if a young boy were craving an affectionate answer from his mother.
No answer came. Beneath the black bandages covering his eyes, shadows opened. What was reflected in the Immortal Duke Frederick's gaze was neither a girl with goat horns nor a lady.
The most terrible and disgusting existence in the world stood there: an otherworldly monstrosity composed of a colony of tentacles.
However, to Dale, she remained the usual Shub.
"......Was there no other way but this from the beginning."
The Immortal Duke Frederick understood the meaning and unwrapped the black bandages covering his eyes.
Just as with the Shadow Saintess, there was nothing where there should have been something. Only empty, hollow black eyes remained.
"Are you attempting to reclaim the 『Book of the Black Goat』 from me, regardless of Shub's decision?"
"Do not dare to utter that name so carelessly."
The Immortal Duke Frederick replied coldly, pitch-black darkness swirling beneath his feet.
"That existence was my daughter and mother from the beginning, and she and that child will gladly understand me."
In opposition, the Shadow Monarch's avatar that Dale had deployed—the Armor of Dark Blood—twisted like liquid metal.
The Immortal Duke Frederick's 'black eyes' stared at Dale.
Pitch-black pupils.
"This is your last chance. Hand over what I must rightfully take."
"I cannot do that."
"A fake who doesn't even know his own place, how truly pathetic."
The Immortal Duke Frederick burst into laughter.
Before long, the world of darkness he commanded began to tear apart.
From the gaps in the split reality, the eyes of the 'One-Eyed Gods' finally looked down upon the earth.
There were many. Countless eyes tore through the heavens, gazing down at the small, pathetic beings below like a person peering at a swarm of ants through a magnifying glass.
The Watchers of the Heavens.
The Mass of Madness began.
Screams erupted everywhere. Those who encountered the beings suffered mental collapse; one after another, people wept, shrieked, and descended into madness. Some even regressed to infancy, curling into fetal positions and sucking their fingers.
Just as humans do not love ants...... they were gods who did not love humans.
And that god had countless tentacles attached to it.
Dale lifted his head toward the gaps in the heavens. The pressure was absurd; it would not have been strange had his mind collapsed simply from facing it.
Amidst the chaos, there was only one thing Dale could do.
"You said the ugliness and stupidity of people struggling before ruin were so lovely that you couldn't bear it."
He spoke softly toward the girl at his side.
─ Yes!
Shub laughed, seemingly amused, unconcerned by the madness unleashed by the Immortal Duke.
"Then let's make a promise, you and I."
Dale solidified his resolve.
"Protect me and my people."
─ In exchange for what?
Shub, now in the appearance of a lady, asked back as the Mother of Old Darkness and Black Abundance.
"I swear here and now that I will never stop the most ugly and foolish struggle that a human can show, until the very, very end."
He would volunteer himself as her entertainment.
"Because I will never give up on being human until the end."
Dale said.
"Iä Shub-Niggurath."
─ Ah, how truly lovely! How can a human be such a dignified, foolish, and lovely existence!
The Mother Goddess of Darkness smiled as if in ecstasy.
Shub's arm gently wrapped around Dale's cheek as she turned her head.
Simultaneously, the Watchers of the Heavens—the tentacles of the one-eyed gods—rushed toward Dale in unison.
It was no different from a human crushing an ant; circles and aura held no meaning in the face of such cosmic horror.
─ Back away, you ancient ones of the heavens.
Shub said, flapping the black fan in her hand as if to show it off.
─ This place is not a stage permitted to you.
Simultaneously, tentacles sprouted from beneath Shub's skirt.
Black tentacles rose like a whirlwind, striking down at the Watchers of the Heavens.
As the Mother Goddess of Darkness, she unleashed an overwhelming pressure that defied comparison.
It was a power sufficient to render the madness and fear scattered by the Watchers null and void.
Shub's tentacles burrowed into the retinas of the one-eyed gods. The eyes bled, thrashing as the pupils rotated frantically. Before long, they vanished beyond the gaps of the other world, as if fleeing.
Dale lowered his head.
"It seems......."
Watching the sight, the Immortal Duke Frederick smiled coldly, moving the countless eyes wide open in the shadows.
The Immortal Duke waved his hand, and darkness swirled.
Before that vortex of darkness, the Shadow Monarch's avatar wrapping around Dale shattered in vain.
The Armor of Dark Blood shattered, revealing Dale's body beneath.
"I understand the Mother's will, but the 'human vessel' seems too small and insignificant to handle your entertainment."
The Immortal Duke mocked as Dale collapsed to his knees.
Shub had unleashed her power to stop them, consuming Dale's black mana in the process.
Dale, on par with a 7th Circle white mage, breathed painfully, squeezing out his depleting circles.
He lacked the strength to block even a single gesture from the Immortal Duke.
"However, I am not."
Mocking the kneeling Dale, the Immortal Duke spoke toward the otherworldly monstrosity.
As an 《Eldritch》 who has abandoned being human and deceives even death.
─ .......
"Not yet, Shub."
Shub remained silent.
"Now it is time to fulfill my promise."
Dale pulled himself up.
"I told you I would show you the ugliness and stupidity of humans struggling before ruin."
Like squeezing drops of water from a dried-up rag, the Shadow Monarch opened his mouth, desperately operating his heart's circle and thermal engine.
"Nothing will change even if you spout such plausible nonsense, you usurper."
As another Shadow Monarch, the Immortal Duke Frederick sneered.
"Even if you steal my blood, steal my ideology, steal my rank, and wrap your skin in it...... you are ultimately nothing more than a fake, a copy and an inferior version of me."
The hundreds of eyes blinking along his shadow began to twist convulsively, descending into madness without regard for direction.
"I shall prove it here, Mother. And my daughter."
The Immortal Duke's empty 'black eyes' stared at Dale.
"How fleeting, insignificant, and fragile a vessel a human is in this world."
Once again, pitch-black darkness swirled around the Immortal Duke's feet.
Dale pulled himself up using Peacemaker for support as Shub's tentacles wrapped around his body.
The shattered avatar of the Shadow Monarch—the Armor of Dark Blood, the 'Black Death'—began to wrap around his body once again.
Volunteering himself as the most ugly and foolish existence in the world.
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* * *
The landscape was submerged in darkness; only the two 'Shadow Monarchs' remained.
Tentacles erupted from beneath the Shadow Monarch's feet, surging forward in unison.
In response, the 'Shadow Monarch' reshaped his Armor of Dark Blood into liquid blades, severing all the tentacles at once.
He tightened his grip on the hilt of Peacemaker and kicked off the ground.
Tentacles erupted again from beneath the Shadow Monarch's feet. Each time, the 'Shadow Monarch' reconstructed his Armor of Dark Blood to cut them down, but one tentacle slipped past his guard, wrapping tightly around his arm.
Ujik!
A dry, lifeless sound echoed, like a snapping branch.
Black blood gushed from the severed limb.
The 'Shadow Monarch' didn't falter. He instantly shifted his shadows to reconstruct a prosthetic arm, coating it in the Armor of Dark Blood.
As he repaired the shattered armor of thought, the distance closed. Or rather, it should have.
The other Shadow Monarch—the physical form of the Immortal Duke Frederick—lost its substance and crumbled away.
"Truly a futile struggle, child."
The voice came from behind him.
The Immortal Duke, who had been in front of Dale a moment ago, now stood far behind him, laughing.
Once again, tentacles rose up and struck down at Dale.
There were too many to parry. Even twisting his Armor of Dark Blood into blades, he couldn't cut them all.
Kwajik! Kwajik!
Several tentacles wrapped around Dale's body, snapping it like a dry branch. Blood from the dark armor scattered. Yet, even amidst pain that threatened to shatter his consciousness, Dale refused to kneel.
As soon as his body broke, he filled the gaps with shadow, repaired the armor of thought, and stood back up.
Like a tattered coat, he endlessly repaired and reused the joints and springs of a broken machine.
But it changed nothing.
This was a battle between two monarchs.
From the beginning, it was one-sided torment. Dale's display was nothing but an ugly, meaningless struggle in the face of inescapable ruin.
"Truly ugly and foolish."
Watching, the Immortal Duke muttered, unable to comprehend.
"Why would Mother... bother with a glass bowl that would shatter miserably under the slightest force?"
Then, the Immortal Duke stopped, as if realizing something, and burst into laughter. He finally understood.
"Your desperate struggle, acting as a plaything for Mother and the daughter, is truly ridiculous and pathetic."
The Immortal Duke smiled faintly.
"But since you say she gladly enjoys this sight, I must naturally respond to that amusement."
In his eyes, Dale was nothing more than a glass bowl that could shatter at any moment. Yet, why did the Old Mother of Darkness and her lovely daughter choose to stay by him? This was the reason.
"I will gladly watch your ruin."
To see the ugliness and foolishness of struggling desperately in the face of inescapable despair—that was the point.
Chwaaak!
Once again, the tentacles of 《Eldritch》 wrapped around Dale's limbs, tearing them away.
A scream finally pierced the silence. Black blood poured down like rain.
As his limbs were torn away, shadow limbs replaced them, and the Armor of Dark Blood layered over his prosthetic body once more.
However, the armor—which should have been a seamless, pitch-black plate—had become so thin and shabby that 'light armor' was an understatement.
Through the endless cycle of breaking and repairing, his focus steadily wore down.
──Yet, he still did not kneel.
It was hilarious; he couldn't help it.
This was it—the pleasure that could only satisfy her because he was human.
The Immortal Duke Frederick finally understood what the Mother of Darkness and the daughter truly desired.
The ugliness of clinging to a rotting rope of hope in the face of an overwhelming chasm.
This ridiculous ruin was the very pleasure they desired. That was why he couldn't kill him easily. He had to control his power—painful enough to kill, but never enough to break the bowl.
Chwaaak!
"Now, child. Get up again. The fun has only just begun."
He spoke to Dale, who was squeezing out the last of his focus, exhausted from the endless wear and tear.
Like a child pulling the limbs off a bug. Yes, that existence was a bug. And what his mother and daughter wanted was the desperation of that bug struggling to live in pain.
That was why Frederick laughed like a boy abusing an insect.
Dale was an opponent not even worth a gesture.
The progenitor of Saxony, the Immortal Duke Frederick.
Setting aside the peak of the Shadow Magic Tower and revealing his power as 《Eldritch》, this wasn't even a fight. The execution of sadism began.
Kwajik!
Once again, the tentacles wrapped around Dale, shattering his limbs and torso along with the armor. It was as if he were crushing every joint. Ribs and organs twisted and ruined, and blood from the dark armor gushed from Dale's mouth.
But that was only the beginning.
Wizards and knights do not die easily. Especially an existence like Dale, burning with the will to live; his obsession and resolve were persistent.
Kuung!
Desperately repairing his broken body, Dale tried to stand, but finally, he knelt.
His posture collapsed.
"How is it, Mother? And my lovely daughter?"
The Immortal Duke Frederick asked again.
Kwajik, Kwajik!
With his tentacles, he wrapped around Dale's body, carefully shattering the bones inside one by one.
"Are you satisfied now?"
Fractures aside, the tentacles pressed into his body, hindering blood flow and causing necrosis in his tissues.
Even so, Dale's body did not stop.
Endlessly patching his broken form, he desperately squirmed.
"Daughter, not yet?"
Frederick asked again, inflicting pain on the squirming bug.
There was no answer.
Frederick turned his head, looking at Dale, who lay face down, struggling desperately, unable to even think of standing.
"Mother? ...Lise?"
The Immortal Duke spoke again, as if to say, *let's stop playing now*.
"Do you still want to play more, Lise?"
But that was not a name referring to Dale's younger sister.
It was the name of the daughter whom the Immortal Duke Frederick had sacrificed to write the 『Book of the Black Goat』 long ago.
Hearing that name, Dale burst into laughter—a wheezing sound that could barely be called laughter.
Even unable to move a finger, he did not stop his ugly, foolish struggle.
"What is so funny?"
Frederick asked coldly.
"Still... not escaped from the delusion?"
Dale muttered with difficulty, his head buried in the floor.
"Delusion, you say?"
Kwajik!
Once again, the Immortal Duke's tentacles trampled on Dale's body.
"Let's stop playing."
He believed, without a doubt, that 'they' would return to him after the play was over.
"There are still plenty of toys for you to play with in this world, aren't there?"
The tentacles rising along his feet overlapped into a bundle, their tips emitting a sharp, cold glint like an awl.
The final blow to end the game.
Before it struck, Dale laughed again.
"──We're done playing now, Shub?"
─ It was super, super fun!
"......!"
A voice was heard. To Dale, it was a girl's innocent nod.
However, that was not what Frederick heard.
"■■■■──!"
The most terrible scream in the world rang out. It was not the mother's voice, nor the daughter's.
"Why...?"
Finally, Frederick tilted his head, unable to understand.
"Mother? Lise?"
Frederick muttered like a frightened little boy.
He turned toward Dale, who was leaking a powerless laugh, as if air were escaping from him.
"The game ends here."
The Immortal Duke's tentacles struck down toward Dale's heart.
Puuk!
The tentacle, sharp as an awl, pierced through Dale's heart and protruded from his back.
A lethal blow. Dale's body, which had been resisting by twitching his fingers, finally went still.
It meant only one thing: inescapable death.
Or so it should have been. Pudeodeuk!
Another sound rang out.
─ Caw! Caw!
A few crows flew up, flapping their wings, feathers scattering in all directions.
Amidst the dizzying descent of black feathers, Father stood there.
Beside his son, whose heart had been pierced by a tentacle.
──Dale, who should have met death, smiled quietly, as if he had known it would be like this from the beginning.
* * *
'Lord Black' was there.
In front of the progenitor of Saxony, who once held the name 'Immortal Duke', stood the successor who inherited the will of that clan.
"Why..."
Seeing that, Frederick gasped, like a child unable to accept what had happened.
"Why is it?"
Just then, Lord Black spoke.
"To my son, why did you do such a cruel thing?"
In Dale's memory, it was a voice filled with cold hatred, unlike any other.
"O great progenitor of Saxony."
"..."
At the end of the silence, the Immortal Duke Frederick raised his head. His empty, unfocused black pupils turned toward the father and son.
"I cannot... see."
Frederick muttered.
"Neither our old Mother of Darkness, nor my lovely daughter. I cannot see anything."
Without acknowledging the descendants before him, he asked, "Why can't I see? Why is the world so dark?"
"Do you still not understand?"
Dale answered.
Dale, whose body had been torn to shreds just a moment ago, and whose heart should have been pierced by a tentacle.
"What do you mean?"
"The reason she doesn't appear and doesn't answer."
Having escaped the death that should have claimed him, Dale stood there perfectly, without a scratch.
At first glance, it was no different from the healing magic of the White Magic Tower Master.
However, although the 'thought' pursued by the continent's greatest Black and White Wizards differed, the form was the same. Just as the two magic towers were once one.
Control of life and death.
Just as the absence of life is death, the absence of death is life.
That was why Lord Black appeared 'just in time' to erase the death that should have claimed his son.
'Do you still not understand? That I did not allow your death.'
As the continent's greatest Black Wizard, capable of manipulating the very concept of death, and the peak of the Black Magic Tower... How he had appeared at such an opportune moment, Dale couldn't know. Yet he was sure. He had made a promise with Shub.
"Do not try to understand Shub's silence in such a complicated way."
That was why Dale said,
"She does not hide and keep silent for the complicated, picky reasons the Immortal Duke thinks..."
It was the truth Frederick was trying hard to turn away from.
"──She just likes being by my side better."
The 『Book of the Black Goat』 had chosen, of its own will, to be by Dale's side, not the author's.
Hearing that, the Immortal Duke Frederick burst into laughter.
At first, it was a small sound, but soon he threw his head back, erupting into insane, maddened laughter.
"How dare you, a usurper of the fake Saxony...!"
The air in the area began to fluctuate madly.
However, facing the oldest monster in the world was no longer Dale's role.
"Step back, Dale."
The 'Duke of Saxony' who opposed the other Saxony blocked his son's path, spreading six black wings wide behind his back.
Facing the immortal monster, the Angel of Death stood ready.
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* * *
The Black Tower Master, one of the five mages standing at the pinnacle of the Empire.
However, standing against him was the one who reigned at the pinnacle of the 'Shadow Magic Tower,' hidden behind even greater darkness and veils.
Immortal Duke Frederick.
In a sense, it would not be entirely wrong for him to label Dale a 'usurper.'
Just as he claimed, it was the Immortal Duke himself who had sacrificed his daughter to write the 『Book of the Black Goat』, an act that finally brought the Old Mother of Darkness down into this world.
In fact, Dale's acquisition of the title of Shadow Monarch was only possible because he had obtained the 『Book of the Black Goat』 through the blood of the Saxon line.
At the very least, from the Immortal Duke's perspective, there was a certain justification for labeling Dale's actions a 'usurpation.'
As another Saxon, and as another Shadow Monarch.
'As you are now, you probably cannot even imagine it. The existence of the monarchs who rule over the Empire.'
The words of Kiara, the 5th Princess of the Empire and a sorceress of the Blue Magic Tower, echoed in his mind.
Since the Empire officially unified the continent, there was only one Emperor and one nation in existence.
However, the 'monarchs' who remained silent beneath the grand cause the Empire touted did not think so.
The Monarch of Blood and Fire, the Monarch of Light and Heaven. Furthermore, even the 'Monarch of Darkness and Death' who ruled this Saxon Duchy was no exception.
Amidst the confrontation between gold and shadow, nameless kings ruled their respective territories. Among them were those who claimed to be their vanguards, and others who hid the ambition to ascend to that throne themselves.
That was the reality of this world, and it was no different here.
The very fact that two empires—the two monarchs of gold and shadow—were in conflict proved that, ultimately, there was 'one throne' placed between them.
《The Throne of Black Gold》.
Therefore, what was unfolding there was, without a doubt, a battle of kings.
The 'Black Duke,' the Monarch of Darkness and Death, did not hide his hostility toward another Shadow Monarch to whom he should rightfully be loyal.
Although that act was by no means for the Black Duke's own ambition or desire, nothing would change.
Six wings unfolded like those of a seraph, but they were black and ominous, like the feathers of a crow.
Flap!
Several crows soared from behind the Black Duke's back.
At the same time, tentacles rose from beneath the Immortal Duke's feet and rushed toward the Black Duke.
Swoosh!
It was a cluster of tentacles dozens of times greater than the one that had unilaterally sealed and overwhelmed Dale's sword and the Armor of Dark Blood.
Amidst the overwhelming force that seemed to swallow the surroundings, the continent's greatest black mage opened his mouth.
"Nevermore."
A vortex of pitch-black darkness swirled around his feet, and the Immortal Duke's tentacles vanished all at once.
At the same time, a flock of crows that had already filled the sky rushed toward the Immortal Duke—like the birds in Alfred Hitchcock's film, 「The Birds」.
It was a swarm of rooks filling the twilight dusk.
"Birds that bring death, are they?"
Seeing the flock of crows rushing toward him, Immortal Duke Frederick laughed.
An uncountable number of crows descended, clinging to his body and pecking at his flesh.
They tore at his flesh, dug into his internal organs, and pecked at his empty pupils, feasting amidst a cacophony of caws.
Then the crows took flight, leaving behind only the skeletal corpse of a young boy.
At the same time, the shadow cast by the corpse slid like a snake and raced toward the Black Duke.
The racing shadow swallowed the Black Duke from his feet to the top of his head, and as it devoured his body, it shed its 'shadow' like a snake shedding its skin.
The shadow shed its skin, and there stood not the Black Duke, but Immortal Duke Frederick.
Not as a mere young boy, but as a full-grown man with the same youth as the Black Duke.
Simultaneously, the crows gathered again around the skeletal corpse of the young boy.
What they held in their beaks was the flesh, blood, and bone of Frederick that they had just devoured.
And as if storing food for winter, they spat it out onto the boy's corpse, and the flesh, blood, and bone began to squirm and fuse together.
The young boy stood up.
It was not Immortal Duke Frederick.
It was a young boy who looked remarkably like Dale's father, the Duke of Saxony.
Simultaneously, the body of Immortal Duke Frederick—who had stolen the Duke of Saxony's age—began to age rapidly, as if a clock were being fast-forwarded thousands of times. Wrinkles formed, vitality drained away, and he shriveled like a mummy.
Likewise, the 'age' of the father, the Duke of Saxony, who had stolen the Immortal Duke's body, began to reverse. He grew younger: from twelve years old to five, then to the body of an infant counted in months.
As if turning back the clock.
Scenes of accelerating or reversing each other's years intersected.
The Black Duke had already regressed into an infant, a nursing baby who couldn't even turn over on his own, bursting into loud cries.
Likewise, the Immortal Duke's body was also dried up like an Egyptian mummy preserved across the ages.
"The immature brain of a fetus is hardly a suitable vessel for thought."
Immortal Duke Frederick, shriveled like an Egyptian mummy, finally smiled.
He looked at Dale's father, who had literally become a baby and was bursting into tears, possessing a body befitting the ages of immortality.
"Was the pinnacle of the Black Magic Tower, who claims to be the head of the Saxon house, only this much?"
"Father...!"
Dale gasped in bewilderment. At the same time, shadows began to swirl beneath the feet of the Immortal Duke, who had become a mummy.
As if killing a single young baby were nothing.
──But faster than that, a crow swooped down from the sky and snatched the 'infant Black Duke' in its talons.
Even as the crow flew, avoiding the Immortal Duke's shadow, the infant Black Duke regressed into an even lesser existence.
From toddler to nursing baby, from nursing baby to fetus.
The crow swallowed the Black Duke whole as he regressed into an existence that couldn't even be called a living thing.
It swallowed him, and at the same time, the crow laid an egg.
The egg cracked, and inside was the same infant Black Duke as before.
However, that body did not grow younger, but began to grow rapidly, as if the clock were being fast-forwarded hundreds of times.
Having regained the body of a young boy like the Immortal Duke of old, the Black Duke raised his head.
Likewise, the Immortal Duke, who had been aging, had also regained the youth he had when he first stole the Black Duke's body.
Those who steal each other's bodies and freely turn the clock hands of life and death.
The battle of the Saxon house, exploring the truth beyond death.
There was no clash as intense, nor one possessing such overwhelming destructive power, as the fights unfolded by so-called ordinary 'out-of-spec powerhouses.'
If they were minded to, it would not be difficult for them to raise an army capable of covering the entire continent.
As the continent's greatest necromancer, and furthermore, as a shadow caster.
However, they did not do so.
They simply let the truth of life and death become a weapon, clashing their ideologies.
In the way of the Saxons, who pursue the truth beyond death to the very end.
"As expected, even if it's a fake, the blood of the Saxons could not be deceived."
The very progenitor of the Saxons, the Immortal Duke, laughed as if satisfied—as if the madness and agitation of a moment ago were a lie.
Having stolen the Black Duke's body and superimposed his own existence, becoming a man with dignity befitting it.
Compared to that, the existence of the Black Duke, who had been reborn as a boy, looked just like Dale's younger brother, and even his usual air of intimidation had vanished.
Just like that, the man, Immortal Duke Frederick, turned his head toward Dale.
"This child is also your descendant who carries the blood of the Saxons."
The Black Duke, possessing the body of a young boy, blocked Dale's path. His voice was youthful, pre-pubescent.
"At the same time, he is a usurper who stole my blood and ideology."
"Choosing Dale was, in every way, 'her' will."
The Black Duke said, referring to her: the 『Book of the Black Goat』.
The composure on the Immortal Duke's face was disturbed once again.
"That young usurper took our old Mother of Darkness and my daughter."
"No, that is not the case."
Just then, Dale, who had been silent, finally opened his mouth.
"When the Mother of Darkness and young Shub were trapped in the hell of the White Magic Tower, it was I who reached out to her."
"......"
"When you chose the eternal stasis in the darkness of the North, I willingly walked into the hell of the White Magic Tower to inherit the will of the Saxons."
"Child, what do you know to dare babble about 'our' decisions?"
"The old disappears, and the new replaces it; that is the principle of this world."
Dale replied.
"The throne of the shadow is no exception, O King of the old shadows."
Once again, murderous intent filled the Immortal Duke's expression. In the appearance of that man—not with a child's body, but with the Duke of Saxony's body—there was an intimidation incomparable to anything else.
It was just then.
Finally breaking the silence, 'Shub,' who was by Dale's side, revealed herself before the Immortal Duke in the form of the young girl he remembered.
"Ah, aah...! Lise!"
A gentleness, like when the father, the Duke of Saxony, treated his daughter 'Lise,' filled the Immortal Duke's expression.
However, Immortal Duke Frederick had sacrificed his own daughter, Lise, with those hands to write the grimoire 『Book of the Black Goat』. The emotion Dale felt at the fatherly appearance he was showing now was nothing but disgust.
─ Why won't you back down?
Shub said, and the Immortal Duke gasped again.
─ I like my brother. My brother's world and solitude are unbearably lovely. So I want to stay by my brother's side in the future too. I can't stand it because I want to see more of the humans my brother shows me.
Shub, no... possessing the ego of Lise, the daughter and sacrifice once offered to him by the Immortal Duke.
─ I don't want to return to your side.
Lise said.
─ Because I am not your possession.
"Ah, aah..."
At Lise's words, Immortal Duke Frederick laughed weakly. At first very small, but then growing larger, and soon he burst into laughter filled with madness, as if sobbing.
Was the fight about to begin again? Dale gasped, watching him.
But just then, the landscape of darkness covering the area faded away. Likewise, the twilight dusk that the Black Duke had spread also disappeared.
At the edge of the Demon Territory, the scene where the Church and the two Saxon units were clashing unfolded.
Dale gasped, but Immortal Duke Frederick was nowhere to be seen.
Only Dale's father, the Duke of Saxony, was there.
"Fa, Father."
He possessed the body of a twelve-year-old boy; one would believe he was fifteen-year-old Dale's younger brother.
"That body is..."
"Do not worry, reversing it will not be difficult."
Said the Duke of Saxony, his father, who had become smaller than Dale's height.
"It just seems it will take a little time."
Swallowing a bitter laugh at the unexpected situation.
It was a laugh truly unbefitting his age.
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* * *
The arrival of the Immortal Duke Frederick and the death of the 7th-circle White Mage Borenus had changed nothing.
The Church's forces, having shattered the Crusade's cause to assault Dale's unit, held their ground, and...
Dale's father, the Black Duke, stood among them.
Though he inhabited the body of a twelve-year-old boy—his presence lacking its former crushing weight—the essence within remained unchanged.
The battle was far from over.
The two units stood at a distance, observing a fragile, forced truce born of the sudden turn of events.
With the chaos subsided, the two Saxons—father and son—held their position.
"To think the Church would dare strike at us, regardless of the circumstances."
It was an act of blatant betrayal on Saxon soil, a pathetic attempt to frame Dale's death as a tragic casualty of the Demon Territory. The sheer absurdity of it was beyond laughter.
The Black Duke lifted his gaze.
"Thank you, Father."
In the tense standoff between the two units, Dale spoke without hesitation.
Even to the current Dale, the Immortal Duke Frederick was a monster among monsters, a being beyond his reach.
He realized then how vast the world truly was, and how small his own perspective had been.
Moreover, his father had stood before him without hesitation. In a moment where his own body was shattered and death loomed, this intervention was a miracle Dale had never anticipated.
He had trusted that Shub would intervene, but he had never imagined his father would appear.
An inexplicable emotion tightened in Dale's chest.
"I, too, am truly glad that I was not too late."
The Black Duke offered a quiet smile and a nod, his expression mirroring the innocence of the boy Dale had once been.
He turned his gaze toward the Church forces that had assaulted his son.
The smile vanished from the Duke of Saxony's face.
"The recklessness of the Church has always been a source of profound regret."
With a wave of his hand, he invoked the notoriety that preceded him.
"Foolish ones."
His voice was stripped of all emotion, cold and detached.
Technically, the figure before them was not the Black Duke of legend, but a boy who resembled Dale's younger brother. It was a distinction that mattered little—and perhaps it was fortunate for the Church, as the truth would have only deepened their despair.
The Church forces shifted into a combat stance. The units behind the Saxon father and son prepared to mirror them.
Dale glanced back at Sir Yones, shaking his head. There was no need for them to intervene.
The earth shuddered.
Kung!
The ground groaned.
Jjeok, Jjeok!
Directly before Dale and the Black Duke, the earth split, carving a jagged boundary.
'Earthquake magic...?'
Dale considered the possibility, then dismissed it.
From the crevasse-like cracks in the earth...
Kwoong!
Something surged from the depths—a tower of bone. No, not a tower. A massive, skeletal foreleg.
A limb of calcified death.
The colossal limb erupted from the earth, slamming down into the Church's ranks.
Screams erupted. The impact, akin to a collapsing fortress, pulverized the unit beneath it, sending tremors through the ground once more.
Yet, this was no attack.
The destruction was merely the creature bracing itself to haul its bulk onto the surface.
The frozen earth of the Demon Territory fractured, and from the abyss, it emerged.
A dragon forged of bone.
A Dragon of Death.
'......!'
Understanding the symbolism, Dale gasped.
The twin-headed dragon was the symbol of the Empire. The Imperial surname itself meant 'Chief Dragon'—Pendragon.
In the Dragon Empire, the Black Duke commanded a Dragon of Death—a blasphemy against the throne.
The Dragon of Death spread its wings and roared. Or rather, they were not wings at all.
They were merely wing-bones.
A dark roar, saturated with black magic, tore through the earth and swallowed the battlefield.
Howl of Terror.
Horses, paralyzed by terror, bolted; the soldiers fared no better.
Soldiers broke formation, trembling and soiling themselves in a frantic bid to flee.
Whether by the Black Duke's design or some other artifice, only the Church's forces were subjected to the full weight of the Dragon's terror. The Saxon soldiers and horses trembled, but they remained standing.
Fear, darkness, and the shadow of death were cast with surgical precision, distinguishing friend from foe.
The Dragon of Death unfurled its skeletal wings and took flight.
The dragon's shadow engulfed the area, extinguishing the madder-red twilight.
Light vanished, and darkness claimed the world.
It was the inescapable shadow of death.
* * *
The last of the Church's survivors remained.
Master Templars clad in blood armor, fanatics of the Temple Knight Order.
They no longer had the strength to fight.
Yet, they did not surrender.
"May you be cursed even in death, you Saxon apostates!"
"I can't wait for the hell that awaits you!"
"Do you think we fear death! The Sister Goddess's heaven awaits us!"
The Black Duke offered a cold sneer.
"Heaven, you say?"
Despite his small stature, he radiated a terror unlike anything they had ever known.
"Unfortunately, you will not enter heaven."
"Ha, how dare an apostate cursed in hell doubt our faith!"
A Master Templar sneered. The Black Duke tilted his head, feigning confusion.
"Have you still not understood the meaning of my words?"
He accelerated eight circles of mana around his heart.
"What you should truly fear is not death itself, but..."
He would prove the cruelty that defined his reputation.
"Eternal life, where even death is not permitted."
* * *
The Crusade ended in victory, though it was a triumph bought with unspeakable sacrifice.
Of the four units, only the 7th Prince Mordred survived from his main force. The Church's contingent, including the 7th-circle White Mage Borenus and the Master Templars, was annihilated.
The Red Magic Tower and the Saxon forces emerged with minimal casualties, yet neither the Imperial family nor the Church dared to raise an objection.
The ugly truth behind the Crusade's glorious victory ensured their silence.
The Duke of Saxony claimed the Demon Territory in his name. The Church, despite their losses, celebrated the Crusade's victory, proclaiming that the Goddess's will had been fulfilled.
Viscount Saxon, Dale, offered his official gratitude for the Church's 'passion and martyrdom.'
The Church's betrayal on the Crusade was a potent card for Saxony to play in the future.
* * *
In the ducal chambers of the Saxon Castle.
A boy, who could easily be mistaken for Dale's younger brother, sat on the bed, sipping wine.
His wife, Elena, returned to the room, wrapped in a gown after her shower.
"Hehe, dear."
"......."
Elena sat beside the Duke of Saxony, her smile radiant and affectionate.
"It's hard to believe you were ever this cute."
The Duke of Saxony remained silent, though Elena's amusement was evident.
"Oh my, how adorable."
"Stop teasing me now."
The Duke of Saxony cleared his throat and looked away, but Elena's smile only deepened.
Elena still remembered the shock of the Duke's arrival at the castle.
A boy who resembled the Duke, yet was younger than Dale.
She had naturally assumed some illegitimate child had come seeking his father.
That changed when the boy spoke.
"It's me, me. Elena."
"......?"
Once she realized her beloved had returned in the body of a twelve-year-old...
"Seeing you like this... it's like looking at Dale's younger brother. It makes me happy."
Elena laughed, her smile alluring.
"Speaking of which, wouldn't three children be better than two?"
The Duke of Saxony understood her implication and cleared his throat, embarrassed.
"No, Elena. As you can see, my current condition is a bit..."
"Oh my, but isn't the man inside still the one I love?"
Their relationship was experiencing a newfound vitality.
* * *
"Daddy!"
Elena was not the only one affected by the Black Duke's rejuvenation. To seven-year-old Lise, her father had always been kind, contrary to his fearsome reputation. Now, in his childhood form, he was even more approachable.
"Come play with me quickly!"
"Yes, Lise. Alright, just don't run too fast."
"Okay!"
She bounced with excitement, as if she had found a new playmate. Her father watched her with a wry smile.
From a distance, they looked like nothing more than close siblings.
* * *
With the Demon Territory affairs settled, the Duke of Saxony faced a mountain of tasks.
Yet, he could not appear in public. The void was filled by his proxy.
Dale, the eldest son of the Saxon House.
Officially, the Duke was training in his workshop, leaving Dale to occupy the Ducal Throne in his stead.
Not in the Viscount's Castle, but in the heart of the Duchy.
Dale's new regime for the Saxon Duchy had begun.
His role as proxy extended beyond ruling a single duchy.
He stood at the pinnacle of the Black Magic Tower.
During the annual Tower Examination, he visited the Black Magic Tower in Necropolis as the successor to the Master.
Meanwhile, the Black Duke spent his much-awaited vacation playing with his energetic daughter, Lise.
As one of the continent's greatest mages, he naturally took to teaching her magic.
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* * *
The Saxon Duchy operated under a new system established by Dale.
Administrative duties were endless. Dale, acting as the Viscount of Saxony, had to oversee the development of the Demon Territory and the Labyrinth City, transforming them into hubs for the trade of artifacts and magic stones.
However, governing the Duchy as the Empire's greatest grand duke was not a role for one man alone.
He relied on the chief steward of the Saxon House, the Duke's reliable and loyal subject Sir Helmut, and countless other vassals.
"Set your worries aside, Young Master! Do you not have me, Helmut, by your side?"
Dale was already receiving tutelage in imperial statecraft as the heir to the Ducal House; there was no need for panic simply because he had taken his seat in the Saxon Ducal Castle.
He was accompanied, as always, by his black-clad female knight, Lady Shadow.
As luck would have it, the annual cycle for the 'Tower Examination' at the Black Magic Tower arrived.
* * *
In the Black Duke's office.
"Has your physical body still not returned?"
Dale asked, his expression etched with concern as he faced the Black Duke.
He recalled the figure the Duke had cut as the continent's greatest dark mage when confronting the Immortal Duke. It was a clash between 'true mages'—a battle of transcendent beings that the current Dale dared not even approach.
"Do not worry too much. My identity has already been imprinted onto this body, and there are only a few adjustments left to be made," the Black Duke replied.
As a dark mage who had mastered the principles of life and death, the weight of those words made Dale catch his breath.
"Then, is it possible to maintain an immortal life through that method as well?"
The Black Duke offered a bitter smile at Dale's question.
"Do you yearn for an immortal life?"
"Why have the successive heads of the Saxon House given up on immortality?"
Dale countered. The Black Duke's expression darkened slightly.
"──Why do you think the heads of Saxony accepted death so readily?"
"......!"
Dale gasped.
"Could it be that they, too......"
"Not a few of the heads, including my own father, could not accept death and chose an immortal life. To do so, there was only one path."
"Are they reborn as 《Eldritch》 alongside the Immortal Duke?"
The Black Duke nodded silently. Another Saxony. Yet, their existence was by no means a branch family separated in the ancient past.
"Then, Father, did you also......"
Dale intended to ask if he would also obtain an immortal life. The Black Duke shook his head silently.
"Not everyone chose such an existence. There were heads who voluntarily relinquished immortality and chose 'death.' They believed that one who does not prepare for death fails the duties of the Black Magic Tower and the Saxon House. I am the same."
However, that was only a small minority.
From the beginning, the Saxon clan shared a single root.
Beyond the Demon Territory, in the darkness of the Demon Realm, the heads of the Saxon House, led by the Immortal Duke, still slumbered.
It was incomparable to what he had witnessed when he first saw the Death Order. The darkness of Saxony far exceeded the imagination of ordinary people.
But even so, Dale had not expected it to be to this extent.
"Is that to drive out the Golden Empire and bring about the Shadow Empire?"
That was why Dale asked. He spoke of the oldest and most secret conflict in this world, which had continued from ancient times to the present.
"Who told you that?"
"Everyone in this Empire says so."
Dale replied. Furthermore, as one of the Empire's greatest grand dukes, there was no way the Duke of Saxony would be unaware of that talk.
"The Shadow Church swore loyalty to me, calling me the 'Shadow Monarch,' and the Immortal Duke also called himself the Shadow Monarch and labeled me a usurper. Furthermore, Father, you also......"
"Called you the Lord of Darkness and Death, I suppose."
The Black Duke replied, and Dale nodded silently.
In this world, there are those who receive revelations from the heavens to execute the will of Gold and Shadow.
They are the beings called Apostles, and among them, only those with powerful and special abilities earn the qualification to be called a 'Monarch.'
Just like the man currently before him.
"Then, when the Shadow Church and the Blue Sorceress Council called you the 'Lord of Shadow' and swore their loyalty, how did you accept that?"
"......!"
The Black Duke asked, speaking nonchalantly about information Dale considered a secret.
"I do not agree with their belief."
Dale replied calmly, feigning composure.
"However, for the sake of my goals, I thought I would gladly become their monarch."
"I am the same," the Black Duke replied.
"I simply cannot understand why the countless powerhouses of this Empire are so obsessed with ancient fanaticism."
At those words, Dale remained silent.
"However, as long as you possess the blood of Saxony and the 『Book of the Black Goat』, the ancient fanatics who follow you as the Shadow Monarch will never disappear. Furthermore, that fact alone will cause the number of those who threaten you to grow endlessly."
"I was prepared for that from the beginning."
"What is that for?"
"To bring down this Empire."
"......."
Dale answered without a hint of hesitation, and the Black Duke remained silent.
"As long as you claim to be the Shadow Monarch, I, too, will claim to be a loyal standard-bearer of the shadows, in accordance with the ancient rules."
After a silence, the Black Duke opened his mouth.
"However, the reason I wish to become the standard-bearer of the shadows is by no means because of some ancient fanaticism about Gold and Shadow."
"Then why is it?"
"Because you are my son."
The Black Duke said, and Dale gasped.
"Therefore, there is only one piece of advice I can give you."
"Please, tell me."
"Do not be consumed by the shadows."
The Black Duke said.
"Never forget that you are, at the end of the day, a false god for your followers, performing the role of the Shadow Monarch for your own purposes."
"I have no intention of ever being consumed by the faith of the shadows."
"I have seen countless foolish monarchs who were consumed by the fanaticism of Gold and Shadow, and who did not doubt for a second that they were gods."
The Black Duke spoke bitterly.
"They are the ones who think they are the ones to bring the Empire of Gold and Shadow to this land, and are convinced that their actions are absolutely never wrong. That is why those with convictions are the most terrifying. Do you know the reason why?"
"Because they have no intention of knowing the truth."
"You are indeed my son."
"Because there is nothing more terrifying than an ignorant person holding a firm conviction."
At Dale's words, the Black Duke smiled bitterly.
'A strong conviction is a more dangerous enemy of truth than a lie.'
Just as an ancient philosopher of his past life once said, it was a wisdom befitting the pinnacle of the Black Magic Tower, which seeks the truth.
Thus, realizing his father's wisdom anew, Dale nodded.
"Yes, and I only hope that you do not repeat that foolishness."
"Do not worry, Father."
The one who will bring down the Empire of Fire and Light and bring about the Empire of Shadow.
"Because I will never be consumed by the shadows."
The Shadow Monarch said, and the Lord of Death and Darkness, who claimed to be the standard-bearer of the shadows, smiled quietly.
* * *
At that time, on the island of Britannia.
A land where the Holy Maiden Aurelia's war of independence had failed, and the Empire's heartless rule was being enforced.
There was a man who had claimed to be the most loyal standard-bearer of the Holy Maiden, possessing a devout faith incomparable to anything else.
However, after witnessing the Holy Maiden being branded a witch and disappearing into ashes in the frozen lands of Saxony, and witnessing the end where the Sister Goddesses of mercy and compassion remained silent until the very moment his motherland perished....... no shred of faith remained in his heart.
There is no such thing as a god. This world is a hell abandoned by the gods.
What bloomed anew in the place of faith amidst the despair was a single conviction.
The beginning was 'a certain experiment' where he kidnapped a devout choirboy from the church and killed him painfully.
"Please, please save me!"
"Now, go ahead and try calling the name of the Goddess. Let us see if she answers your prayer."
"Ah, Sister Goddesses! Please, help me!"
"How strange. Why does the Goddess, who loves mercy and compassion so much, remain silent when her lamb is suffering so?"
"Why does the Goddess not answer your prayer? Ah, where else could there be more certain proof that God does not exist?"
Watching those who cried out to the Goddess die painfully, the ecstasy he felt—especially when a pretty boy was dying—was indescribable.
Furthermore, every time he repeated the slaughter, the man's conviction became even more firm.
'This is a world abandoned by God. There is no such thing as a god from the beginning.'
To prove that conviction, Gilles De Rais decided to dedicate his entire life.
And to prove that there was no god, the scale of the experiments he conducted grew day by day.
It was also around that time that an unidentified man calling himself a 'Demon Mage' came to find Gilles De Rais.
* * *
While his father, the Black Duke, was finally getting some rest and spending his daily life teaching magic to his daughter Lise.
As the representative of the Duke of Saxony, Dale crossed the roads of the Necropolis.
He rode in a carriage engraved with the night raven crest that symbolized the Saxon House, accompanied by an escort of night raven knights.
The City of the Dead, the Necropolis.
However, through Dale's new policies, the wind of openness blowing across the entire Northern Duchy was no exception here.
Furthermore, as one of those policies, a new festival was being held across the city just in time.
Día de los Muertos (Day of the Dead).
It was an event with the purpose of honoring the souls of the dead while wearing skull masks, to improve the image of the Black Magic Tower and the Necropolis.
Countless projects were being carried out as the representative of the Duke of Saxony.
However, Dale did not visit the Necropolis to enjoy the festival. While he did check the status of the festival while he was at it, his real purpose was elsewhere.
As the representative of the Master of the Black Magic Tower, he was to supervise the Tower Examination in his absence.
Furthermore, as a disciple of the Black Duke, it was to prove himself as a dark mage after breaking through the 20th floor that day.
Thus, the examination of the 'Black Prince' began.
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* * *
Beyond supervising the Tower Examination as the Black Magic Tower Master's representative, it was a trial he would have had to face regardless.
Having reached the age of fifteen, with the mana of Black, Red, and Blue as his foundation, he had even acquired the ability to project thermal engines into his Shadow Monarch avatar. The growth Dale displayed was at a level where even the term 'the Empire's greatest genius' felt insufficient. Yet, watching the battle between the Immortal Duke and the Black Duke that day, he had realized it with painful clarity.
He was absurdly lacking.
He had to become stronger.
Even if he had somehow managed to obtain enough power to stand on equal footing with those outside the norm, what they had shown that day was a level of wonder that made even such powerful figures feel like children playing a game.
He considered the existence of the monarchs who rule this Empire, and the true power they possess.
No, what the two Saxons showed that day was by no means even 100% of their full power. Yet, even that level of psychological warfare was a realm Dale could not dare to approach.
Officially, those who stand at the pinnacle of the continent are the Masters of the Five-Colored Magic Towers, the five mages. But besides them, how many more unknown powerhouses exist, like the Immortal Duke Frederick of the 'Shadow Magic Tower'?
Like the former Black Magic Tower Masters and heads of the Saxon House who have entered under the Immortal Duke... the 《Eldritch》.
How many other monarchs are keeping silent in the Empire even now?
He could not know. He remembered the countless powerhouses he had defeated as a hero, but even they were, in the end, merely the tip of the iceberg.
Therefore, there was only one thing Dale could do. Become stronger. The Tower Examination was the very place of training where he could most clearly obtain that strength.
Although Dale was digesting and handling various abilities, the foundation of that power was ultimately the Mana Circle engraved in his heart.
A genius mage who reached the 4th Circle at the age of twelve.
Even after that, the time had come to test the results of the training he had steadily accumulated through countless battles and experiences.
The time had finally come to leap over the wall standing before him.
It was the wall of the 5th Circle.
* * *
The top floor of the Black Magic Tower.
"Eris-nim."
Before Dale could proceed with the Tower Examination, he was greeted by the Black Magic Tower Master's secretary, the deputy Eris.
"Ah, Young Master Dale."
Eris smiled professionally as her monocle glinted as usual, and Dale looked toward the throne on the highest level, which was permitted only to the Black Magic Tower Master.
The throne of the Black Magic Tower Master.
"Would you like to sit?"
As Dale looked at that seat, Eris asked.
"How could I dare to sit in that seat?"
"Officially, Young Master Dale, you are the Tower Master's deputy. Furthermore, as the successor to the Black Magic Tower Master, you have more than enough qualifications to sit in that seat."
"......."
Dale remained silent for a moment, then moved cautiously, just as she suggested. Setting aside his examination, it was true that he was already acting on behalf of the duties the Black Magic Tower Master had to perform....
'It wouldn't hurt to try sitting in it.'
Dale sat in the Black Magic Tower Master's seat and lifted his head.
It felt not much different from when he sat on the throne at the Saxon Ducal Castle.
Just by sitting there, the scenes of various places unfolding throughout the Black Magic Tower area entered his field of vision like a magical surveillance feed.
"Young Master Dale will formally sit in that seat in the near future."
Seeing Dale sitting on the Tower Master's throne, the Black deputy, Eris, said.
"I hope that happens as well."
Dale laughed, looking a bit shy.
"No, that is not a matter of the Young Master's wish."
However, Eris shook her head coldly.
"It is a destiny that must be borne as the successor of the Saxon House."
"......."
"Furthermore, please leave the supervision of the examination on behalf of the Tower Master to me. It is my role as a secretary that I must naturally perform."
Eris continued.
"I hope the Young Master will simply focus on proving your own achievements."
"Thank you, Eris-nim."
Hearing her words, Dale nodded quietly.
She was the secretary to his father, the Black Duke, and at the same time, a 7th Circle black mage who held the somewhat embarrassing nickname of the 'Dark Princess'.
Officially, she was a high-ranking elder who held the second-highest position within the Black Magic Tower, following the Black Duke. Although she appeared to be a woman in her twenties with an intelligent and cold appearance, her level was surely not something that could be achieved in such a span of time.
"In Eris-nim's view, will I be able to reach the 5th Circle in this examination?"
That was why Dale asked. As if treating another black magic mentor from whom he wished to seek learning.
"Well."
Eris tilted her head, her monocle glinting.
"That is not something I can know."
In a voice as business-like as ever.
"Then, shall we test it?"
Eris asked back.
"Is that as the 《Dark Princess》?"
Dale asked. The title 'Dark Princess' was, after all, the name she held as a 7th Circle black mage.
"......."
However, Eris's expression twitched slightly behind her cold monocle.
"To be honest, I do not particularly like that name."
"Ah."
Hearing that, Dale realized his mistake and shut his mouth. To be honest, it was a name that sounded a bit embarrassing even to the person saying it.
"I think it's not too bad, though."
"Is that so?"
As Dale tried to appease her, Eris asked back coldly.
"......I suppose it does sound a bit embarrassing, honestly."
"......."
Eris spat out coldly.
At the same time, seven mana circles began to accelerate along her heart.
"Be swallowed by the darkness."
Whirling with pitch-black mana, Eris muttered in a low voice.
Simultaneously, the landscape of the area began to be submerged into darkness.
'World of Thought...!'
The landscape of the heart unfolded by a high-ranking 7th Circle black mage.
It was a forest of thorns.
A world of thorns where sharply rising branches stretched out in all directions, swallowing the area like vines.
"Young Master Dale taking the Tower Examination is, after all, to reach the level of the 5th Circle, is it not?"
In that forest of thorns, the 'Dark Princess' stood.
"That is correct."
Dale nodded.
"Facing powerhouses in the Tower Examination will certainly be helpful. However, to be honest, the possibility of Young Master Dale reaching the '5th Circle' in that way right now is slim."
Dale gulped at Eris's words.
"The 4th Circle level that the Young Master possesses is a circle that has already been refined precisely enough to not be inferior even when clashing with the elders of the Tower. Furthermore, considering the power of the grimoire and the avatar the Young Master possesses, that is even more so."
"......Then what must I do?"
When he first achieved the 3rd Circle, Dale made the impossible possible by forcibly pushing into his world.
The reason he obtained the 4th Circle level after that was because he borrowed the power of his father, the Black Duke, and Death.
Dale's expansion of his circles is by no means the same as that of ordinary mages. Eris was accurately grasping Dale's situation.
"As one who assists the Black Magic Tower Master, guiding his successor is also a duty of a secretary."
Eris said calmly, adjusting her monocle. The forest of thorns stretching in all directions began to squirm like a living creature.
"It is worth taking the 'Tower Examination' for the Young Master to establish a foothold within the Black Magic Tower. However, to truly break open the next level of the circle, a slightly more special examination will be needed."
"A special examination?"
Eris nodded silently.
"I heard that you encountered the Immortal Duke Frederick in the land of the Demon Territory."
At those words, Dale gulped quietly.
"Then you must also know about the secrets of the former Saxon heads and the 《Eldritch》... and the truth beyond that. Is that not so? Shadow Monarch."
"......!"
"I have watched an uncountable number of Saxon heads for generations, and furthermore, watched them grow into Black Magic Tower Masters."
At Eris's continuing words, Dale could only gulp.
"Among them, there were those who accepted death by their own will, and furthermore, those who refused death and left for the land beyond where the Immortal Duke resides."
"Eris-nim, could it be..."
"When the Immortal Duke Frederick left for the Demon World following the 'Strangers from Beyond', his son and a small number of the Black faction resolved to remain here in the Saxon territory."
Eris said.
"I, too, was one of the Black faction who resolved to remain there."
An identity that Dale could not dare to even imagine.
A black mage who has survived from the distant, ancient past.
"And I perform the duty of a librarian who organizes and accumulates the wisdom of darkness piled up by the Saxon heads over generations, protecting it so that the legacy can be passed on to the next generation."
Ancient Librarian.
"Could it be that Eris-nim taught my father?"
"Becoming a Tower Master is by no means a matter that can be managed by knowledge or wisdom accumulated in a single generation."
Eris said.
"Like the Monarch of Fire and Blood who rules the Red Magic Tower, it has no special meaning to an existence that cannot be called human. But at least as long as the Young Master and the Black Duke remain 'human', bridging that gap will be near impossible."
"However, my father is..."
He possesses power that does not fall behind the Monarch of Fire and Blood, and furthermore, the Immortal Duke. Was he not also one of the monarchs who rule the Empire?
"Could it be that my father is also──."
"He is just an ordinary person who has only just reached the age of forty."
However, Eris shook her head quietly.
Then how on earth could a mage of about forty years of age stand at the pinnacle of the Black Magic Tower and possess power that rivals ancient existences?
"As I said, that is exactly my role."
The key to that answer was before Dale.
"To the Saxon heads, who can only accumulate one generation's worth of knowledge even if they devote their whole lives, I pass on the knowledge that has been accumulated and organized across generations."
As a mage who claimed to be of the Black faction along with the Immortal Duke Frederick during the ancient Black and White Magic Tower era.
Another immortal who remains in the frozen land of Saxony, passing on that legacy to the Saxon heads for generations.
"Is that the will of another Saxon, the Immortal Duke Frederick?"
That was why Dale asked back coldly.
"To make the Saxon heads reborn as his subordinates, the 《Eldritch》, to eventually destroy the Golden Empire and establish the Empire of Shadows?"
Was the Saxon Ducal House merely a training center for cultivating the Immortal Duke's troops from the beginning?
When his thoughts reached that point, he could only let out a hollow laugh.
"Have you seen a Saxon head who has become an 《Eldritch》, obtained an immortal life, and trained in the darkness of the Demon World?"
At Eris's question, Dale shook his head.
"Among them, there would be at most three, including the Immortal Duke, who could defeat the Young Master's father. No, even they could not guarantee 100% victory."
"......!"
"Is it not strange? That beings who can endlessly refine magic within an immortal life are defeated by a mere human."
Dale could not answer that.
"However, that is the power of a human."
Eris continued without caring.
"And I believe in the Young Master's resolution that you 'will not give up on being human'."
"......!"
"Making the decision is entirely up to the Young Master."
Eris asked.
"As the successor of the Black Magic Tower, are you prepared to inherit that darkness without giving up on being human?"
It was a question not even worth answering.
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* * *
Dale nodded at Eris's words, and a wind began to howl.
The wind carried a biting cold that sliced through his skin. Before he knew it, the ground beneath him was neither the Black Magic Tower nor Eris's world.
A frozen wasteland of cold and darkness.
Dale tried to turn his head, but his body wouldn't listen. It moved on its own, beyond his control. He soon realized he was inhabiting another entity, sharing its sight.
A familiar man stood before him. A moment of dissonance struck, followed by the crushing realization of the man's identity.
The progenitor of the Saxon House, the Immortal Duke Frederick.
"Truth shall set us free."
Beside him stood a girl in a dress, adorned with goat horns.
As the Shadow Monarch, wielder of the 『Book of the Black Goat』, he raised his head toward the encroaching enemies.
A light swirled before them, so intense it was unbearable to behold. It shone with the brilliance of the sun.
Dale gasped. That man was there.
An abominable enemy he could never forget.
The Lord of Gold, the Sword of the Sun... The Great Emperor Arthur (Arthur Pendragon Magnus).
The beings guarding his side were equally unforgettable: the Lord of Fire and Blood, Marquis Yuris, and the Red Witch, Lady Scarlet.
Countless powerhouses and lords he had defeated as the 'Hero of the Otherworld' stood alongside them.
These figures, who ruled the current Empire, were mere footnotes in this ancient, recorded landscape.
In those ancient days, Black and White were a single magic tower. The 'Black' of that era was not the current Black Magic Tower, nor was the 'White' the current White Magic Tower. It was Shadow and Gold.
Only then did he understand.
This was the Black-White War—the war of Shadow and Gold—where the Immortal Duke Frederick and his Black faction fell. From the beginning, all five-colored magic towers were merely branches originating from a single source.
The Shadow Monarch of that era stood as the leader of the Shadow, opposing the Gold.
Shub's tentacles wrapped around him, and the Armor of Dark Blood layered over Frederick's body, just as it had for Dale.
The Avatar of the Grimoire.
The Armor worn by the Immortal Duke emitted a level of power and intimidation that dwarfed Dale's own Avatar.
"You vermin-like human...!"
The Lord of Gold burst into laughter. His human form began to twist. Scales sprouted across his skin, and wings tore through his shoulder blades.
His body, once upright, hunched and contorted like a beast's.
He grew massive, radiating an indescribable golden light.
He swallowed the madder-red light, claiming to be a second sun, and scattered rays of brilliance across the area.
The golden dragon, bearing the name of the head dragon (Pendragon), spread its wings and roared.
"The God of Radiance shall swallow you children of darkness!"
The Shadow Monarch gripped his sword hilt, manifesting a 'Sword of Black Blood' from his Armor.
A Black Knight stood before a dragon hundreds of times his size—a scene from ancient myth unfolding before Dale's eyes.
The Shadow Monarch, the Immortal Duke Frederick, kicked off the ground, rushing toward the golden dragon.
Simultaneously, the Armor of Dark Blood generated countless tentacle bundles, layering over him once more.
As the tentacles coiled, a 《Shadow Colossus》 capable of rivaling the golden dragon emerged. It possessed a madness and majesty that refused to yield.
'Is that the Shadow Monarch's Avatar?'
The scale was overwhelming, incomparable to when Dale layered the Armor.
The two kings, the Shadow and the Gold, revealed their true forms and clashed.
Every collision sent a flood of unknown sensations into his mind. Knowledge was hammered into his brain with violent force, accompanied by pain that felt like his head was being torn apart.
Just then, the girl 'Shub' guarding the Immortal Duke's side turned her head.
─ Welcome, big brother.
She smiled at Dale.
─ This is the true power you will possess. How is it? Isn't it cool?
The Armor of Dark Blood worn by the Immortal Duke Frederick against the golden dragon had been reborn as the 《Shadow Colossus》.
It was, in a sense, a super-sized Avatar reminiscent of a giant robot.
The golden dragon opened its maw toward the Shadow Monarch's Avatar. Heat, like a howling solar wind, poured out.
Simultaneously, tentacles sprouted from the Armor of Dark Blood—not the human-sized ones, but massive appendages that reached for the sky.
These tentacles coiled around the Armor of Dark Blood to counter the dragon's heat.
Simultaneously, a light of annihilation swirled from the dragon's maw.
The pitch-black tentacles, each hundreds of meters long, vanished like ash, while pitch-black blood scattered like a flood, swallowing the area.
The golden dragon lunged, biting into the Armor of Dark Blood.
The Shadow Monarch roared in his Colossus state, and madness encroached upon his mind.
It was a clash of cosmic beings that made the sky and earth tremble.
Yet, up to that point, the Immortal Duke Frederick had not given up on being human.
* * *
Chwaaak!
The pitch-black tentacles wrapping around the Immortal Duke Frederick's heart were torn away. It was like an operating room, forcibly removing parasites from within.
The 『Book of the Black Goat』, which had been assimilating with the Duke's body, was ripped away, and he struggled in agony.
There wasn't a hint of emotion in the eyes of the Lord of Gold watching him, nor in the 'Duke of Blood' performing the surgery.
The pain of defeat and bitter despair were simply overlaid onto Dale's brain.
'One cannot defeat a dragon with a human body.'
'One cannot defeat that being without transcending humanity.'
'One cannot reach it without becoming a more terrible and disgusting existence.'
He despaired at human weakness.
'──I will give up on being human.'
Amidst the pain of defeat, the Immortal Duke Frederick, having lost the 『Book of the Black Goat』, muttered.
The world was wrapped in darkness.
* * *
When he raised his head, Shub was there, wriggling her tentacles beneath her skirt hem.
─ I liked the old Dad.
She laughed, looking down at the struggling Frederick.
─ You know, big brother. I like humans. The ugliest, most foolish struggles they show are so lovely I can't stand it. And Dad back then was truly lovely, too.
"Is watching our destruction that much fun?"
Dale asked coldly, thinking of the despair and pain the Immortal Duke Frederick felt while desperately trying to steady his will.
─ Why do you think so?
Shub tilted her head, feigning ignorance.
"The Immortal Duke Frederick gave his all to face the Lord of Gold and was defeated. Because a human could never defeat a dragon."
─ No, that's wrong.
Shub shook her head, pouting as if feigning annoyance.
"Wrong?"
Dale asked, and Shub smiled.
─ Because only humans can kill a dragon.
The Lord of Gold, the head of the dragons.
"Then why was the Immortal Duke Frederick defeated?"
─ Because he gave up on being human.
"The Immortal Duke giving up on being human was, at most, a result of his defeat."
─ No.
Shub shook her head.
─ The order is reversed. Try remembering that day's battle again.
He recalled the overwhelming landscape of the Black-White War, when the Lords of Gold and Shadow clashed.
The Shadow Monarch wrapping himself in the Armor of Dark Blood and being reborn as a Colossus of Darkness to face the golden dragon.
"No way."
Dale muttered, and Shub laughed, amused.
In that very battle, the Immortal Duke Frederick, at the last moment, transcended humanity.
─ When facing the dragon, Dad believed he had become a god. That's why he lost.
That was why he was defeated.
"......Then what on earth is a human?"
Dale asked.
─ A creature that knows courage.
Shub replied. It was a ridiculous answer.
─ Courage is an emotion that only humans can possess. Do you know why?
Dale was silent for a moment, then replied.
"Because to know courage, one must know fear."
The strong do not feel fear toward the weak.
Dragons or vampires never feel fear toward humans. That which has no fear is not courage. However, the humans who face dragons and vampires are not like that. They are afraid. Therefore, they need the courage to overcome that fear.
─ That's right, because humans are truly weak creatures.
Shub clapped her hands and smiled brightly.
─ Even so, at the very last moment, Dad couldn't muster the courage. So he chose to give up on being human and become a god.
"Could not even a god defeat a dragon?"
─ Killing a dragon is something only the weakest existence in this world can do.
Shub laughed.
─ Courage is the exclusive property of cowards. And I like cowards. The way they struggle is so lovely that I can't stand it.
"......."
Dale kept a calm silence.
The monstrous beings that rule the Empire. The only reason the Lord of Gold reigns at their pinnacle was for one reason.
Because those beings, who do not know courage and do not know fear, could never defeat a dragon.
At the same time, the only existence capable of defeating that dragon is being ruled by those 'monstrous beings'.
Realizing that fact, Dale burst into laughter.
"......So that was it."
He finally understood the meaning Eris was talking about, and what they meant by 'human'.
His heart felt incredibly light.
Reaching a realm beyond the 3rd Circle is never about technique or skill. It was only one thing.
Enlightenment.
What Eris and Shub gave Dale was that very enlightenment.
The rest is just a matter of how far he can carry out this will.
Before Dale lay the entrance to the realm of the 5th Circle. It possessed a distinction that set it apart from other Saxon heads: they lacked the 『Book of the Black Goat』.
For Dale, inheriting the history of Saxon meant only one thing: carrying on the will of the progenitor of Saxon and the first Shadow Monarch... the Immortal Duke Frederick.
It was time to inherit the throne of the Shadow Monarch in the true sense.
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* * *
Throughout the generations, when the heads of the Saxon House inherited the wisdom accumulated by their predecessors and grasped the strength of a Monarch, none among them held the title of 'Shadow Monarch.' Even Dale's father was no exception.
Because they did not possess the 『Book of the Black Goat』. But Dale was different.
And so, just as the first Shadow Monarch, the Immortal Duke, had called Dale a 'Usurper'—it was time to live up to those words and seize the throne.
* * *
It was the workshop of a certain black mage.
The Saxon House of the past were apostles of a deep-rooted darkness that people feared. Even the Black Magic Tower, which inherited their ideology, was no exception. They were monsters of truth, blinded by the reality beyond death, stopping at nothing to achieve their ends.
A human body lay opened on the operating table. Like a surgeon, the black mage began to experiment with his black magic on the corpse, one after another.
At the same time, the knowledge and information he had acquired flowed into Dale's mind.
The essence of the magical path, built up by the heads of the Saxon House over generations, was helping Dale grow as a mage.
Without a shred of conscience, remorse, or moral code—just as the darkness of the Black-Red Doctrine Unit had been in the past.
By shedding blood, the wheels of history were turned, and the knowledge of Saxon, accumulated through that carnage, was being inherited.
That man had once been one of the old heads of Saxon.
* * *
Blood, it's blood! The wheels of history only turn by shedding blood!
* * *
An unbelievable amount of insight was, quite literally, being carved into Dale's mind.
Every time the utilization of black magic and the darkness they had accumulated was inherited, Dale experienced an indescribable growth as a mage.
The accumulation of knowledge, which could never be built up in a single lifetime, began to seep into the four Circles Dale possessed, refining them.
As if accelerating the process of planting a seed and watching it bloom a thousand times over, the 'Truth of Saxon' flowed in endlessly.
The essence of the magical path, which one could not dare to imitate even after a lifetime of exploration across generations.
The knowledge accumulated and piled up by the monsters of truth was endlessly growing Dale as a mage.
How to increase the acceleration efficiency of the Circles, processing methods to raise the purity of black mana, incantations to efficiently control the dead...
This was no longer even at the level of talking about 5 Circles.
It was the power of a Monarch.
The power of the Monarchs who exist as the rulers of this Empire.
He couldn't wait; he wanted to test this power immediately.
Endless power flowed in, as if to fill an unquenchable thirst.
Even amidst all this, the evil deeds of the Saxon heads unfolding before Dale did not stop.
Every time the victims shed blood, the wheels of Saxon turned. At the same time, their blood was helping the current Dale grow.
Watching that, Dale thought inadvertently.
──In a sense, isn't the blood shed by these victims a 'sacrifice worth making'?
The essence of the magical path flowed endlessly into Dale's mind.
Isn't this power ultimately obtained through the blood of the victims?
Isn't the reason the current Saxon can put on such ugly hypocrisy ultimately because these sacrifices serve as the foundation?
In the river of blood rising to his chin, Dale thought.
The heads of Saxon were truly monsters of truth.
But weren't the monsters who committed the unforgivable evil deeds of the Black-Red Doctrine Unit, in the end, also human?
What is a human?
Right then, the 6th Circle black mage Dale had defeated in the past came to mind. As the deputy commander of the Black-Red Doctrine Unit, the evil act of rotting a mother's legs to experiment on maternal love.
That man was a demon. Walter of the Flame Blood was the same.
Not human.
"......."
Dale was quietly silent.
"That's enough, Shub."
After the silence, Dale said. Without a shred of hesitation. Shub smiled as if amused and asked back.
─ What is?
"I don't need these things."
Dale said, denying the essence of the magical path that was still endlessly seeping into his mind.
─ You're saying you won't inherit the dark knowledge accumulated by Saxon?
Shub tilted her head as if she couldn't understand.
─ You're going to give up the power that could make you a Monarch?
The power of a Monarch that Dale's father, the Black Duke, had once obtained.
"Even if it is the most valuable and irreplaceable secret realm of the magical path......"
Dale replied.
Finally putting into words the realization he had gained.
"It is not worth obtaining if it means giving up being human."
They were not human. And that doesn't just refer to the state of their bodies.
Monsters of truth, demons wearing human skin. Beasts.
"Even if I could get infinitely closer to the Monarchs through this power, I would never be able to defeat the Golden Monarch."
Even if the Saxon heads hadn't yet been reborn as 《Eldritch》, it would be no different.
Because at that point, it is already power obtained by giving up being human.
"I promised you that I would not give up being human until the very end."
Dale finally understood the weight of that promise. It wasn't because of some grand morality or sense of guilt.
This way, he could never reach the Golden Great Emperor, the Golden Dragon.
─ Then what is a human in your mind, Oppa?
Shub asked.
"A human is not a biological entity."
And Dale put the realization he had gained into words.
"Like water or a liquid, it is a phenomenon."
And that phenomenon is so precarious and unstable that it can undergo a phase transition due to the most trivial of triggers.
Just as they become blind before the truth and give up being human, or succumb to the temptation of a thousand gold coins and give up being human.
Just as the mages of the Black-Red Doctrine Unit gave up being human before the sweet fruit of academic exploration.
It is like water vaporizing into steam at over 100℃.
People can give up being human for the most trivial of reasons.
Therefore, the definition of a human is a phenomenon that can only exist when one persists in being human.
Furthermore, the only way to defeat the Golden Great Emperor is to persist in that phenomenon called human.
"I will remain human until the very end."
And so, Dale turned his head without a shred of hesitation.
Denying the power of Saxon and the power of the Monarch that he had obtained by giving up being human.
Hearing Dale's answer, Shub remained silent.
At the end of the silence, she burst into laughter.
─ Ah, how truly lovely! How can humans be such foolish and lovely beings!
Before he knew it, what was there was the Mother Goddess of Darkness.
The Mother of Old Darkness and Black Abundance was smiling as if truly enraptured.
─ I am truly satisfied, child of man!
It was right then.
"Keugh!"
The pitch-black tentacles wrapping around Dale's heart—the 『Book of the Black Goat』—began to thrash madly.
In the pain that felt as if it would crush and burst his heart, the tentacles squirmed, sliding between the four Circles.
The pain felt as if an alien creature parasitic in his body was about to burst through his stomach.
Dale bit his lip desperately.
Before he knew it, one tentacle moved between the four Circles and soon began to coil in the shape of a ring.
It was not a normal Circle fixed and built up through the flow of mana.
The source of darkness and the pitch-black tentacle were gripping Dale's heart, claiming to be the 'fifth Circle'.
A biological Circle.
At the same time, Shub's act did not stop at constructing just another Circle.
Beyond the relationship between host and parasite rooted in the body—the 『Book of the Black Goat』 began to fuse with Dale's body into a single existence.
Splurt!
Blood gushed out in the pain.
It was not crimson blood. Like that which once coated the Armor of Dark Blood, it was black blood, dark and rotting.
What was flowing through Dale's body now was not human blood.
The source of darkness was absorbed into Dale's body, beginning to reconstruct him from the inside.
Crackle, crackle!
Every single cell was being recombined, and his consciousness blurred from the pain of his body literally twisting.
Shub gently wrapped around Dale's neck and smiled.
─ Now nothing can ever tear us apart, Oppa.
It held a meaning that could never be compared to a mere mage building up a single Circle.
─ I believe in your promise, Oppa, that you will remain human until the end. Because what's important isn't the outward appearance.
The dark blood pulsing in his heart began to spread throughout Dale's entire body.
The 『Book of the Black Goat』, which could be called another source of darkness, finally became one with Dale's body, moving beyond the form of parasitizing his heart.
The 5th Circle, composed of pitch-black tentacles, meshed like a gear with the heart and the rest of the Circles.
A living biological Circle.
The five Circles began to rotate just like that.
It wasn't a mana ring, but pitch-black tentacles that began to rotate in his heart, and once again, black blood gushed from his mouth.
Whoooong!
Right then, an amount of black mana that he hadn't even dared to imagine began to swirl.
It wasn't even this much when he created a thermal engine in his body through an igniter.
He had given up the power of the Monarch that the Saxon heads had accumulated, and what that act paradoxically gave Dale was the power of a Monarch.
The only power that could stand against and defeat the Golden Great Emperor.
It was right then.
Amidst the black mana swirling like a storm, the world of the area shattered like glass.
Looking around, he was already at the top floor of the Black Magic Tower.
In front of Dale stood the throne of the Black Magic Tower Master.
"The test......"
Beside it was Eris, the Agent of Black, and there was another face there.
"You have truly passed the test safely."
Dale's father, the Black Duke, was there. Although his appearance was still that of a twelve-year-old boy, what was contained in his expression was not.
"Father."
"You have finally obtained the answer."
The Black Duke smiled quietly.
Looking at his son, who had generated five Circles and, furthermore, had fused into one with the 『Book of the Black Goat』.
"I did not understand the meaning of not giving up being human at the time."
The Black Duke smiled bitterly. Beside him, Eris remained silently quiet.
"That is why I, too, gave up being human and obtained the 'power of a Monarch'."
As a Monarch of darkness and death.
"But you did not do so."
He recalled the result when his son, who once had the talent for slaughter, encountered the darkness of Saxon.
He was so afraid that he would succumb before that darkness and the fruit of truth and be reborn as a monster of truth.
"Thank you, Father."
However, even if that body was twisted, fused with the most terrible darkness in this world.
His son in front of the Black Duke was, without a doubt, a 'human'.
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* * *
Imperial Calendar XX, Month X, Day XX, 3rd day of the Feast of Saint Santiago, Weather: Sunny
The experiment has failed again. I am experiencing great difficulty in procuring children for my experiments. My co-researcher—the demonologist Prelati—does not understand my plight in the slightest. If the next ritual of 'Descent of the Demon' fails, Prelati demands that I leave the Isle of Britannia and join the 'Cult of Demon Worshippers' in the Empire.
* * *
Attaining the realm of the 5th Circle was a special trial conducted with the borrowed power of Eris and Shub.
Separate from that, the trial Dale faced as the successor to the Master of the Black Magic Tower was no exception.
The Tower's Trial, the 21st floor of the Black Magic Tower.
A dark mage who had attained the realm of the 5th Circle, the 'Black Prince', stood there.
Five circles rotated in time with his heartbeat.
Among them, the pitch-black tentacle forming the 5th Circle began to writhe, generating a massive amount of black mana.
Following his heartbeat, black blood spread throughout his body, carrying dark mana into every corner of his flesh through the bloodstream.
His body, now fused with the 『Book of the Black Goat』.
Reborn as one with the most terrible darkness in the world, a twisted entity that could not biologically be called human.
At this point, Dale could not define his own existence.
Strictly speaking, it wasn't even clear if what was wrapped around Dale's heart should be called a 'Circle'.
However, Dale was no longer just a 'mere host' for Shub, just as the current Shub was no longer a mere parasite to Dale.
Nothing remained the same.
A fusion and symbiosis that had become closer to perfection.
His heartbeat accelerated, and his blood, dark as coal tar, began to churn.
The Shadow Monarch's avatar overlaid Dale's body, even as he resolved to remain human.
A body and armor of dark blood.
He lifted his head.
"Su, su, surrender! I surrender!"
"......."
Seeing the young dark mage kneeling, pale with terror, the Shadow Monarch nodded silently.
Every time he took a step up to the next floor, nothing changed.
The dark mages on the floors below, and even the dark creatures created by the elders of the Black Tower for the trial, were no exception.
The black successor moved forward to claim his position, and no one could block his path.
It was a free pass that couldn't even be called a trial.
* * *
After defeating the floor guardians protecting the stairs of the Black Magic Tower one by one, he finally passed the lower floors, and a new place greeted Dale.
The upper floors of the Tower.
From this point on, the opponents in the Tower's trial were dark mages of the 5th Circle or higher who used the corresponding floor as their workshop. Since they also participated in the trial every year to determine their standing, there were several restrictions to prevent the entire Black Magic Tower from becoming a slaughterhouse from the 50th floor up to the 100th.
First, the matches were held in order from the lowest floor upward.
Second, the one being challenged could freely utilize the workshop they resided in.
To a mage, a workshop was in itself a fortress and a territory; among them, in the case of the Black Magic Tower, the battles fought in their workshops were like a siege.
Mages modified their workshops into defensive fortresses to protect their standing, and to break through them, one needed a level of capability that went beyond merely winning a one-on-one fight.
A fortress siege.
Assuming that a 4th-circle mage was a realm beyond a proper mage and the terminal point where most mediocre talents were blocked by a wall.......
A 5th-circle mage was an established power that had secured their definite standing within the Magic Tower.
They could utilize an entire floor as their residence and workshop, and the benefits provided by the Tower, from funds to materials for dark magic, were also immense.
'The problem is that they dump all those benefits into modifying their own floors into defensive fortresses.'
The 50th floor, the workshop of a certain 5th-circle dark mage.
An army of the dead awaited Dale.
They obtained and revived the corpses of monsters like orcs that flooded the Sachsen Duchy every year, arming them as an army....... By modifying every part of the floor into a military outpost, they were desperately trying to protect their position.
Dale turned his head.
He spoke in a low voice toward the elders of the Black Magic Tower who must still have been watching his trial.
"Long ago, some elders rose up in rebellion to revive the dead spirit of the Black Magic Tower."
He did not care at all about the 5th-circle dark mage or the army of the dead in front of him.
"In a sense, it might be true that the spirit of the Black Magic Tower is stagnating."
Dale said, and at those words, the elders of the Black Magic Tower held their breath.
"Mages who do not premise their existence on combat are so crudely and desperately turning their workshops into outposts...... not to mention the effort and cost consumed in that process."
And as a warrior who had lived on the battlefield his entire life, Dale accelerated his five circles.
"What is the point of mages who don't even know what a real battle is, desperately playing war games among themselves inside a well?"
Proving himself in the Tower's trial was also an indispensable goal.
However, separate from that, Dale had a different real purpose.
Just as he had pioneered the Demon Territory as the Viscount of Sachsen and breathed the wind of reform into it, he intended to break down the old-fashioned customs and stagnation of the organization called the Black Magic Tower.
An uncountable army of the dead began to charge to protect the workshop. It was a group of orcs revived as undead soldiers by the 5th-circle dark mage, and Dale reached out his arm in front of their charge.
Chwaaaak!
At the same time, pitch-black tentacles surged from within the Armor of Dark Blood and swirled.
Orc undead soldiers, with strength only slightly greater than an ordinary soldier, were no match for the current Dale.
"Ah, aaaa......!"
It could no longer even be called a battle.
"They say that in the case of the Red Magic Tower, there is an organization that hones their magic arts on the premise of being active in war from the very beginning."
Dale said, thinking of the existence of the Purifiers.
"Assuming those Purifiers raided this 50th floor, how long do you think it would take for this workshop to collapse?"
Dale finally asked the 5th-circle dark mage hiding among the undead soldiers.
"If you are so busy protecting your status by building such shoddy fortresses, the repercussions will also affect the young dark mages on the lower floors."
"But, Dale-gongja-nim! This is, after all, in accordance with the traditions of our Black Magic Tower......."
The 5th-circle dark mage finally opened his mouth after a silence, and Dale nodded.
"What the hardliners of the Black Magic Tower should have changed was not raiding my father's castle to prove their own foolishness, but these very traditions."
"......!"
From top to bottom, from bottom to top, the old-fashioned evils that gnawed away at the organization's function and efficiency.
He didn't think it would change overnight. That was why Dale had simply waited quietly for the time.
The time when he would look down on them as a proper dark mage, and furthermore, solidify his position as the black successor whom no one could doubt.
Dale waved his hand once more.
Not to reveal the Armor of Dark Blood, but to reveal the power within the body of dark blood inside it.
A storm of black mana began to swirl along his feet.
A wind of annihilation swept through the entire fortress that the 50th-floor dark mage had desperately built up.
Inorganic matter corroded, and furthermore, the bodies of the undead, which were nothing but bones, turned to ash and crumbled away.
"Hi, hiik!"
Realizing the terror of death, the 5th-circle dark mage collapsed.
However, the Shadow Monarch did not even give him a glance and just walked on calmly.
To go beyond the already scorched 50th floor, to reach the place he could reach solely with his own power.
* * *
Once Dale had said with his own mouth that he would turn the organization of the Black Magic Tower upside down, it was a foregone conclusion that he would face resistance from the dark mages who owned their own floors.
Therefore, the resistance of the dark mages opposing the 'Black Prince' from the 50th floor onward was also incomparable to anything before.
Even so, there was no way for mere 5th-circle mages to block Dale's path.
51st floor, 52nd floor, 55th floor.......
While scorching the fortresses of the dark mages who were struggling desperately to protect their workshops, Dale spoke.
At first, he showed them power they wouldn't even dare to defy, but Dale's cards were not just oppression.
Just as he had turned the Demon Territory into a land of opportunity that could not be traded for anything else, he finally spoke of rewards they could actually be convinced by.
While the Master of the Black Magic Tower was officially absent, he took the qualification of his deputy.......
Just as he had done in the Demon Territory long ago, it was time to change many things about the Black Magic Tower for the sake of the future.
* * *
At that moment, the 'Black Guard', an organization composed of the elders of the Black Magic Tower, was gathered in a room in the Tower.
Watching Dale's trial unfolding from the 50th floor, they could not hide their unspeakable astonishment.
However, what they were truly astonished by was not the reforms Dale was putting forward.
As high-ranking mages of the Black Magic Tower who pursued the principles of darkness, they could tell.
Something was happening in Dale's body. A darkness that even they could not dare to imagine had been reborn as one with the body of the 'Black Prince'.
"It seems our young and brilliant Gongja-nim has a very wonderful ambition. It is truly good to see."
Just then, one of the elders of the Black Magic Tower spoke up.
Eris, the black deputy sitting in place of the absent Master of the Black Magic Tower, turned her head.
"Furthermore, it is very shameful to admit, but Gongja-nim's words are correct. Aren't they words as sharp as an awl?"
"No, Nosa-nim......!"
Leaving behind the few elders who could not hide their bewilderment, the Old Master (Nosa) laughed without caring.
"As my old friend Edgar once said, it is an undeniable fact that our ideology is stagnant and rusted."
A few elders held their breath, and Eris asked back, her monocle shining.
"Do you have something to say?"
"I just want to say that Gongja-nim's actions are justified, and furthermore, that he is fully qualified to do so."
"......."
"Then, excuse me for a moment."
After saying that much, the Old Master stood up.
"Where are you going?"
"I am on my way to welcome the new zeitgeist."
Saying that, the Old Master laughed heartily as if he were enjoying himself.
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* * *
By the time Dale reached the 60th floor of the tower, no grand army of the dead blocked his path.
A hooded figure stood there alone. He wasn't even a mage—the type of entity expected to occupy this floor.
"......Old Master-nim."
"Welcome, Young Master Dale-nim. I have been waiting for you."
The black mage, known as the Old Master, chuckled with amusement.
"It seems the Mother of Darkness of old has taken quite a liking to you, Young Master."
"Is there any other reason you have come all this way?"
"Why, I came to have a chat with a young and brilliant Young Master like yourself."
There was no one in the Black Magic Tower who did not know of this Old Master... no, this Old Monster (老怪).
The Old Master took off his hood. Beneath it was a mummy, nothing more than skin and bone, on the verge of withering away entirely. He was a husk so thin that the silhouette of his gaunt skull was clearly visible.
Unlike Eris, whose status as an ancient being dating back to the founder of Saxon was unknown to Dale, this man was a different case. He was an old mage who had maintained an immortal life by the sides of the Saxon family heads and Black Magic Tower Lords, generation after generation, ever since they began to rule the tower.
He was a Lich.
"In my youth, I detested the arrogance and foolishness of the young."
"Do you not approve of my intentions?"
Dale asked in return.
"Oh ho, how could that be?"
The Old Master laughed as if the thought were absurd. It was a hollow, empty sound, as if his soul were leaking out.
"In the passage of time where rivers dry up and mountains are carved away, the only thing that turns the wheels of history is the turbulent blood-energy (血氣)."
The power of blood. Dale's breath hitched at those words.
"I find the blood-energy of a Young Master who wishes to breathe vitality into the Black Magic Tower to be truly admirable."
"I am grateful that you say so."
Dale bowed his head silently.
"However, for us who have aged and grown shabby, shamefully, all we have left is our dignity."
The Old Master said that and laughed as if he were enjoying himself.
"As you know, Young Master, winning the hearts of old fogies who have nothing left but stubbornness is not an easy task."
"......."
"Now, please, try to persuade me."
The Old Master's expression held a flicker of amusement. There was only one way for Dale to persuade him.
The blood of the Armor of Dark Blood surged over his body, and the avatar of the Shadow Monarch manifested.
In front of the oldest elder of the Black Magic Tower, the highest-ranking mage closest to the five peaks of the magical path.
Three-colored mana—black, red, and blue—swirled and interlocked intricately around his heart.
"Ah, truly a youth overflowing with blood-energy. It is a sight to behold."
Watching the Armor of Dark Blood, the Old Master continued.
"However, unfortunately, this old man no longer has the strength to stand against your blood-energy, Young Master. Above all, isn't determining the superiority of an argument through force exactly the same as the ways of the Red Magic Tower?"
"That is exactly right."
Dale nodded.
"The organization known as the Black Magic Tower is, in the end, nothing more than a world of the strong where superiority and hierarchy are determined through force."
"Ho-ho."
"The number of circles, the sophistication of the formulas, the power of the magic, the strength of the dead—no matter how many flowery words we attach to it, the order of the Black Magic Tower is ultimately driven by 'force.' Then, how are we any different from the Red Magic Tower?"
"But isn't that the very world of the magical path?"
"That is exactly what I wanted to say."
Dale smiled as if he had been waiting for this.
"What our Black Magic Tower pursues is the power of truth, not magic itself. Yet, why is it that status and superiority in the tower are determined solely by magical power and the number of circles?"
"Ho-ho."
"From the beginning, there is no need for violence in the spirit of our Black Magic Tower. In other words......."
Dale said.
"It means that one who explores the truth of black does not necessarily have to be a mage."
"......!"
At those words, emotion finally vanished from the Old Master's expression. At the same time, Dale could clearly feel the agitation of the elders watching him.
"The wisdom of black will be fairly granted even to those who do not know magic."
Dale said.
"In cases where magic must be used, those who can use magic will be by their side to assist them."
He spoke of a radical change that even the Black Duke would not dare to imagine.
"Those with a low number of circles, or even those who cannot use magic at all, will be able to reach the highest floors of the tower if they achieve results worthy of it. Their ideologies will bring us new wisdom of the black."
It was a radical change that literally overturned the organization of the magic tower from its roots.
"Separately from that, new positions will be created for those black mages who purely pursue the strength of force."
The organization currently known as the Black Magic Tower would be reborn into a form where wisdom alone determines everything, for the sole purpose of purely exploring the truth.
That did not mean he intended to unilaterally discard the vested interests existing in the traditional Black Magic Tower—those who held their status in the tower through the strength of their magic.
"However, that will not be the Black Magic Tower, but will be reborn as an 'armed organization' directly under the Duke of Saxony."
"......."
"I do not intend to build pathetic defensive positions that aren't even at the level of war games; I intend to train black mages solely for the sake of real war and combat."
Dale said.
"They will learn the optimal necromancy solely to win battles, and furthermore, they will continue their training under the premise of Combined Arms with the Raven Knights of the Saxon House."
"Hehehe, well now!"
At those words, the Old Master began to laugh as if he couldn't help himself.
"This is truly amazing. It is so surprising and radical that I cannot find the words to describe it."
"Is it not rational?"
Dale asked in return.
"Old Master-nim, you told me to persuade you, and I sincerely hope that you will be willing to lend your strength to my cause."
He knelt respectfully before him.
"Then let me ask you one thing, young and brilliant Young Master."
Just then, the Old Master asked in return.
"Assuming there are elders who do not agree with your intentions, Young Master, how do you intend to persuade them?"
"I will talk to them and persuade them as much as I can. I will have to negotiate day and night until they are at least convinced."
"But assuming the negotiations eventually break down, what do you intend to do?"
"As you said, Old Master-nim, the organization of the Black Magic Tower as it is now is no different from the Red Magic Tower that worships force. It is a world of violence where the strength of a mage justifies everything."
Dale answered coldly.
"In that case, according to the ways of us mages, I will have no choice but to speak with force."
As the successor of the black, and furthermore, as the son of the Black Magic Tower Lord who reigns at the pinnacle of the Black Magic Tower.
* * *
"Th-this is impossible!"
After Dale and the Old Master finished their conversation, in a room where the elders of the Black Magic Tower were gathered.
"To dare to bring those who do not know magic into the holy Black Magic Tower! It is absurd!"
Few readily agreed to Dale's proposal.
In the midst of this, the Shadow Monarch was breaking through the tower's floors one by one, performing the tower's trials.
Justifying everything through his strength as a mage.
The defensive positions or undead troops set up by 5th Circle black mages meant nothing. They were merely sacrificial lambs to prove the power of the Shadow Monarch before everyone.
'I deeply agree with Young Master Dale's intentions!'
Floor guardians who sympathized with Dale's intentions began to appear, rather than resist. After all, not everyone was resisting Dale's will.
The way Dale was reforming the organization of the Black Magic Tower was very easy to understand.
He was distinguishing the training of powerful mage forces and the exploration of truth as separate concepts.
"It was us."
Watching that scene, the Old Master laughed heartily as if he were amused.
"The stagnation of the Black Magic Tower was not because we banned human experimentation or anything like that, but because we stubborn old fogies trampled on the newly surging spirit of the times."
"B-but, Old Master-nim!"
"Now, look. Look at the expressions of those children whose eyes are shining in agreement with the Young Master's words!"
The Old Master said, unable to contain his emotion.
"My own stubbornness is so shameful that I feel like hiding in a mouse hole."
"B-but to unilaterally change the traditions of the black like this......."
"Do you have something to say to me?"
Just then, the Old Master's skull, with its skin almost entirely peeled away, turned toward him. The elder tried to say something for a moment, but then kept his silence.
"Heh-heh, it seems the Young Master's words were right after all."
He was the oldest and most powerful Old Monster in the Black Magic Tower, along with the Black Magic Tower Lord and Eris.
And as Dale said, this place was a world of 'ignoramuses' where the strength of a mage determined the superiority of an argument itself. Furthermore, according to the laws of that world, no one dared to object in front of the Old Master.
"What this aging person wants to see is simply a new era."
The Old Master said.
"And I am so looking forward to the new era that Young Master Dale will bring that I simply cannot wait."
Even if he made dying sounds about not having the strength to stand against Dale, his true nature would not change.
* * *
At a certain point on the 70th floor, the resistance blocking the Shadow Monarch's path ceased.
Dale, too, could finally understand the meaning of it.
The elder organization of the Black Magic Tower, the Black Guard, must have finally converged their wills into one.
Furthermore, it went without saying who had unified their wills.
The successor of the black climbed up and up the floors of the tower, which no one blocked anymore.
71st floor, 79th floor, 86th floor, and the 98th floor.
Excluding the 100th floor, which existed for the Black Magic Tower Lord, and the 99th floor, where the Black Agent, Eris, resided...... it was the floor of the floor guardian who held the third-highest rank in the tower.
"Welcome, Young Master."
The Old Master was there.
As the floor guardian of the 98th floor, representing the Black Guard to convey the will of the elders.
"I have been waiting for you."
"Thank you, Old Master-nim."
"Ah, it is still too early to receive thanks."
But just then, the Old Master waved his arm and laughed.
"Is there anything else you desire?"
"Indeed, yes. There is something I truly desire."
At the same time as those words, the world in the vicinity was dyed in ink-black.
It was a world inside an ink wash painting (墨畫).
A world inside an oriental painting where everything that existed was drawn solely through the three-dimensional effect of ink and water.
In that very world, a few cranes drawn with ink brushes flapped their wings and flew up.
Just like the flock of crows soaring behind the Black Duke in the past.
"Please, won't you show this stubborn old man the youth of a new era?"
Like someone about to undergo ascension to immortality (羽化登仙), the Old Master smiled.
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* * *
A 7th-Circle Black Mage, and furthermore, one of the powerhouses residing on the 98th floor of the Black Magic Tower.
An ancient monster whose years were beyond counting stood there. For Dale, who had just grasped the power of the 5th Circle, he was an opponent beyond compare.
Dale, reborn with a body of Dark Blood through his fusion with the 『Book of the Black Goat』, accelerated the pitch-black Circle coiling around his heart.
Simultaneously, a single stroke overlaid the world of ink wash painting that the Old Master was unfolding.
It was not the brush held in the Old Master's hand.
If this world were a canvas, that brush was a heavenly instrument, looking down upon it.
From Dale's perspective, it felt like the brush of an Absolute, wielded to paint over and erase his very existence.
Furthermore, he intuitively sensed that the brush moved exactly according to the will of the Old Master standing before him.
He felt like a fleeting existence within the canvas, one the Old Master was scribbling over to erase.
That was why Dale quickly unfurled his World of Thought, centering it beneath his feet.
In a duel between high-level mages, he had to erect the territory that projected his own philosophy.
"......!"
The landscape twisted beneath Dale's feet. The familiar winter night and the pitch-black fortress unfolded.
However, strictly speaking, it was not Dale's world.
Like the Old Master's, it was merely a 'landscape within an ink wash painting' that used ink to express shades of light and dark.
Nothing changed. Pitch-black ink scattered, threatening to paint over Dale's world itself.
Dale's world submerged into the darkness, sinking into the ink and vanishing.
"This world is like a single scroll of painting, you see."
Avoiding the ink-brush wielded from the sky, Dale kicked off the ground, fleeing as an existence within the painting.
What was being carved onto the Old Master's ink wash painting was not merely a random stroke.
A fine-tipped brush, incredibly exquisite, slashed toward the ground.
The brush danced, sketching a living creature—a monster from an oriental painting.
Finally, the brush stopped, and the painting moved.
The monster began to live.
"The canvas is one, but the number of painters who wish to carve their own drawings onto it is beyond counting."
The Old Master said.
Hearing those words, the Shadow Monarch stopped.
At the same time, a stroke descended from the sky to paint over him, and the monsters of the painting rushed at him like wild beasts.
"......Thank you for the lesson."
However, before the ink swirling to consume him, the Shadow Monarch stretched out his arm.
The Armor of Dark Blood erupted, and pitch-black tentacles scattered in all directions.
Chwa-a-ak!
One of the pitch-black tentacles coiled around the ink-brush wielded from above, fixing it firmly in place.
At the same time, Dale moved, using the tentacle to seize the brush that loomed in the sky.
Kwajik!
Dale wielded the 'Absolute's brush' against the rushing monsters, covering them in ink.
The existence within the painting snatched the brush from the painter, beginning to overwrite the canvas with his own will.
"Is this my brush?"
At Dale's question, the Old Master laughed heartily.
"Come, try drawing."
After laughing, the Old Master continued.
"Drawing what?"
"The picture you wish to draw upon the canvas named the world, Duke-nim."
"......."
Hearing those words, Dale smiled quietly.
"I cannot show you the picture I wish to draw so easily."
Before long, pitch-black tentacles rose from the body of Dark Blood once again, swallowing the Absolute's brush and the entire world of the ink wash painting.
Having understood the Old Master's philosophy, he sought to overwhelm and seize the enemy's world as a mage.
An overwhelming power capable of swallowing the World of Thought unfolded by a 7th-Circle mage.
"Oh, as expected......!"
The Old Master gasped in wonder.
The swirling tentacles exploded and black blood scattered—the ink Dale was using to paint over the Old Master's world.
The black blood gushed, painting over the Old Master's ink wash painting and swallowing the world within.
A pitch-black fortress rose from the darkness, and the landscape of the winter night began to encroach upon its surroundings.
"I truly look forward to the picture you will paint over this world, Duke-nim."
The Old Master smiled broadly within the landscape of the winter night that Dale was unfolding.
"......."
The World of Thought shown by the Old Master certainly possessed a strangeness incomparable to any mage he had faced until now.
However, the concept and the philosophy itself were not incomprehensible, nor were they impossible to defeat.
If Dale were to draw out Shub's power more than he was now, it was not an opponent he could never win against. However, the Old Master was not using 100% of his power either.
The world the Old Master showed was never unfolded for the purpose of battle or annihilation. There was no malice; it was purely to test Dale.
However, if this world of painting were utilized as a weapon with thorough malice, that would be a 100% different story.
'Even if I rate it highly, it would be about a 7 to 3 win rate.'
Calmly assessing the situation while engraving the Old Master's teachings, Dale bowed his head.
"I am looking forward to seeing the picture you will paint over the Black Magic Tower, Duke-nim."
The Old Master smiled once again.
Before long, the two worlds vanished, turning into mana, and what remained was the 98th floor of the Black Magic Tower.
"Now, be on your way."
At the Old Master's words, Dale bowed his head again and turned around.
* * *
"You are thinking of something truly absurd."
On the 99th floor, the Agent of Black, Eris, was waiting, her monocle shining as always.
"I do not think it is something that will happen overnight."
"It is not my role to assess and decide that."
Dale replied. Eris shook her head, as if to say there was nothing more to be said.
"Now, be on your way. The Tower Lord is waiting for you."
Eris said, and Dale had no reason to hesitate.
* * *
The pinnacle of the Black Magic Tower. That man sat on the throne at the highest point. Although he still could not escape the body of a young boy, his overwhelming presence never diminished.
"Father."
The Lord of Darkness and Death, the Black Duke.
"You have done well."
Finally, his coldly frozen expression softened, and he smiled toward Dale.
"When you first brought up that story, I'll be honest—I considered it nothing more than a preposterous daydream."
However, it was not.
"Nevertheless, you have succeeded in winning the hearts of all the elders regarding an unprecedented reform of the organization."
"The Old Master helped me."
"It must have been possible because you persuaded him."
The Black Duke said.
"I will respect and agree with your will."
Before the one who stood at the pinnacle of the Black Magic Tower, Dale bowed his head.
"However, it is also true that I am concerned about whether the ideal you desire will be achieved safely."
"I do not think it can be done with my power alone."
As the Duke of Saxony's most reliable partner and a proper deputy.
"However, I do not think the power of Father and the elders, and furthermore, the capabilities that our Saxon Duchy currently possesses, are lacking in the slightest."
To share the wisdom of Black fairly with those who cannot use magic, to accept their philosophies, and to revive the spirit of the Black Magic Tower.
Depending on how one looks at it, it would sound like words filled with an ideal that is absurd to the point of being ridiculous.
Nevertheless, Dale had conviction.
It was not the conviction that the organizational reform Dale was planning would succeed.
It was the conviction that if things continued as they were, the Black Magic Tower would never be able to stand against the Red Magic Tower and win.
"It would not be difficult for me, Father, or even the power of the Saxon House to maintain the status of the Black Magic Tower for now."
That was why Dale said.
"However, in the future, neither our power nor our scale would be a match for the Red Magic Tower. Unless our Black Magic Tower becomes a monster of truth like in the past."
"I have already sworn not to repeat the darkness of those days."
"I also respect Father's will more deeply than anything else."
Dale bowed his head.
"That is why I am trying to change it."
"......."
"In order to stand against the spirit of Red without us becoming monsters, the wisdom of Black must be shared with everyone."
"It will not be easy."
The Black Duke replied calmly.
"However, it is a task worth attempting."
After saying that, he stood up. Watching the Black Duke, who still possessed the body of a young boy, Dale asked again.
"Have you still not been able to return your body to its original state?"
At that question, the Black Duke shook his head quietly.
"Then why......?"
As Dale tilted his head, the Black Duke did not answer immediately, remaining silent. A brief silence descended, and at the end of it, the Black Duke opened his mouth.
"Elena said she would like me to stay in this form a little longer."
"......."
Enduring a rare sense of embarrassment, the Black Duke blushed like a boy of his age.
* * *
Some time after that.
An unprecedented situation occurred where Saxony's 'Black Prince' was appointed as an elder of the Black Magic Tower as a 5th-Circle mage.
Dale, who had officially become the successor of Black and an elder, gaining a position within the magic tower, started a wind of reform that was close to radical, sweeping through the Black Magic Tower and Necropolis.
The first was to allow those who could not use magic to have the opportunity to learn at the Black Magic Tower.
Even if their birth was lowly, there were no exceptions.
Several higher academic departments where even those who could not use magic could be active were established in the form of a university, an affiliated institution of the Black Magic Tower...... however, it would still take quite some time until those fruits could bear harvest.
Furthermore, the Black Mages who sought power within the Black Magic Tower were separated and absorbed into an organization directly under the Duke of Saxony.
The Black Duke is also one of the strongest mages on the continent, premised on his performance in battle.
Education was conducted so that they could teach magic thoroughly for the sake of winning in battle and war, and furthermore, so that they could become the sword of the Duke's family along with the Raven Knights, premised on being active on the battlefield.
Furthermore, the military force of the Saxon House, where the Black Armor Company, the Raven Knights, and the high-ranking assassins and Black Mages of the Shadow Court were organically combined, began to inflate its size day by day.
The business in the Demon Territory, overseen by Viscount Dale of Saxony, was running smoothly, and the remote northern region had already been reborn as a land of gold that could not be ignored within the Empire.
It was around that time that news of Dale's old teacher, the wise Elf mage, was heard.
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* * *
The development of the Northern Demon Territory and the reform of the Black Magic Tower.
At the center of the Sachsen Duchy, which was developing day by day, was undoubtedly Dale, acting as the representative of the Duke of Sachsen.
While Dale was staying in a room in the Demon Territory to carry out his duties as the Viscount of Sachsen, the council was convened.
It was the Blue Magic Tower of schemes and lies, the Sorceress Council.
"I am glad to see you again, Young Master Dale."
Until a moment ago, Dale had been in his office at the Sachsen Viscount's castle. However, an emissary from the City Master had sought him out, and through them, he felt his consciousness binding across the physical distance.
The antipode of the Northern Sachsen Duchy, the frozen land of the South Pole known as the Crystal Earth.
A table was set upon that very land, and the sorceresses, known as the rulers of the Blue Magic Tower, were there.
Physical distance or location meant nothing to the council they hosted. Regardless of where they were or what they were doing, they could exchange information whenever necessary.
Dale understood the gravity of such a feat in this world.
"Dale of Sachsen, I greet the Chairwoman."
Dale bowed his head silently, and the Blue Magic Tower Master—the Chairwoman—whose identity was hidden by a hood, let out a low laugh.
Several blue butterflies fluttered up from behind her.
"I am truly amazed by your performance at the Black Magic Tower, Young Master."
A butterfly fluttered up, and one of the sorceresses spoke. It was a very familiar voice.
"Princess Kiara."
The 5th Princess of the Empire, Kiara, a member of the imperial family who carried the blood of the dragon, and a sorceress working as a spy for the Blue Magic Tower.
"Hehe, it changes nothing even if you speak my identity aloud."
Kiara took off her hood and smiled quietly.
"I, too, was merely glad to see you again, even if only like this, Your Highness."
"My, my."
"Let's dispense with the small talk."
At Dale's words, Kiara burst into laughter again, and the Chairwoman cut her off.
"Young Master Dale, thank you for making time for this difficult journey."
"Is there any other reason you called for me?"
"There are many reasons."
The Chairwoman said.
"You have reached the realm of the 5th Circle and become one with the 'Mother of Ancient Darkness,' and furthermore, we are watching your activities in the Sachsen Duchy with great attention."
"This is the first I've heard that there is someone from the Blue Magic Tower in the Sachsen Duchy."
"Our people are always required to be secretive and cautious."
"Just as you were with Sepia-nim?"
Dale asked, feigning coldness.
"You don't have to worry too much about that. Young Master Dale, you are no longer an outsider to our Blue Magic Tower. No, you are something even greater than that."
The Chairwoman continued in a low voice.
"Are you not? Shadow Monarch."
"Has the useless small talk not ended yet?"
"Hehe, how could it? Earning your trust is more important to us than anything else."
The Chairwoman said.
"Because this council was convened solely to earn your trust."
"What is it you have to say?"
"We simply wish to share the secrets our birds and mice have gathered."
"The Empire is watching Sachsen more deeply than ever before."
The Chairwoman said, and Dale replied as if it were expected.
"It would be strange if they weren't watching. Is that a story of such secret value?"
"Please, do not be so impatient, wise Young Master."
The Chairwoman said.
"Then next, Titania of York."
The succubus clan that, through your earlier activities, won the Rose War and effectively absorbed the Duke of Lancaster's household.
"We have obtained information that the Red Magic Tower has made contact with the Heavenly Sword, Duke Lancaster, and that the Sachsen household intervened behind the scenes of the Rose War."
"......!"
"Next, Erze."
"There is disagreement within the Assassins of the Mountain regarding how to handle Sepia-yang."
"Increasing numbers within the Church are suspicious of Cardinal Nikolai's behavior."
Secrets from all over the Empire that were closely tied to Dale began to pour out one after another through the mouths of the sorceresses.
Furthermore, even matters not directly tied to Dale were grave issues that could not be overlooked.
To some extent, these were things Dale had already anticipated. However, what was most shocking was that information that should have been Dale's own secrets was being revealed in such detail, as if it were in the palm of the Blue Magic Tower's hand.
"There is no surer token of trust than confessing that one knows the other's secrets, is there? Don't you agree?"
After the sorceresses finished speaking in turn, the Chairwoman smiled.
"Do you intend to threaten me?"
"Threaten? As I said, we are loyal to the Shadow Monarch from the shadows. We have already taken our own 'measures' regarding the things I mentioned earlier."
The Chairwoman continued with a meaningful smile.
"However, there was one thing we could not address."
"What is that?"
"The Assassins of the Mountain."
The Chairwoman said.
"As we promised, Young Master, protecting Sepia-yang any further is not the role of our Blue."
That day, Dale had promised to take on Sepia's burden in her stead.
"Therefore, persuading them was left to the Black Magic Tower and Young Master Dale."
"You keep your promises well."
"If you change your mind, Young Master, it would not be difficult for us to handle that matter again."
"That will not be necessary."
The Chairwoman said, but Dale shook his head.
"As I said, protecting Sepia-nim is a task that I and the Sachsen household must carry out."
After shaking his head, Dale said.
"Furthermore, I express my gratitude once again for what you have told me and for the measures you have taken."
They held and manipulated secrets from across the continent.
The Blue Mastermind.
"As I said, we of the Blue are always prepared to be loyal to the Shadow Monarch."
The Blue Magic Tower Master said, and the connection severed.
His consciousness snapped back to the office of the Sachsen Viscount's castle.
"......."
Looking around, he sent away the flustered emissary of the City Master.
The Blue's information network spread like a spiderweb across the Empire. He had not intended to underestimate their skills, but he had.
At the very least, there was no room for doubt that they were loyal to the Shadow Monarch right now.
Furthermore, it could not be denied that their 'Blue Spiderweb' was helpful to Dale right now.
But that was as far as it went. There was no need to refuse the information network they provided, but it was too dangerous to trust them.
'It's not something to think about right now... but it's giving me a headache.'
As the saying goes, thinking about the Magic Tower of schemes and lies was a matter for later.
What Dale had to focus on right now was solely fulfilling his promise.
The Assassins of the Mountain. A secret organization of elven society composed of dark elves from the desert, tasked with purging outcasts of the secular world.
In the past, the Blue Magic Tower had traded with them to protect Sepia's life, and in exchange for that debt, they had held her life as collateral.
But now, it was no longer their role to carry that debt.
* * *
"Master Baro."
"Ugh, damn it. Keep your voice down."
As soon as Dale appeared in the Shadow Court, Master Baro lowered his voice in a way that didn't suit him.
Dale tilted his head, seeing the Shadow Saintess sleeping with her head buried in Baro's arms.
"The young lady has finally fallen asleep after a long time."
"......."
Seeing that, Dale nodded. He turned around without a word.
* * *
The night was deep, and the wind of the Northern frontier—no longer a mere Demon Territory—raged.
"Do you know anything about the dark elves of the desert?"
"Hehe, damn it. I'm the continent's number one assassin, aren't I? Did you think I wouldn't even know that?"
Gulping down beer in the front yard of the castle, Master Baro laughed heartily. Dale continued calmly.
"Before long, I intend to make contact with those Assassins of the Mountain."
"Pfft! Cough, damn it!"
"Damn it all."
As soon as he finished speaking, Master Baro spat out his beer. Dale cursed as well.
"I cannot move openly, and the only ones capable of moving with me are the Shadow Court."
"Oh boy, why is every damn bit of grunt work falling to me?"
Master Baro grumbled as if it were someone else's business.
"Still, thanks to you, it seems the young lady's lot in life has improved a bit."
After grumbling, he continued, his voice uncharacteristically grave.
"Thanks to the masters of the Black Magic Tower, she has fewer pains and seizures than before, and it's nothing compared to the days when she was left all alone among those fanatic bastards."
"Are you still volunteering to be her knight?"
Dale asked. For a moment, Master Baro held his breath.
"Stabbing one's lord in the back, becoming a disgrace to knighthood, and bearing all sorts of infamy...."
"Hehe, damn it. Stop saying such embarrassing things."
Master Baro spat out a curse and turned his head away.
"As long as you remain my person, the Shadow Saintess will be protected in the name of Sachsen."
Dale said.
"The Seven Swords of the Continent aren't just some dog bones rolling around anywhere."
Master Baro chuckled as he drank more beer.
"Well, I've rolled around in this damn cold snowfield for so long, so why wouldn't I be able to roll around in the desert?"
"I'm glad you say so."
Hearing Baro's words, Dale smiled, glancing at the beer in Baro's hand.
"Well, would you like a drink of beer too?"
"No."
"Hehe, not knowing the taste of beer. You're missing out on half of life."
"......."
After a glance, Dale turned his head away as if he were dumbfounded. The night sky was very dark.
* * *
There was a wounded elf there.
"Ah, how truly pitiful."
"......."
In the back alley of the city.
Dawn approached. In the alley, where no human presence could be felt, a hooded woman stood. In the moonlight, her copper-colored skin was visible.
The hidden weapon she held in her hand shone with a pale sharpness.
"This is the final mercy we can bestow upon you."
"......."
The wounded elf remained silent.
"Before you are defiled by the filth of the ugly Golden Empire, the Goddess of Shadow will take you in."
In the moonlight, a shadow kicked off the ground.
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* * *
"No, seriously, just two of us? Is it really okay for the eldest son of the Duke to be doing this?"
"One of the Seven Swords of the Continent is with me, so what is there to worry about? And besides...."
"And?"
"No, it's nothing."
Dale shook his head at Master Baro's question.
Strictly speaking, they weren't alone.
Two men rode across the Imperial lands, devoid of escorts or lackeys to protect them.
They traversed the northern Empire, leaving the Saxon Duchy behind, and headed toward the far eastern reaches where the scorching desert stretched.
"I've already spoken to my father. I will return to the Saxon Duchy before news of my absence spreads."
"Well, everyone makes plausible plans when they're setting them up."
Master Baro cackled.
"Even the bastards who earned a free pass to the afterlife via my blade had plausible plans right up until their heads were severed."
"......."
Dale shook his head, disbelief etched on his face.
"So, do you have a proper way to contact the Assassins of the Mountain?"
"I've decided to meet up with someone on the way who can contact them."
"Is it a human?"
"Who knows."
"Hmm, that gives me the creeps, damn it."
"Do you know anything else about them?"
"They're similar to our own fanatic bastards."
He was likely referring to the Shadow Court.
"They're an elven assassination organization that never doubts they are carrying out divine will. It's ironic coming from me, but they're psychopaths you can't reason with."
"You seem to know more about them than I thought."
"Ah, didn't I tell you?"
Master Baro answered nonchalantly.
"My old master was from that neck of the woods."
Dale held his breath at the casual admission.
"......What did you just say?"
Dale asked, dumbfounded. Master Baro replied as if it were obvious.
"Yeah, isn't that why you brought me along?"
"That wasn't it."
"Hmm, what a pain in the ass."
"Why is that?"
"Well, I don't think my master would be too fond of my face."
"Did you make enemies of those Dark Elves?"
"Well, depending on the perspective, there are many ways to interpret that...."
Master Baro trailed off, lost in thought for a moment.
"Suddenly, I really want to go back to the Duchy."
"......What the hell."
In more ways than one, it was already too late.
* * *
Little is known about elven society. They inhabit the Land of Crystals (the South Pole), the Land of Scorching Sands (the Far East), and the Great Forest, home to the Green Magic Tower. Since none are suitable for human habitation, the Empire does not covet their lands.
They have built an extremely exclusive and closed society, a community that values strict, uncompromising discipline.
That was about as much as Dale knew.
In that regard, Sepia was open-minded, her thinking distinct from other elves. What seemed trivial to her must have been a taboo intolerable in their society.
"......."
He hadn't expected to see Sepia just by coming this far.
Sepia likely didn't even know Dale was paying off her debts. It was simply his way of repaying what he owed her.
He had been prepared for this since the day he lifted the suggestion on Sepia. Nothing would change.
They arrived at a free city in the eastern Empire, where he had promised to meet the Sorceress Council.
After a week of sleeping rough, dusk had settled heavily by the time Dale and Baro arrived.
"Let's meet here tomorrow morning."
"Hmm, I don't really need to be stuck to your side day and night, do I, Young Master?"
"You don't need to be stuck to my side even in a place like this."
"Haha, as expected, being the eldest son of the Saxon House isn't for just anyone."
Dale walked away after booking two rooms on the second floor. Master Baro sat at the bar on the first floor, resting his legs on the counter, and began to gulp down beer.
A room on the second floor of a shabby tavern.
The room contained only scattered rice straw, hardly worth calling a bed.
"Lady Orelia."
In that empty space, Dale muttered in a low voice.
At the same time, the shadow at his feet rippled and began to form a human silhouette.
As always, the shadow that serves the 'Black Prince' of the Saxon House, Lady Shadow.
"Did you call?"
"You haven't eaten yet, have you?"
"A meal...."
Orelia smiled bitterly.
"When I am in your shadow, I can forget many things in the world."
The qualification to make a special contract with Shub and remain within her shadow.
Existing within the shadow cast by the Old Mother of Darkness freed her from the constraints of a human body.
Just like Dale, reborn with the body of a bloodline.
"Just as your body is right now."
At Orelia's words, Dale held his breath quietly.
"Even the past where I received the goddess's revelation and fought for the old Bratinaa Kingdom feels like a dream from a distant past now."
"......."
"Without needing to think about anything, without needing to suffer for anything... I can feel myself slowly drifting away from being human."
Orelia, Lady Shadow, said bitterly.
"I feel like my entire existence is to become a sword in the shadows, wielded for you."
"Is that what you desire, Lady Orelia?"
Dale asked again, and Orelia answered coldly.
"Because you wish for the destruction of the Empire."
It was her will, without a shadow of a doubt.
"In the shadows, I can know and feel many things about you. I can see the effort you are putting into the destruction of the Empire."
Dale remained silent.
"My role is to monitor that and wield the sword so your will is fulfilled."
The watcher in the shadows said.
"For that, I will gladly become a puppet dancing in your shadow."
"I'm glad to hear you say that."
Dale said, and Orelia smiled silently.
* * *
At that time.
"Hey, where did this stray dog come from? Daring to not even recognize your big brother's face...."
An unexpected commotion was unfolding on the first floor of the tavern.
In every city, and especially in the taverns that serve as their centers, there are always gangs that can't control their strength.
From small-time outlaws who wreak havoc to thugs who establish organizations to profit.
However, Master Baro was not one to bow his head obediently.
"Oh my, these damn bastards."
In front of a group carrying sharp axes at their waists, Master Baro spat out profanities nonchalantly.
"What, why are you so full of yourselves, picking fights while people are trying to drink?"
The tavern patrons turned pale, but one of the thugs laughed, eager to show off.
"This bastard doesn't know how to live in this city."
He reached for the hand axe at his waist to display his power.
"Huh?"
He couldn't feel the axe handle. In fact, he had no sensation in his arm at all.
Chwaaak!
The gushing blood told the story.
"Do you think I came all the way here just to watch you guys show off your strength? Huh?"
Master Baro was still sitting with both legs on the table, sipping his beer and continuing to speak calmly.
Chwaak!
A line of blood appeared on another gang member.
"Aaaargh!"
With every movement, an arm or leg was severed, and screams erupted.
"I may not know how to live in this city, but I know damn well how to survive in this country."
Leaving the ringing screams behind, Master Baro said while sipping his beer.
He watched the gang members scramble to flee after seeing their comrades fall.
"Oh my, you pick a fight and now you're trying to run away?"
Something plunged into their insteps as they scrambled to flee.
It was a hidden weapon.
The hidden weapon pinned their feet to the ground, preventing escape.
Leaving the ringing screams behind, Master Baro turned his head.
"Oops, oh my."
The eldest son of the Saxon House stood there.
"......What are you doing here?"
"I'm terribly sorry about this."
Master Baro scratched his head as if embarrassed.
"It's just that I'm the type who can't just pass by when I see idiots."
"......."
Dale turned his head, and there was the gang, begging for their lives in a sea of blood.
"We were supposed to contact someone here. It wouldn't be good to attract this much attention...."
Just then.
"It is."
No sooner had Dale finished speaking than a suspicious figure in a robe appeared at the entrance of the tavern.
"To think you would call me in a way like this."
It was a clear female voice, and Dale looked up.
"It's a truly undignified, rude, and loud method."
The woman finally took off her hood. Crystal-colored hair flowed down, and two pointed ears were revealed.
"I thought the 'Black Prince' I imagined would call me in a slightly more elegant and graceful way."
Dale held his breath for a moment.
She was a Snow Elf. But it wasn't Sepia.
"I am Erze, a sorceress of the Blue Magic Tower."
"Haha, who said anyone called you? That's a serious case of princess syndrome."
Master Baro burst into a hearty laugh. For a moment, Erze blinked in confusion.
After blinking, a blue chill began to swirl in the area.
"No, you have found us correctly, Lady Erze."
Dale hurriedly intervened.
"This person will take us to the 'Assassins of the Mountain' as promised."
"Oh my, damn it."
Master Baro was flustered and finished sipping his beer.
"I'm sorry I didn't recognize you, Elf lady."
"......I was planning to come tomorrow morning since the night was deep, but the situation turned out like this."
Dale also looked around awkwardly and said.
"It wouldn't be good to attract attention, so shall we move right away?"
Erze nodded silently, leaving behind the sea of blood that covered the tavern floor.
In many ways, it was a first encounter that had been twisted from the start.
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* * *
A sorceress of the Blue Magic Tower and a being capable of making contact with the Assassins of the Mountain.
The fact that her true identity was a Snow Elf was not exactly a shocking revelation.
"To think I would meet the Shadow Monarch like this."
Erze spoke as they crossed the city's night streets; Master Baro twisted his expression.
"Good grief, you never tire of that whole 'Shadow' obsession."
"Is that really something for the Slaughter Sword of the Shadow Court to say?"
Sorceress Erze retorted. Master Baro's expression froze. A sorceress of the Blue Magic Tower—there was no doubting the reach of their information network.
"That's enough, Baro."
Dale stopped Baro immediately and turned to Erze.
"Are we heading straight to the Scorching Desert like this?"
"If you enter the desert looking like that, you'll be a sand ghost within days."
Master Baro interjected, and Erze nodded.
"However, the Shadow Monarch would surely wish to speak with the 'Mountain Crone' in person."
"That is correct."
"It seems you have more to discuss than just the matter of Sepia-nim."
Dale remained silent, offering no reply.
"But it appears the Mountain Crone herself also holds a deep interest in the existence of the Shadow Monarch."
"......."
"That is, of course, assuming you can make it to the peak of the Desert Mountain where she resides."
An epithet for the head of the Assassins of the Mountain.
At the mention of that name, Dale held his breath. Master Baro cut in.
"Is that old hag still alive?"
"She is an elf, after all."
Erze answered nonchalantly.
"Hehe, well now."
Master Baro scratched his head, looking sheepish.
"What is it?"
"No, it's just that I don't have the face to see my old master again."
"The old master you're talking about is the head of a Dark Elf organization?"
"Look, that was back in the day, before I was even dry behind the ears. Things just turned out that way."
"You have nothing to worry about, Slaughter Sword. The Mountain Crone is, in her own way, satisfied with the reputation you've spread throughout the secular world."
At Erze's words, Baro's expression froze.
"How on earth do you know that information?"
"From all the whispers brought to us by the birds and the rats."
Erze replied with a meaningful smile.
"The story of a certain noble knight offering his last ounce of loyalty and love to the Saintess who received the revelation of the Shadow Goddess is no exception, either."
Sreung.
Before she could finish, Master Baro's blade was already at her throat.
"Ah, such rudeness and vulgarity. Hardly suits a noble knight, don't you agree?"
"Hehe, one must always be careful with their words in front of a rude and vulgar bastard."
Erze laughed, unbothered. In the chilling air, Dale spoke up once more.
"That is enough, Erze-nim of the Blue Magic Tower. Nothing good will come of wagging your tongue any further."
"I shall do as the Monarch wishes."
Erze bowed her head again and smiled. Master Baro withdrew his blade, and silence descended upon the taut, strained air.
'How is it that there's never a day of peace?'
In the ensuing silence, Dale felt dumbfounded. Then—
"Oho, I sense killing intent."
Master Baro muttered, as if it were someone else's business, and turned his head. Immediately after, Dale sensed the presence and turned as well.
A chilling sensation rode the wind, wrapping around his neck.
However, Erze merely smiled, as if she had known it would happen from the start.
They looked toward the back alley leading to the city's slums.
"It wouldn't be strange for anything to happen in the back alleys of this city."
Master Baro said nonchalantly, and Erze replied.
"This is one of the cities closest to the Scorching Desert. It is not exactly a rare occurrence to encounter them here."
"......Did you know this would happen from the start?"
"The timing just happened to work out."
Erze smiled meaningfully and left her sentence hanging.
Dale kicked off the ground. Without a shred of hesitation, he headed toward the back alley where the moonlight was fading.
He considered the possibility that the person there might be the one he was looking for... and the Assassin of the Mountain who would be pointing a blade at her.
* * *
In the pale, glowing night, a hooded woman stood. Fragments of moonlight scattered, revealing bronze skin beneath the hood.
Before her was an elf, also with bronze skin. It was not Sepia. It was impossible to guess her age, but she did not look like a very old elf; her physical growth did not seem to have finished yet.
The wounds all over her body were quite severe.
At Dale's presence, the hooded assassin turned. A bronze-skinned woman. Though wrapped tightly, it was not difficult to guess her identity from the hidden weapon in her hand.
Hashishin (Assassins of the Mountain). They are Dark Elf enforcers who purge elves exiled from the secular world.
"P-please, save me!"
A young elf. She, too, was a Dark Elf, but her situation was different.
"Back away, human of the Empire."
The Assassin of the Mountain snapped coldly at Dale.
"If you get involved in our business any further, I cannot guarantee your life."
"Has she committed a wrong worthy of death?"
Dale did not panic; he asked back.
"Judging that is not my role, nor is it something for a person of the Empire to concern themselves with."
The Assassin of the Mountain replied, and Dale shook his head.
"No, that is not the case."
"What is not the case?"
"Because I am not a 'person of the Empire'."
Dale said.
"I have come as the Shadow Monarch, to speak with your leader who serves the Shadow Goddess."
For an instant, killing intent flared in the Dark Elf's eyes.
"How dare a wretch like you speak of the shadows."
"If necessary, proving it is not difficult."
Dale replied.
The black blood within his body erupted, and the Armor of Dark Blood wrapped around him.
The Avatar of the Shadow Monarch.
Five Circles began to wrap around his heart, emitting dark mana.
"......!"
Seeing that, the Dark Elf kicked off the ground toward Dale—not toward the blood-soaked elf girl.
She was fast, but not so fast that Dale, having reached the 5th Circle, could not handle it.
Blood-red Aura wrapped around the Dark Elf's hidden weapon—a very familiar color.
It was the same as the blood-red sword Master Baro displayed.
"Orelia-nim."
An idea struck him, and Dale called out to his knight in the shadows.
"......!"
The jet-black Valkyrie revealed herself from the shadows, wrapping her blade in the same blood-red Aura as the Dark Elf's.
Lady Shadow, who had been reborn as a thorough assassin's blade by the Slaughter Sword.
If Master Baro had indeed received training from the Assassins of the Mountain as he claimed, then Lady Shadow, his disciple, would also inherit the 'sword techniques of the Assassins of the Mountain'.
Ka-ang!
After clashing blades, the opponent realized it.
"How do you know our sword......!"
Orelia's blood-sword blocked the Dark Elf's path. Seeing that, Dale spoke.
"Her Aura, and her sword—are these not undeniable proof?"
"He is right, Assassin of the Mountain."
Just then, Sorceress Erze appeared from the back alley, as if she had been waiting from the start.
"Erze, has the clan of the Crystal Queen succumbed to gold......!"
"Oh my, of course not."
As a sorceress of the Blue Magic Tower, Erze spoke, emitting blue mana.
"As I said, we are the riders of the shadow, merely loyal to the Monarch we are meant to serve. The Assassins of the Mountain are no exception to that ancient covenant."
"Do you truly think a northern monster like the Immortal Duke has the qualifications of a Shadow Monarch?"
"He does not."
Dale answered without a shred of hesitation.
At those words, the Dark Elf held her breath.
"At the very least, there is no reason for all of you to offer your loyalty to such a monster."
"......."
"However, according to the ancient rules, I have rightfully obtained the qualifications of the 'Shadow Monarch', and furthermore, I have no intention of ever forcing those qualifications upon anyone."
"Ho-ho, then how do you intend to persuade us?"
The Dark Elf asked coldly. Dale replied.
"The Mountain Crone herself shall judge my qualifications and make the decision."
"......!"
"I swear it upon the honor of my kin."
Erze backed him up, and Orelia remained silent, wielding her blood-red Aura blade.
"Since you are vouching for him to that extent, I suppose I have no other choice."
The Dark Elf said, withdrawing her sword. She turned toward the young elf who was trembling in front of her.
"However, do not interfere with my duty."
Spinning the hilt, her blade pointed toward the young elf. Just as the tip was about to strike—
Ka-ang!
Someone blocked her sword again.
"......!"
It was someone who also wielded a blood-red Aura blade, yet possessed an overwhelming spirit that eclipsed Lady Shadow.
A swordsman who held the name of the Slaughter Sword, and the continent's number one assassin.
"Don't try to interfere with our duty, and put that sword away. If you don't, you won't be seeing the elder."
"Even so, there's nothing that makes me more uneasy than a young girl dying."
Master Baro replied with a shrug.
"More than that, honestly speaking, can't I just step out of this? I feel like the old hag is going to try to kill me."
"......."
A brief silence descended.
"No, that is not possible."
"Ah, damn it all. I knew it."
Dale cut him off coldly.
"I will ask again, Assassin of the Mountain."
Dale continued, his voice cold.
"Why are you trying to kill this child?"
"This is the final mercy we bestow upon her."
"That is truly a mercy beyond cruel."
"Do you know the end that awaits powerless elves who fall into the ugly Empire of Gold?"
The Dark Elf asked coldly.
"This is the only mercy we can bestow before they are defiled by filth."
The Dark Elf said. Dale burst into laughter, dumbfounded.
"Then you shouldn't have chased them out in the first place."
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* * *
Cardinal Nikolai, defeated by the 'Black Prince' and branded with a Geas of absolute obedience, now acted as Dale's puppet. His existence raised no small amount of suspicion within the Papal State.
Among the nine councils of the Holy See, there was an intelligence organization that monitored corruption and heretical acts within the church.
The Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith (S. Congregatio Inquisitionis).
As head of that organization, Cardinal Dimir's suspicions toward his colleague, Cardinal Nikolai, were relentless.
Finally, at the end of a relentless pursuit, Dimir held the 'sole piece of evidence' that would prove his colleague's betrayal...
A few blue butterflies fluttered up.
At the same time, as if possessed, Cardinal Dimir threw the evidence into the brazier behind him.
The most important thing for a spy of the Blue Magic Tower is to never be aware of the fact that they are operating as a 'Blue spy'.
The Empire's imperial family, countless nobles, the church, and even the White and Red Magic Towers were no exceptions.
Furthermore, as the head of the church's premier intelligence organization and an elder of the White Magic Tower, Cardinal Dimir knew a great deal. Every time he got his hands on a secret truth, someone else came to know it as well.
It was the Blue Mastermind.
* * *
"What do you know about the discipline of our kin to be spouting such nonsense?"
The Dark Elf spat out the words coldly, but Dale replied without being fazed.
"In the 'mercy' you speak of, does any true mercy exist that considers the position or circumstances of the person involved?"
"How dare a person of the Empire...!"
"As I have repeatedly said, I am by no means a person of the Empire."
The 'Black Prince', shrouded in the Avatar of the Shadow Monarch, spoke.
"I am aware that the Assassins of the Mountain are bestowing 'mercy' upon the elves who have been exiled and are wandering across the Empire. Even just to carry out your duties, you couldn't possibly be ignorant of the Empire's political situation."
"Yes, then you must also be well aware of the disgrace those children will suffer in the Golden Empire."
The Dark Elf continued coldly.
"They become playthings for powerful nobles or whores who drain the desires of men... Even the near-eternal lifespan of an elf will feel like an endless promise of hell to them."
That is why they believe taking the lives of the exiles is the only mercy to ease their suffering.
In other words, to carry out that mission, they need an intelligence network capable of obtaining information on the exiled elves in the Empire, the skill to infiltrate the deepest parts of high-ranking noble mansions, and the insight to understand their movements.
It is a mission that could never be carried out without deep knowledge of the Empire.
'No, I mean, you could just not kick them out in the first place.'
Dale struggled to suppress the words rising to his throat before opening his mouth. It is meaningless to tell someone with conviction to change their conviction. However, it is possible to offer a compromise that does not violate that conviction.
"Then, how about not the Golden Empire, but the Empire of Shadows?"
The northern part of the Empire, the frozen land ruled by the continent's greatest black mage of old. The Duchy of Saxony.
"I swear on the name of the Shadow Monarch, if I and Saxony say we will take this young elf in... there will be no cause for the fear of her being defiled by the golden disgrace you worry about. Even so, will you still point your blade at her?"
"Is the brat of Saxony daring to falsely claim the title of 'King of Shadows' without fear?"
"As I said, I am requesting to see your leader to prove that from this point on. It won't be too late to make a decision after that."
Master Baro blocked the path in front of the terrified elf girl, and the Shadow Monarch, who was deploying his Avatar, and Lady Shadow were no exception.
The situation is what it is. Even for a Dark Elf who values conviction, it must be a situation where they have no choice but to consider a compromise.
"Assassin of the Mountain, you must know that the Mountain Crone also has an interest in the Shadow Monarch."
Erze, a sorceress of the Blue Magic Tower and a Snow Elf who could be considered her kin, spoke up.
"In the meantime, I will take this child and look after her, staking the honor of my kin on it."
"..."
"I trust you are not so foolish as to not know that being stubborn in this situation is meaningless."
Erze said, and finally, the Dark Elf tucked the hilt of her sword into her hood as if she had no choice.
"Follow me. I will take you to our land before the day breaks."
After tucking it away, the Dark Elf said.
"Even if you fall behind or are left stranded in the desert, that is a burden you must bear yourselves."
"Heh, somehow it feels like we're voluntarily jumping into a sand hell."
Hearing that, Master Baro muttered something pointless. No one was laughing.
* * *
They loaded their luggage onto the desert horses prepared by the Assassins of the Mountain and left the city under the cover of the dawn darkness.
Sorceress Erze remained in the city alone, promising to take care of the young elf.
A damp, parched wind blew, and even the sparse weeds quickly disappeared. The desert region, which had been faintly visible beyond the horizon from the time they reached the city, finally revealed its true form.
Defying the name of a land of burning sand, a night sandstorm blew, carrying a chill that seemed to carve into the skin. It was a freezing wind.
The desert night is incomparably colder than the day. A cold that drops below zero. A deep, settling darkness.
Far away, beyond the horizon of endlessly stretching dunes, darkness was settling in a bluish hue. When Dale looked up, countless stars were scattered and shining across the desert night sky.
The desert horses ran without stopping, leaving footprints as if they knew exactly where they had to go. They were horses that had been thoroughly trained, having grown up in the desert region from the start, not the Empire.
'The fact that there are three of them means there are other Dark Elves as well.'
Their purpose from the beginning is to track down the exiled elves throughout the Empire and bestow mercy upon them. It wouldn't be rare for some to be deep inside the Empire even now, if necessary. In a sense, it was an organization that resembled the Shadow Court in many ways.
'Master Baro became an unexpected intersection.'
Apart from the act of purely trying to repay the debt he owed to Sepia, the scales of cold, calculating profit were already moving in Dale's mind.
No sooner had the footprints been made than the wind blew, and the swirling sandstorm covered their tracks.
* * *
The darkness subsided, and the dawn twilight raised its head from beyond the eastern sky.
Finally, the biting cold and darkness vanished, and the desert, worthy of the name 'burning sand', began to unfold.
"Oh my, this is fucking hell. It was fucking cold until a while ago, and now it's fucking hot again."
"I'm begging you, please stop saying such fucked-up things."
"No, if something is fucked up, I call it fucked up, so what else should I call it?"
"Fucking hell."
Dale spat out profanity again, and Baro shrugged his shoulders as if he were dumbfounded.
Just then, the Dark Elf's desert horse, which was running in front of them, stopped.
"Ah, I apologize. I'm not saying it because you're fucked up, but strictly speaking... oh my."
Baro was about to continue, but he shut his mouth.
Kugugung!
The ground beneath them began to shake, and from within it, the Dark Elf spoke.
"It's a Sand Lurker."
"Oh my."
Seeing that, Master Baro muttered as if it were someone else's business.
It was then.
「Kieeeeeek!」
The black robe Dale was wearing fluttered, shrouding the surrounding sand in darkness.
"You're quite calm for someone facing a desert predator."
Dale said, submerging the area in darkness with his Shadow Cloak. The Dark Elf did not answer.
In the area where shadows and sand were tangled, two lurkers encountered each other.
The 《Shadow Lurkers》, loyal to the Shadow Monarch's command, spewed forth thorn-like bones of darkness.
Screams echoed from all over, and the flesh, blood, and bones of the creatures floated up onto the lake of shadows.
"Didn't I tell you?"
Watching that, the Dark Elf said.
"Even if you fall behind or are left stranded in the desert, that is a burden you must bear yourselves."
At the same time, she spurred her desert horse and began to gallop.
Chasing after the rapidly receding Dark Elf, Dale and Baro also grabbed the reins of their desert horses. However, unlike at the beginning, the two desert horses could not properly catch up with her. They were agitated by the presence of the Sand Lurkers screaming from all over.
"Geez, fucking hell."
Watching the rapidly receding Dark Elf, Master Baro muttered in disbelief.
"We're fucked."
Dale, who was left in that spot, replied.
"That's why I told you to stop saying fucked-up things."
In the burning desert under the blazing sun, they were two people left with little water and food.
* * *
"Didn't I tell you, everyone has a plausible plan. Until they get punched in the face, that is."
The desert sun set, and the darkness of night descended. As if the scorching land of burning sand had been a lie, the cold and darkness raised their heads, and the pale-shining dunes stretched endlessly beyond the horizon.
"Water and food for only a few days, huh."
Master Baro muttered while packing the luggage that had been left behind.
"How long can you hold out?"
"How long can you hold out yourself?"
"Heh, I'll hold out enough for one of the Seven Swords of the Continent to hold out."
Master Baro replied, and Dale nodded as if that were enough.
"The Mountain Crone said she was at the top of the desert mountain, so we have no choice but to search the surroundings based on that."
"It's fortunate that it's better than a needle, at least."
* * *
In the darkness, a few blue butterflies flapped their wings.
At the end of their flight, they were caught in a spiderweb and stopped moving. Without even a hint of resistance.
It was a damp room filled with spiderwebs everywhere.
In that room, the Blue Mastermind finally moved 'her body'. The spider's legs twitched and skillfully crossed between the spiderwebs, and she released the butterfly caught there.
The blue butterfly landed on her finger, and watching that, the naked woman spoke in a low voice.
"Ah, you have brought a new whisper once again."
The blue spiderwebs taking root throughout the Empire were by no means a metaphor.
"Now, go quickly and illuminate the path ahead for the Shadow Monarch."
The blue butterfly she released flapped its wings and disappeared, and watching that, the Blue Mastermind 'Arachne' smiled quietly.
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* * *
As they wandered through the pale, glowing desert night, an unexpected sight emerged.
"Holy shit."
Master Baro gasped in astonishment.
The carcass of a desert horse lay sprawled before them, as if waiting to be found.
"Isn't this the horse that elven lady was riding when she scurried away?"
Dale nodded without a word.
After a moment of silence, Dale spoke.
"It seems she didn't intend to just leave us to wither away in the desert."
"Ah, you mean that bullshit about 'tests' and whatnot again?"
"That is their way."
Elven society is an extremely rigid, conservative community obsessed with tradition and discipline. To integrate, one has no choice but to obey their rules. That must be why Dale's mentor, Sepia, became an exile wandering through Imperial society.
"No, forget that. Didn't you say you learned some swordplay from the Mountain Crone? Don't you have any decent survival know-how for times like this?"
Dale asked. Master Baro fell into thought.
"Hmm, well, it's not that I don't have any, but it's just..."
"Just?"
"It's a method so ignorant and extreme."
"Are we in any position to be picky right now?"
"Heh. Seeing the great young master spouting filth just because he's hung out with me for a bit... it's fucking heartwarming, truly."
"God damn it."
Master Baro cackled, and Dale cursed again.
......!
Slash!
Master Baro drew a hidden weapon and plunged it into the desert horse. Both horses—one for Dale, one for Baro—died instantly, unable to even scream.
Simultaneously, blood gushed from the two horses, soaking the desert sand.
"......What are you doing now?"
"Heh, well, we can't exactly go cutting our own bellies open, can we?"
Master Baro said. Dale tilted his head in confusion.
"There's an old saying."
Master Baro continued, unbothered.
"Blood calls to blood."
The desert horse's blood soaked the sand, and it wasn't long before a reaction followed.
From afar, a 'desert predator' cut rapidly through the sand, having caught the scent of blood.
"The things here can smell a drop of blood from hundreds of miles away; they come swarming like ghosts."
Master Baro adjusted his grip on his hidden weapon and slashed at the predator.
He struck the empty air.
Swoosh!
"Kieeeeeek-!"
The sand monster rushing toward them screamed, its physical form revealed as it collapsed. Blood splattered the sand, and Master Baro slashed through the air once more.
The power of distortion—the hallmark of the continent's number one assassin.
He twisted the coordinate system, connecting the point of his slash to the monster's hidden location.
It was a truly absurd ability, worthy of the name 'Slaughter Sword'.
"Heh, are you speechless because I'm just too damn good?"
Master Baro laughed as if it were someone else's business, and Dale extended his arm. It was a prosthetic arm made of shadows.
Bang!
The shadow prosthetic rippled, firing a bullet of darkness from his fingertip into the empty sand. Blood splattered, and the monster's scream echoed out.
It was a sand lurker.
"Did you say blood calls to blood?"
Two horses had called the desert predators, and now those predators were splattering blood. Furthermore, even those predators were by no means at the top of the pyramid in this desert.
Boom!
As if an earthquake had struck, the desert floor twisted for miles around. A monster of massive size, incomparable to anything before, slid forward at high speed.
It was a giant desert worm.
The predator's blood was calling in a higher-tier predator that hunted those very creatures. A desert predator that boasted such mass that monsters like the sand lurker looked laughable in comparison.
Dale turned his body toward the giant worm that was twisting the landscape as it charged.
"「Gatling Style」."
The Shadow Cloak, which had long since transcended the realm of a mere favorite garment and was assimilating into Dale's own body, began to generate black barrels.
The pouring Shadow Bullets splattered the giant worm's blood across the desert. A sea of blood, far greater than anything spilled until now, coated the sand.
"Is there a predator above this one?"
"Ah, this is just the beginning. Something like that is literally just a 'worm'."
Master Baro laughed heartily.
"Looks like I've ended up watching a desert ecosystem documentary."
With the endless howling of predators echoing from beyond the horizon, Dale muttered as if it were someone else's problem.
* * *
The dim light of dawn seeped over the desert horizon. A violet hue where darkness and madder-red light intertwined. Before long, heat worthy of the name 'scorching sand' settled upon the earth.
"Smells like someone's roasting meat."
Master Baro said, shaking the blood off his sword. The Shadow Monarch, wrapped in the Armor of Dark Blood, and Lady Shadow beside him also readied their blades, donning the avatar of a Valkyrie.
From the moment the moon set until the sun rose, blood had been calling to blood.
By now, the place was a horrific mountain of corpses and a sea of blood. However, there were no corpses with human shapes among them.
Only the endless carcasses of predators lay scattered.
Dale and his party had suddenly become an invasive species, and at the same time, the hunt was not yet over.
As Master Baro said, it was an incredibly ignorant method. Even if one had the skill to match, continuing to fight against a swarm of monsters that poured out without end was a different matter entirely.
If Dale hadn't been wrapped in the Armor of Dark Blood and used red mana to install an 'Igniter' in his heart, it wouldn't have been strange if his mana had run dry long ago and he had become a meal for the monsters.
Dale's secret technique: projecting a thermal engine into his heart based on the imagery of another world to supply endless mana.
"Heh, you've got plenty of energy, don't you?"
In contrast, Master Baro hadn't even deployed his avatar, yet he remained calm without a single breath out of place.
'As expected, the Seven Swords of the Continent aren't just anyone.'
Certainly, aside from his incredibly vulgar behavior, Master Baro was a powerhouse. A formidable opponent that even the current Dale couldn't guarantee victory against.
Furthermore, even he probably couldn't guarantee victory against the monarchs who exist on this continent.
The world is vast, and there are many strong people.
In that regard, this place was the optimal training ground where he could endlessly test and unleash his abilities.
The army of predators filling the horizon.
Against them, the black barrels Dale had generated were pouring out a barrage of darkness.
Dale's appearance, pouring out Gatling-style fire against the desert monsters, was just like something out of 「Starship Troopers」.
"Yeah, it's all well and good that blood calls to blood and turns the whole area upside down endlessly."
Pouring out otherworldly fire with endless mana, Dale asked.
"May I ask how this leads to calling the Assassins of the Mountain?"
"Think about it: some unknown bastard rolls into your Duchy and starts doing this kind of shit."
Master Baro said, slashing his blood-red aura into the air once more.
"Wouldn't you be so annoyed that you couldn't help but come out yourself?"
"......Is that it?"
"That's it."
Master Baro answered nonchalantly. Just as Dale was about to spew more profanity, the movements of the predators filling the horizon stopped completely. Their howling ceased. With a silence as if sound had vanished from the world, a sandstorm whipped up.
"Instead of looking for a needle in a desert, it's a hundred times better to just cause a ruckus and make them come find you."
Amidst the strong winds that threatened to turn into a sandstorm, Master Baro muttered quietly.
No sooner had he muttered it than the sandstorm subsided.
Only then did they reveal themselves.
They were silhouettes, all of them wrapped tightly in hoods.
"Ah, I forgot to mention."
At the same time, the desert predators filling the area bowed their heads toward the silhouettes.
"For your information, the desert predators here are like hunting dogs raised by the Assassins of the Mountain."
Realizing the implication, Dale was so dumbfounded he shut his mouth.
"That shitty personality of yours is truly the same as it ever was."
Among the silhouettes, a being that felt uniquely out of place spoke up. It was the voice of a young girl who hadn't yet shed her childishness.
"Fuck, shit."
At the same time, Master Baro gasped and went silent for the first time.
A silhouette that was clearly a young child moved through the sandstorm. She took off her hood, and a young dark elf with bronze skin revealed herself.
"Grandma...... no, is that you, Master?"
The great Master Baro, without a moment's hesitation, knelt and paid his respects.
Seeing that, he could understand.
"I didn't think you'd lift your heavy ass and come down from the mountain."
"Can you still say that after seeing the shit you're pulling here, you goddamn disciple of mine?"
The Mountain Crone said.
She was a dark elf with the body of a young girl who hadn't yet shed her childishness.
"Heh, well, you could have just appeared calmly instead of going in circles."
Master Baro said, and the Mountain Crone replied.
"I would have done so even if you hadn't blabbered on like that. Isn't that right, my child?"
"Oh, Elder......!"
A dark elf beside her opened his mouth, unable to hide his confusion. It was a familiar voice.
"Ah, isn't that the lady who abandoned us and scurried away?"
Master Baro said, and the Mountain Crone nodded.
"However, these people are from the Empire, wantonly impersonating the name of the Shadow......!"
And that dark elf never finished his sentence.
Slash!
He couldn't even follow the movement. He could only barely realize that killing intent had flashed by.
"My child. I told you to carry out your mission, I never ordered you to think."
The hooded dark elf was split right open. As if he had been put into a vegetable slicer, piece after piece of flesh and bone collapsed along with the hood.
"So, are you the 'Shadow Monarch' that the people of the mundane world have been making so much noise about?"
The Mountain Crone asked Dale, and Dale, who was deploying the Armor of Dark Blood, nodded.
Seeing that, the Mountain Crone asked as if intrigued.
"By the way, are you really a human?"
"I am human."
The Mountain Crone asked, and Dale answered. It was an immediate reply without a hint of hesitation.
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* * *
"I am a human."
Dale replied, dispelling the Armor of Dark Blood that had been shrouding his body.
"Hoh."
Upon hearing Dale's answer, the Mountain Crone smiled as if amused. Possessing the body of a young Dark Elf, she radiated a presence that was utterly alien among the Assassins of the Mountain.
"I see. Then, might I ask the reason why this human has personally sought out the land of the elves?"
"I have come here to take over the contract that the Blue Magic Tower holds with you all, in the name of the Black."
"There are many contracts between us and the Blue. Which one are you speaking of?"
"My visit here is, first and foremost, to guarantee the safety of Sepia-nim."
Sepia. No sooner had that name left his lips than the air among the Assassins of the Mountain began to churn ominously. Yet, the Mountain Crone remained unfazed and asked.
"Hoh, so the 'Shadow Monarch' has personally traveled all this way just to protect one of the Blue's puppets?"
"At first, that was the case."
Dale nodded.
"But after witnessing another exile in the cities of the Empire, and furthermore, witnessing the 'mercy' you bestow upon that child... I became a bit more curious."
"Curiosity, you say. Speak."
The Mountain Crone asked, looking delighted.
"Why do you bestow such cruel mercy upon your own kin?"
"Geez, holy shit. I didn't expect to say it like this, but could you please watch your mouth?"
As Dale spoke, killing intent swirled like a sandstorm among the Assassins of the Mountain. Even Master Baro could not hide his bewilderment as he intervened, but Dale remained unbothered.
"I heard that the Assassins of the Mountain are the executors of the divine will of the Goddess of Shadows. However, I find myself questioning whether your actions are truly what the 'Goddess of Shadows' desires."
"Are you saying you know what the Goddess of Shadows desires?"
"Because I am the Shadow Monarch who exists for that very purpose."
Dale replied.
Gold and shadows. As the Black Duke once said, no one on this continent can escape the fanaticism that has persisted since ancient times.
And as long as Dale exists as the Shadow Monarch—whether he desires it or not—there is no need to turn away from assets that have been handed to him for free. Much like he utilizes his title as the successor of the Saxon Duchy.
"What is it that you desire?"
"I merely wish to know why the Assassins of the Mountain, and by extension the elves as a whole, are so obsessed with such cruel traditions of blood and mercy."
Dale replied.
At first, he had sought out the Assassins of the Mountain solely to guarantee Sepia's safety.
However, when he saw the terrified young elf exile in the city in the eastern part of the Empire, it was pure 'humanity' that led Dale and Master Baro to act.
An act of altruism born not from any profit or interest, but simply from the mindset that one could not just walk away.
"What on earth did that child do to deserve being exiled from elf society, and why, on top of that, is she unable to escape the blades that hunt her under the plausible name of bestowing mercy? I want to hear the reason directly from the head of the organization that executes the divine will of the Goddess of Shadows."
"Haha, ha!"
At Dale's words, the Mountain Crone burst into laughter as if the notion were absurd.
"Your meddling is so broad that it's almost laughable."
"Sepia-nim, and that child—why were they exiled from their homeland, and why are their lives being threatened by you all?"
"Do not be insolent in front of the Elder, human...!"
"That is enough, child. Stop there."
Soon after, the Mountain Crone interrupted the Assassin of the Mountain who was about to speak. At her words, the assassin hurriedly shut their mouth.
"We have not fallen so far that we forget how to show courtesy to a guest who has traveled so far."
The Mountain Crone said, turning her back.
"Follow us, humans."
Just like that, one of the Assassins of the Mountain snapped their fingers, and one of the desert predators—which had been calling for blood just moments before—crouched down in front of Baro and Dale.
"...Geez, holy shit. Surely we aren't going to be dragged under the sand dunes riding this thing, right?"
Master Baro asked with concern, and the Mountain Crone, who had her back turned, replied.
"That depends on your own karma, you damn disciple."
"What a truly heartwarming sight of a master and disciple."
Leaving their conversation behind, Dale muttered as if it were someone else's business.
* * *
The distance would take days and nights of riding a desert horse without rest, with no guarantee of arrival.
However, for the desert monster that had offered its back to Dale, reaching 'their kingdom' was a matter of time before the morning sun sank beyond the horizon.
The Empire, ruled by the Golden Emperor, never ceased to boast of its achievements, claiming to have unified the entire continent and proclaiming itself the only nation in existence on this earth.
As someone who had dedicated his life as the Empire's premier knight of conquest and hunting dog, Dale knew that such words were by no means groundless bluster.
Yet, the more Dale realized the truth of this continent, the more he felt that the grand cause proclaimed by the Empire was nothing but a mirage, fleeting and hollow.
Right now, beyond the northern Demon Territory of the Saxon Duchy, the 'Demon Empire' ruled by the 《Eldritch》 stretches out endlessly.
Furthermore, what stretches out endlessly beyond this scorching desert is the kingdom of the Dark Elves itself, which has long been shrouded in mystery.
On top of that, there is the land of crystals at the end of the South Pole, the land of the Snow Elves.
And that is not all.
Furthermore, the countless monarchs that make up the Empire itself... from the beginning, it was the powerful beings of the demon realm—entities that could not be called human—who ruled this Empire. There is no need to even speak of the 'Anatolia Eastern Continent' that the Drowned Duke Barbarossa proved existed beyond the ocean.
Therefore, the Empire's claim to be the only nation on earth is ultimately nothing more than a trick to cover the sky with one's palm.
Even knowing that, Dale was struck by genuine astonishment.
It was just too vast.
"What on earth did you imagine, human child?"
Finally looking down at their kingdom, the Mountain Crone laughed.
"Did you imagine a community of savages setting up shabby tents in the corner of the continent, living in little villages?"
"......."
To be honest, he couldn't entirely deny it.
But he never imagined there would be land left on this earth, beyond the Empire's reach, that could even claim to be a 'kingdom'.
The edge of the desert, which even the most ambitious explorers of the Empire would never dare to challenge—yet that edge was, unbelievably, only the beginning of their 'Dark Elf Kingdom'.
A literal kingdom, centered around desert oases and stretching endlessly beyond the horizon, was spread out there.
The scenery of their giant castles and cities, which towered so high they could block even the setting sun, was no exception.
"At the edge of this desert land, we are connected to the frozen lands of the Snow Elves across the sea."
The Mountain Crone spoke happily, as if explaining the 'vastness of this world' to a young child.
"Did you ask why exiles commit taboos and are chased out of the elf lands?"
"......."
"Have you ever asked about the powerful nobles of your Empire who are wiped out overnight, leaving their entire families to end up on the streets?"
The Mountain Crone asked back. At those words, Dale could say nothing.
"Was it so novel to you that, after the struggles and greed surrounding gold, an innocent child would be exiled to a desolate wasteland?"
"......."
"You called it cruel mercy, child."
The Mountain Crone said.
"Did the people of your Empire, who say such things, even have the intention to bestow such cruel mercy?"
Dale fell silent.
"In the hell where the Empire subjugates countless kingdoms of the continent, and invaders violate wives and slaughter sons and daughters, have you even thought about bestowing such cruel mercy?"
Before he knew it, the laughter had vanished from the Mountain Crone's expression.
"In that tiny, cramped piece of land, believing without a doubt that you are the center of the world... have you even reconsidered that foolishness of claiming the names of gold and shadows?"
Just as the Dark Elf of the Imperial city who mocked Dale had said.
However, the reason the Mountain Crone executed her was never because her argument was wrong. It was simply because a mere soldier had disobeyed her superior's orders—that was the only reason.
"Geez, Master. Please, stop there."
Toward the Mountain Crone, whose voice was finally rising, Master Baro finally spoke up.
Swoosh!
A vortex of blades swirled around the ground Master Baro was standing on.
Yet, that vortex never reached Master Baro, because the coordinate system of the ground he stood upon was not linked to his physical body.
Far away, the empty air distorted, wrapped in the wind of blades. It was an absurd power of destruction, as if space-time itself were twisting.
"Whoops, holy shit. Your temper is the same as ever, Master."
"And your guts, for saying that, have suddenly become smaller than an ant's gallbladder."
"Haha, people don't stay the same as they get older, you see."
Master Baro laughed and stepped back slightly, and among the Assassins of the Mountain, the Mountain Crone lifted her head.
"Now, please, keep babbling. Human child who claims to be the King of Shadows."
The young Dark Elf asked Dale.
"Amidst the countless, fucked-up power struggles and political strife occurring within this vast land and kingdom of our kin, and the endless civil wars where blood calls for blood among our own kind..."
As if it were truly so ridiculous that she couldn't hold it in.
"As one who dares to claim the name of the Shadow Monarch, please tell me the method to bring eternal peace and glory to this kingdom."
At those words, Dale could not answer a single thing.
Because Dale knew of the countless power struggles happening in the Empire right now, and the innocent children sacrificed for them. What would be different? Nothing.
Rather, as the Mountain Crone said, it was Dale who had presumed the elf community to be a tribal society that was nothing but primitive.
"......."
Therefore, at the end of his silence, Dale knelt.
"I will not ask for forgiveness for my foolishness in being nothing more than a frog in a well."
"Hoh."
"Therefore, please give me a chance. No, dare I say..."
The Mountain Crone smiled again, and Dale continued.
"I suppose I should say nothing will change."
"What do you mean?"
"About the opportunity for you and the people of this kingdom to let me prove my qualifications as a monarch."
Leaving behind the black blood that was endlessly swirling within his body, the Shadow Monarch spoke.
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* * *
"Are you asking if I have the qualifications to be the Shadow Monarch?"
"That is correct."
He wasn't merely claiming to rule this Dark Elf kingdom. This vast realm was but a fragment of the greater conflict between gold and shadow; the throne Dale claimed encompassed the entire Shadow Empire itself.
"Against the Empire of Gold, I will not hesitate to become the king of those who willingly call themselves shadows."
"Your spirit is truly commendable, human child."
At Dale's words, the Mountain Crone burst into laughter once again.
"Yes, did you say you would willingly become the Shadow Monarch?"
"That is correct."
"Then I shall ask you one thing. What on earth is a shadow?"
The Mountain Crone countered. Dale opened his mouth, then hesitated, falling silent. A shadow was a shadow, but surely, she sought a deeper answer.
"Do you claim to be the king of dark things? Isn't that already ruled by your father, the Lord of Darkness and Death?"
The Mountain Crone—and by extension, the Dark Elves—were by no means ignorant of the Empire. In a sense, they likely understood its secrets even more deeply than Dale.
"Gold and shadow—what defines us as the forces of gold and shadow in the first place? Why does the Lord of Fire and Blood claim to be the standard-bearer of gold, and the Lord of Darkness and Death claim to be the standard-bearer of shadow?"
She spoke the true names of the Blood Duke and the Black Duke. Dale swallowed hard.
"Answer me. What are you standing against, and what are you claiming to be the monarch of?"
Her question struck at the very heart of Dale's purpose.
As the Black Duke had said, Dale had dismissed the confrontation between gold and shadow as mere ancient fanaticism, resolving to become the king of those who simply called themselves shadows. But what actually distinguished them?
"Do you not even know what you are becoming the monarch of, and have you resolved to be their king simply because they chose you to be their standard-bearer?"
"......."
It was a test, quite literally.
As the Shadow Monarch, what was Dale truly claiming to rule? It couldn't be for a reason as shallow as a title or because they had chosen him as their standard-bearer.
The Mountain Crone was testing the validity of Dale's claim.
The confrontation between gold and shadow had raged since ancient times. Factions formed and broke alliances, each claiming their own standard-bearers. But as she noted, Dale had missed the core truth.
What defines them as gold and shadow?
On what basis is the 'Black Prince' claiming the title of Shadow Monarch?
Claiming to be the king of dark things was, as she said, the Black Duke's—Dale's father's—domain. Claiming to be the king of the sea of blood was the Red Magic Tower Master, the Blood Duke Marquis Yuris. These monarchs were, at the very least, masters of what they claimed.
──Then what about gold and shadow?
He thought of his unforgettable enemy, Emperor Arthur, who reigned at the pinnacle of the Empire. What made him the Monarch of Gold?
Wealth? Golden assets? No. If that were the case, the Monarch of Gold would be a Guild City Master or a bank president, not the Emperor. Even if they accumulated thousands of gold, those people could never truly be the 'Monarch of Gold.'
Then what makes gold exist as gold, and shadow as shadow?
"It truly makes me want to laugh, human child."
The Mountain Crone, who saw through that fact, let out a sneer again.
"You don't even know what you are becoming the monarch of, yet you claimed to be their king simply because standard-bearers were loyal to you? Just as you once claimed to be the 'successor of the Saxon House' for the sole reason that you were born the eldest son of the Duke of Saxony?"
"......!"
Dale swallowed hard. The Mountain Crone continued without hesitation.
"I am not denying the nobility of birth or its unfairness. I only wish to say that the weight of the name 'Shadow Monarch' you speak of is something beyond what you imagine."
She didn't know Dale's truth like Shub or 'Death.' But that didn't mean her point lost any of its meaning.
Silence descended like a feather.
「Do you need my help, child?」
Just then, the Goddess of Shadow... the old Mother of Darkness and Black Abundance asked.
Not in the form of a young girl as usual, but in the form of a lady more mature and elegant than anything else.
It wouldn't be difficult to overcome this situation by borrowing her power.
"Forget it, Shub."
Dale quietly shook his head. His hesitation did not last long.
"Everyone has a skeleton in their closet."
Dale said.
"Ho."
At those words, the Mountain Crone smiled as if she found it interesting.
"Where there is light, there is shadow, and none of us can escape from the shadow. In other words, everything that exists has a shadow."
Dale spoke, not as a temporary measure to escape the situation, but to voice the 'truth of the shadow' he had realized through the Mountain Crone's question.
"Even the most brilliantly shining jewels, and even those who possess thousands of gold and power, cannot be exceptions to that rule."
"Then I shall ask again, human child who claims to be the King of Shadows."
The Mountain Crone asked again, her expression frozen.
"What is a shadow?"
And Dale answered.
"──It is the truth from which one cannot run away."
The skeleton that everyone wants to hide in their closet.
"The Empire of Gold—and the Monarch of Gold—cover their flaws with brilliant gold, just as they claim to be the Monarch of Lies. I wish to stand against them and willingly become the monarch of those who claim to be the standard-bearers of truth."
This was the empire Dale intended to forge to stand against the Empire of Fire and Light.
He had spent his entire life as a hero of the Empire, sacrificed to decorate their lies and gold. But Dale was the one who understood the ugliness hidden within that gold more painfully than anyone else.
Gold and jewels—the way they decorate their existence is the same as covering their truth. The brilliantly shining gold was the very symbol of those lies itself.
That was why Dale claimed the title of 'Shadow Monarch' against their Empire of Gold.
Finally chewing on that weight, Dale continued without a shred of hesitation.
He had finally understood his enemy, the Monarch of Gold, and the hideous truth of the Empire.
"I wish to become the Monarch of Truth for those who willingly claim to be my standard-bearers."
Therefore, those words were by no means a lie or anything to gloss over the current situation.
It was another realization.
Kwajik!
The circles wrapping around his heart churned violently. Even the tentacles of Shub wrapped around the 5th circle were no exception.
Beyond the 3rd circle, a mage's growth is never a matter of technique or knowledge. The reason so few high-ranking mages exist in history is that they lack the depth to understand, even after witnessing such realizations.
However, Dale was an exception.
A mage who had just obtained the 5th circle and should have been settling in was once again facing a realization, born from the experiences of two lives.
"Ho-ho......!"
Amidst the twisting heart and the agitation of mana, the body of dark blood swallowed Dale's existence as if it were exploding.
The Avatar of the Shadow Monarch.
A whisper sounded. The voices, echoing from everywhere like unrecognizable noise, finally took shape in Dale's mind.
In the vision of Dale, wrapped in the Armor of Dark Blood, the shadows of the world were finally reflected.
The scorching desert land and the pouring light faded, and the truth within the deep shadows appeared.
Master Baro's shadow—and the truth within it—unfolded like a movie.
The crazed lord had gone on a rampage, screaming to kill his daughter, and Master Baro had defied his lord's orders, choosing to become a disgrace to knighthood.
'Help me, Baro. Baro!'
'Do not worry, My Lady. I will protect you.'
For the sake of the young lady, the Shadow Saintess, he had willingly sacrificed the honor of the Seven Swords of the Continent and everything he had as a knight. That was his shadow, and his truth.
In Dale's eyes, the truth within the shadow was finally being reflected.
The Eye of Truth possessed by the Shadow Monarch.
He turned his head again to look at the Mountain Crone.
To find the truth within her shadow. It was then.
"It is too early for you to handle it yet."
Ka-ang!
Before he could react, the Mountain Crone's sword swung. The avatar of the shadow armor—the Armor of Dark Blood—shattered, and Dale's vision returned. The shadows reflected in his eyes vanished.
"Oops, shit."
Staggering, Dale lost his balance, and Master Baro hurriedly supported him. The absurd mana consumption—incomparable to any previous deployment of his avatar—and the crushing fatigue caused agony to flare in Dale's brain.
"What is this...."
"How is it, the feeling of witnessing the shadows of this world with the Eye of Truth?"
"Is this the power of the Shadow Monarch?"
The ability to grasp things beyond the veil hidden by the decorations and lies of gold.
"......Did the Immortal Duke Frederick also see the same scenery as I did?"
"What do you think, child?"
"......."
After a silence, Dale shook his head.
"He did not possess the 'Eye of Truth'."
Even though he was the one who called himself the first Shadow Monarch, nothing would change.
"The blood of Saxony, the Mother of Old Darkness who exists with you... those things are merely trivial matters."
"......."
"In the current Empire, there may be those who understand the value of gold, but there are none who understand the value of shadow."
The Mountain Crone said.
"Understanding the value of truth is by no means an easy task, human child."
Dale nodded silently.
"However, I cannot help but be convinced by the fact that you have finally taken your first step as the 'Shadow Monarch'."
Saying that, the Mountain Crone finally turned her head, pointing to the Dark Elf kingdom that stretched endlessly beyond the horizon.
"Now, please, welcome to my kingdom."
"......!"
"As the Monarch of Desert and Sand, I willingly greet the Shadow Monarch."
The Mountain Crone, the Queen of the Dark Elf kingdom, smiled.
At the same time, the Assassins of the Mountain knelt in unison, and watching that scene, Master Baro muttered as if it were someone else's business.
"Holy shit."
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* * *
The kingdom of the Dark Elves, and the Sovereign of the Desert and Sand who claimed to be its queen.
Master Baro and Dale were in a luxurious room within the royal castle.
"Heh, I never imagined that kingdoms ruled by such sovereigns still existed outside the Empire."
"Didn't you say you learned the sword under the Mountain Crone?"
"I never dreamed my master was the Queen herself. Had I known, I would have served her with more propriety."
"Looking at you now, you don't seem like much of a student."
"Heh, frankly speaking, my master wasn't one to talk."
Master Baro shrugged as if it were someone else's business.
"When I was young, she took me in while I was starving in the Empire's back alleys, an orphan with nothing. Said I had a knack for slitting throats, or something."
"......You're not one to talk either; sounds like you should have spent your whole life bowing your head in shame."
Dale's words didn't faze Master Baro, who continued without a care.
"Back then, Master was active as an 'Assassin of the Mountain' roaming the Empire. I suffered like a dog by her side, picking up scraps."
"Is that how you were reborn as the Slaughter Sword?"
Master Baro nodded.
"Then Master returned to the scorching desert, and I made a name for myself before joining a great noble's household. I sucked the honey from that sweet job for twenty years... and after that, well, it's just as I told you."
He had stabbed his lord in the back for going berserk, claiming the man's daughter was possessed by a demon, and threw away his knighthood to protect the young lady. As Master Baro said, that was the truth Dale had witnessed in his shadow.
'The power to distinguish truth from lies, huh.'
The Eye of Truth—an otherworldly ability gained simultaneously with the Shadow Monarch's avatar. Goosebumps crawled down his spine the moment he understood the weight of that power. The mana required to maintain it was absurd.
Even now, with his 5th Circle and the ability to generate a heat engine in his heart using red mana, maintaining it was taxing. But it was a power worth every bit of the cost.
"And you—didn't you come to this scorching desert because of your teacher?"
As Dale was lost in thought, Master Baro spoke up. Dale nodded silently.
"I heard opinions were divided among the Assassins of the Mountain regarding her conduct. I sought out the land of the scorching heat for those negotiations, but......"
He never imagined the scale would grow this large.
When he brought up Sepia to the Mountain Crone, the Sovereign of the Desert and Sand, the Queen's answer was deflating: she could not decide Sepia's fate on her own.
The Dark Elf kingdom in the scorching land, and the Snow Elf kingdom in the frozen tundra. Sepia, the outcast of elven society, sat at the center of the complex, intertwined interests and conflicts of the two kingdoms.
"So, it seems that fancy plan you made at the start has been completely screwed."
Master Baro said with a cackle.
"Who would have known that your teacher was of the elven royal bloodline?"
The young daughter of the Crystal Queen, and an outcast of the Snow Elf kingdom.
"......Nothing changes."
Even so, Dale quietly shook his head.
"Protecting Sepia-nim from the Assassins of the Mountain is the only way to repay the debt I owe. For that, I will persuade them as the Shadow Monarch."
The one Dale had to persuade was by no means just the Queen of the Dark Elf kingdom.
"The Fairy Council, huh. The name alone reeks of being incredibly rigid."
"What else can I do?"
Dale replied calmly.
Sepia was not weak enough to be easily defeated by the blades of the Assassins of the Mountain. However, knowing the side of the Mountain Crone he had seen before, he was certain: if they truly made up their minds, even the legendary Sepia would not be able to preserve her life.
He did not know where Sepia was, now that she had been freed from the Blue's suggestion and gained free will. There was no guarantee he would ever see her again, let alone know what she thought of him.
Nevertheless, just as Dale said, nothing would change.
"Heh, your heart for your teacher is truly commendable."
Master Baro shrugged as if he couldn't understand, and Dale remained quietly silent.
* * *
Blue butterflies took flight before the outcast wandering aimlessly through the lands of the Empire.
"......Is it a new mission?"
The blue puppet, the foolish elf Sepia, opened her mouth to the empty air.
The most important thing for a spy of the Blue is that they do not realize they are a spy—just as Dimir, the head of the church's intelligence organization, once was. Sepia was no exception.
When Sepia guarded Dale's side as a spy of the Blue, she never realized her mission.
But after realizing Sepia's truth, 'her student' did not leave her be.
It was a freedom gained miraculously, but nothing would change.
The Blue Magic Tower still held her life as collateral, and Sepia was merely waiting for the next mission to be handed down as a puppet of the Blue.
─ That is not so, foolish daughter of the Crystal Queen.
However, what the blue butterfly whispered in her ear was something very unexpected.
─ The 'debt of life' you owed us has been paid in full.
"......Is it freedom?"
The agitation lasted only a moment. She knew all too well what would follow the gain of freedom.
The gods of death from whom the outcasts of elven society could never escape: the Assassins of the Mountain.
"It had to be this way from the beginning."
Sepia smiled bitterly without wavering.
─ You are mistaken about something.
But the words that followed were beyond anything she could have imagined.
─ Your debt of life has been completely forgiven, literally. And very fortunately, the Shadow Monarch who paid off your debt is not asking for any price in return.
Sepia understood the meaning of those words all too well.
"Why......"
However, Sepia being by Dale's side was nothing more than a mission performed as a spy of the Blue. Even knowing that, the 'Shadow Monarch' had willingly paid off the debt of life she owed the Blue.
Without asking for anything.
─ And right now, the Shadow Monarch is staying in the land of the scorching heat to fulfill the debt with the 'Assassins of the Mountain' on our behalf.
At the words that followed, Sepia had no choice but to hold her breath once again.
─ Now, child who has finally gained freedom. Go your own way.
The Blue Mastermind whispered.
From the peak of her nest filled with damp spiderwebs, the Blue Magic Tower... left behind the whispers her butterflies brought.
* * *
The Armor of Dark Blood wrapped around Dale's body, and the Shadow Monarch's avatar was deployed.
"......!"
But the avatar did not stop at providing power in an easy-to-understand form as before.
Light disappeared from the world.
The sunlight illuminating the scorching desert vanished, and a landscape filled with darkness was reflected in Dale's eyes.
It was as if an underworld—like walking in the world of the dead—had unfolded.
At the same time, the mana in his heart rapidly depleted; he rotated the five circles, overlaying a 'heat engine' with red mana.
An otherworldly mental image that converts thermal energy into mechanical energy to generate power.
To maintain the Shadow Monarch's avatar, which consumed mana like a bottomless pit, he squeezed out every ounce of power he could muster.
Right there, in that room in the Dark Elf Queen's castle, Dale, possessing the 'Eye of Truth', turned his head.
The streets of the royal capital spread out outside the window. The Dark Elves coming and going entered his field of vision.
"......!"
Amidst a headache that felt like his consciousness was drifting away, whispers echoed from everywhere.
Truth is far from beautiful. It was no exception just because they were elves.
Everything that exists has a shadow, and what was reflected in the Shadow Monarch's eyes was that very truth.
Ugly truths poured in, to the point where Master Baro felt like a saint.
Jealousy, desire, hatred, the most secret skeletons they were hiding in their closets were laid bare.
Dale's body staggered amidst the agonizing pain that felt like his brain was burning.
Just then, his shadow moved, forming a female silhouette.
Lady Shadow, Orelia.
"My Lord!"
Orelia supported Dale as he lost his stance and collapsed; her shadow was no exception.
A blood-red holy maiden who resolved to take revenge on the Empire amidst a sea of blood.
The joy of slaughter she must be feeling—the blood-red truth hidden behind the name of the holy maiden—was there.
Furthermore, the despair of having to watch the kingdom burn after being defeated before the 'Black Prince'.
Nevertheless, she willingly volunteered to be Dale's loyal puppet and sword in the shadows.
"......."
That was Orelia's truth, and Dale could say nothing.
The weight of what Dale had to bear as the Shadow Monarch finally began to feel real.
It was a weight as heavy as a thousand pieces of gold, heavy enough to crush him to death at any moment.
* * *
The existence of humans in the elven kingdom was not entirely unprecedented.
However, it was unprecedented for such a person to claim to be the monarch of shadows and interfere with the rules of elven society.
Knowing the weight of that, it did not take long for the 'Fairy Council' to be convened.
Not long after Dale arrived in the land of the scorching heat.
The border between the Dark Elf kingdom and the Snow Elf kingdom.
The border where the scorching land and the crystal land faced each other was the sea; the Fairy Council existed on an island above those waters.
The Shadow Monarch and Master Baro were there.
Together with the Mountain Crone, the Sovereign of the Desert and Sand, and the Dark Elf decision-makers who could participate in the Fairy Council.......
Together with the Crystal Queen—the mother who banished her daughter from the frozen land—and the elders of Snow Elf society.
It was a gathering of the heads of two kingdoms over which even the Empire, which had once unified the continent and declared itself the one and only nation, could not exert influence.
Dale was not unaware of that weight. Even so, nothing would change.
Dale was the one who realized the meaning of gold and shadows and finally obtained the 'Eye of Truth'. What he had to do was clear.
To pay off the debt of Sepia, who was threatened with death by her own kind as an outcast; to face the standard-bearers as the Shadow Monarch; and above all else.......
To understand why she was banished from her homeland and left to wander the lands of strangers.
It was time to finally face the truth of Sepia.
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* * *
"The stench of a disgusting human is vibrating in the air."
"Indeed, that is so."
Around a towering table, the Elves of the Desert and the Crystal gathered. It was a truth hidden by the Empire, which boasted of having unified the continent long ago: the kingdoms of the Elves were composed of the desert and the crystal.
The rulers of the two kingdoms, centered around the Monarch of Sand and Desert and the Crystal Queen, looked down at Dale.
As if they were looking at a defendant standing in a courtroom.
The opening of the Fairy Council had begun.
"'Disgusting human,' you say? Please watch your tongue."
A Snow Elf beside the Crystal Queen spoke up. It was Erze, a sorceress of the Blue Magic Tower.
"As all of you respected council members are aware, the existence before us is by no means an ordinary human."
Is she here as a council member of the Snow Elf kingdom, or is she here to carry out the mission of the 'Spiderweb' that the Blue Magic Tower has scattered across the continent? Likely, it is both.
"Ha! Have you already forgotten how many false kings have claimed that name in an attempt to win the favor of our race?"
"Do not get so heated, my respected child of the Council."
The Mountain Crone, appearing as a young Dark Elf, interrupted the elderly Dark Elf, who seemed ready to continue his tirade. Yet, appearances were deceiving among the Elves.
"Your Majesty!"
The elderly Dark Elf gasped in bewilderment. It was as if he were facing a superior he dared not look up to.
"......."
Watching that scene, Sepia's mother, the Crystal Queen, merely remained silent.
"In any case, among the false kings who claim the title of Shadow Monarch, is it not our mission to discern who truly possesses the qualifications?"
The Monarch of Sand and Desert said.
"That is correct."
Dale nodded. It was not difficult to fathom the gazes of the Elves pouring in from all sides, nor the hostility contained within them.
While it could not be compared to when he deployed the Avatar of the Shadow Monarch, the insight dwelling in Dale's eyes was no longer what it once was. It was not just about the power to discern truth from lies.
"I have come here for two purposes."
Dale continued.
"First, to prove my legitimacy as the Shadow Monarch to you who call yourselves the standard-bearers of the shadow."
Jeers and mockery erupted from various places. Yet, Dale did not care.
"Second, acting on behalf of the Blue Magic Tower, I wish to guarantee the safety of Sepia-nim, the daughter of Her Majesty the Crystal Queen and the exile of the Crystal Lands, and to settle the debt of her life."
However, when Sepia's name was mentioned, silence descended upon the hall, heavy and absolute.
"......."
Beside the Monarch of Sand and Desert, the Snow Elf sitting on the throne remained silent.
"Monarch of Cold and Crystal, I ask that you please give me an answer."
She was the Queen who ruled the Crystal Lands, a girl with the physique of a young child, similar in appearance to the Mountain Crone.
The freezing silence stretched on.
"Then, do so."
At the end of the silence, the Crystal Queen replied.
"As long as she is in the frozen lands of Saxony, I guarantee that the Assassins of the Mountain will not lay a hand on that child's life. Does anyone else have any objections?"
No one dared answer. The Crystal Queen rose to her feet, as if there was nothing more to see.
"With this, the Council is adjourned."
"Wait...!"
Dale asked urgently toward the Crystal Queen, who had spoken so decisively.
"Is that all?"
"Is there something else you desire, child of Saxony? Surely you didn't expect us to kneel right here and hand over the kingdom for free?"
A cold sneer finally appeared on the Crystal Queen's expression, and Dale shut his mouth.
"As you wished, that child has become yours. I do not wish to know how you will treat her, nor do I need to. The story is over."
Her coldness was so intense it was hard to believe she spoke of her own daughter. Her voice was devoid of even a shred of emotion. Yet, as the Crystal Queen said, that did not change the fact that this was Dale's objective.
It would not be strange to accept the offer and return as is.
However, it didn't feel right.
Because he still did not know the truth about Sepia. Until he knew that truth, even if Saxony were protecting her, it would be nothing more than a temporary measure.
Above all, ultimately... nothing had changed regarding the cruel mercy that the Assassins of the Mountain bestow upon their own kin.
"No, the story is not over yet."
Dale spoke toward the back of the turning Crystal Queen.
Chwa-a-ak!
Dark blood surged, Shub's tentacles wrapped around him, and the Avatar of the Shadow Monarch revealed itself.
The light vanished, and a world of truth filled with shadows unfolded.
There, the eyes that peeked beyond the veil of lies turned toward the Crystal Queen's shadow.
No, they attempted to.
At the same time, a vortex of cold air swirled from the ground beneath the Shadow Monarch's feet.
It was an absurd speed, one where he couldn't even perceive the incantation or the flow of mana. The cold of the ice would have swallowed his existence starting from beneath his feet in a mere instant.
But to the current Dale, it was a realm he could perceive.
──Because the Eye of Truth was seeing it.
It wasn't just about telling others' secrets or pasts.
No, rather, a battle is truly like a dance of truth and lies. Where will the sword swing? Where will the magic strike? The opponent's intentions, bluffing, fakes—a battle is like a test of discerning a single truth amidst those countless crossroads of decisions.
'I see it.'
Before the swirling cold could swallow his feet, he kicked off the ground and moved away.
'There is no need to win.'
Moving as he kicked off the ground, the Shadow Monarch thought.
'It is enough to just see.'
A flicker of an instant—nothing more is needed. There is no need to win. Because this is not a battle.
Even if the opponent is the Crystal Queen, it is no different.
He lifted his head.
The Eye of Truth possessed by the Shadow Monarch finally took on a brilliant hue.
And... it was there.
The existence reflected in the Eye of Truth.
──A living creature's retina converts light information into electrical information and transmits it to the brain through the optic nerve. By doing so, it forms an image of an object and sees this world.
And what was reflected in Dale's eyes was not the Crystal Queen who had turned her back.
It was Dale's own shadow, which the 'Crystal Mirror' she had erected had refracted and bounced back.
"......!"
The Hero of the Otherworld was there. The version of himself from the white and dark winter night, with the blade of a holy sword protruding through his chest.
"What do you see, human child who claims to be the Monarch of Truth?"
The Crystal Queen asked, still with her back turned. Dale could not answer. Because that was a truth that could never be revealed.
"It must be a truth you cannot speak of. A secret you wish to hide in the veil of lies for your entire life."
The Crystal Queen sneered coldly.
"Are you, who hides yourself in a veil of lies, daring to claim the title of Monarch of Truth and spy on our shadows?"
"......."
"You have no qualifications to claim the title of Monarch of Truth. Just as those who claimed to be the Shadow Monarch in the past did."
At that mockery, Dale could say nothing.
"To you, the weight of truth is nothing more or less than the truth the Blue Magic Tower thinks of."
The Crystal Queen lashed out coldly. At those words, Dale's expression froze.
"You do not consider truth to be anything more than a weapon to hold an opponent's leash."
The Monarch of Sand and Desert was also looking at Dale with an expression devoid of even a shred of emotion.
Seeing her expression, he could understand.
'Is that so.'
Once he heard that, he could only laugh.
Dale lifted his head again, looking at the reflection of himself in the mirror the Crystal Queen was projecting.
The Hero of the Otherworld, the 'Black Prince' of Saxony, was there. But that was not all.
──Sepia was there.
The teacher who smiled kindly at Dale. The teacher who understood the talent for slaughter he possessed, and yet, remained by his side willingly for Dale's sake.
'I only wish for you not to be sad.'
That is what Sepia said. Only then could he finally understand his own truth.
Dale did not hesitate.
Centered on the ground he stood upon, the world around him was overlaid with the scenery of a white and dark winter night.
He unfolded a world of the mind where only Dale and the Crystal Queen were permitted.
"Her Majesty the Queen is correct."
However, one could never find any intent to fight in Dale, who was within that world.
"That is why I am willing to reveal my truth to you."
"......."
The Crystal Queen, who had her back turned, finally turned her head.
The body of a young Snow Elf, yet not a shred of childishness could be found in her appearance.
"Did you say truth, human child?"
"That is correct."
Dale said.
"To you, truth is still just a card for negotiation, a weapon to hold the leash of a bargain."
The Crystal Queen sneered coldly.
"You only revealed your bottom line because your own situation was disadvantageous. Isn't that all it is?"
"That may be so. No, you are right."
Dale nodded calmly.
"To me, truth is just a card to threaten an opponent by holding their leash, and it is nothing more than my own weakness."
Dale said.
"Nevertheless, I am willing to reveal all the cards and the bottom line I possess to you."
For an instant, the Crystal Queen gasped.
"That I wish to help Sepia-seonsaengnim, regardless of the cost, is the only truth I can tell you."
As the Shadow Monarch, and further, as the Monarch of Truth, Dale spoke.
"Why are you so devoted to that child?"
"Because I like Sepia-seonsaengnim."
Dale replied. It was a truly absurd answer.
"Even if I do not receive a reward, I do not care. No, deep down, I am hoping for a reward. That is the truth. But even if I am not rewarded, I am willing to protect Sepia-seonsaengnim. That, too, is the truth."
A truth that cannot be decorated, no matter how fancy a name one tries to attach to it.
"That is all."
Dale said. Truly, that was all.
In the white and dark winter night, amidst the biting cold and darkness, he revealed his naked self.
"......."
At those words, agitation finally appeared on the Crystal Queen's expression. Silence descended. However, in the world of thought that the Shadow Monarch was unfolding, she, who had hidden her existence with the crystal mirror, did not reveal any further malice.
"She touched the forbidden magic of absolute zero."
At the end of the silence, she spoke.
"And even now, that curse dwells in her heart."
Dale, who understood the meaning, gasped for an instant.
"『Book of Absolute Zero』......"
Dale muttered in a low voice, and the Crystal Queen nodded silently.
"That is the reason my daughter was exiled from the Crystal Lands."
The Monarch of Cold and Crystal said, and for the first time, her voice contained the agitation of a parent considering their child.
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* * *
──Once, there was a 'Second Empire' that ruled the continent of the past, with the frozen tundras of crystal and the scorching deserts as its strongholds.
It was the nation of the ancient elves, yet because it existed in the distant past, only its name remained in human history: the Elf Empire.
"The ancestors of the Empire believed, without a doubt, that the providence of nature was something they could control and manipulate," the Crystal Queen said, finally revealing her shadow before the 'Shadow Monarch'.
"They fathomed the principles of the universe beyond this planet and the movements of the stars; furthermore, they understood the conclusion those things would ultimately bring."
"......!"
"The fact that this universe is still freezing, and that in the end, the Frost of the Apocalypse will swallow the entire universe and the world."
Information flowed into Dale's mind through the Eye of Truth.
"Some say this world will end in fire, some say in ice."
The Crystal Queen continued in a low voice.
"Having known hatred, I would say this: ice is just as capable of destroying the world as fire."
"......."
The Big Freeze—the hypothesis of the apocalypse where the universe expands endlessly and approaches absolute zero, according to the second law of thermodynamics.
A truth with meaning deeper than a hundred words carved pain into Dale's brain, enough to make it melt.
"And in the end, the foolishness of claiming to be the 'Ruler of Providence' left irreversible wounds and ruins upon this land."
The Crystal Queen smiled bitterly.
"To prevent the apocalypse that would ultimately come to this universe, the ancestors sought to be reborn as the Rulers of Providence, and......"
That was how the Second Empire perished.
After that, the 'Age of Humans'—the Third Empire—began. Its reality was nothing more than a slaughterhouse where humans were unilaterally ruled by beings who could not even be called human.
The desert and crystal lands, left with nothing but scars, trampled the home of the elves. Those who remained finally realized the folly of resisting that providence.
"And then...... to avoid repeating the mistakes of the past, we chose eternal stagnation," the Crystal Queen said.
"Therefore, two organizations made up of crystal and desert elves were established to carry out that divine command."
One was the Assassins of the Mountain, an organization that executes the outcasts of elf society.
"Did you ask the Lord of the Desert and Sand why the Assassins of the Mountain show such cruel mercy?"
"I did."
"There was no mercy from the beginning. It was merely a disguise to deceive your eyes."
"......!"
"The true purpose of the Assassins of the Mountain is to purge the Imperial-faction elves who, while hoping for the resurrection of the old empire, cooperate with the 'Third Empire' under the guise of that pathetic mercy."
"Imperial-faction elves......?"
"You know them well, don't you? The Blood Elf lord who calls himself the Lord of Fire and Blood, and his sister. No, perhaps this title is more familiar to you."
"──Vampires, the Yuris clan."
The pinnacle of the Red Magic Tower, which pursues ultimate power: the Duke of Blood and Lady Scarlet.
Dale muttered under his breath, and the Crystal Queen nodded silently.
"Those who still cannot forget the old glory bow their heads before the Lord of Gold and have been reborn as the 'cannot-be-called-human' rulers of the Third Empire. They are the true targets the Assassins of the Mountain intend to dispose of."
Finally, the reality of the massive shadow ruling this empire began to take shape.
"In addition, there is another organization that has declared it will monitor and guard the legacy left in the ruins of the old empire."
At the same time, the appearance of that organization began to reflect in the Crystal Queen's shadow.
Sentinel of Frost.
"It is an organization of Snow Elves that carries out the divine command alongside the Assassins of the Mountain to protect the legacy of the Second Empire that can never be erased."
"Then, by any chance, is Sepia-nim......"
"That child held the heavy responsibility of leading the Sentinel of Frost organization, and she broke its rules."
She laid hands on the forbidden power that the ancestors of the Elf Empire had obtained. But why?
There was no need to say more.
The truth of that day was being reflected within the Crystal Queen's shadow.
The Blood Elves of the Red Magic Tower had raided the place the Sentinels of Frost were supposed to guard, and they had barely managed to repel them.
Lady Scarlet and the powerhouses of the Red Magic Tower smiled cruelly. The past Sepia fought against them, fulfilling her duty as a 'Sentinel of Frost'.
However, it was a victory that did not come without a price.
'Ser!'
'Si, sister.......'
Beside her, there was an injured Snow Elf.
"After defeating the Blood Elves, that child's younger brother—my son—suffered an irreversible wound."
"......."
"It was a wound that could not be healed by the power of providence."
A sensation like blood freezing over surged. Involuntarily, the conversation from when he first saw Sepia came to mind.
'Teacher, do you not find the necromancy of the Black Magic Tower distasteful?'
'Why do you think so?'
'Well, reviving the dead goes against the providence of nature.......'
'Do you think reviving the dead is an act that goes against the providence of nature?'
'Is, is it not?'
'Then is the divinity of priests who resuscitate patients with terminal illnesses whose deaths were predestined the will of nature?'
How could he forget the bitter smile Sepia wore as she said that?
"That child abandoned the duty of the Sentinel of Frost; to protect her brother, she broke the duty she was supposed to keep and laid hands on the taboo."
The Crystal Queen said.
"She saved his life by trapping the heart of that child's brother—my son—who should have died, in the 'World of Absolute Zero'."
For that, she took the legacy of the Second Empire, the forbidden grimoire that defies providence...... The 『Book of Absolute Zero』.
Sepia could not have been unaware of the meaning that act held, nor the repercussions it would bring.
Thus, Sepia was banished from the land of crystal as a traitor to her kin who abandoned her duty to protect her brother.
"That is the truth of that child."
The Crystal Queen said, and Dale remained silent. An unknown sensation tightened his heart.
"Thank you, Your Majesty the Queen."
At the end of the silence, Dale bowed his head. The world of the white and dark winter night that Dale was unfolding vanished.
"As I said, I will fulfill my contract. Nothing will change."
A mother's agitation flickered on the Crystal Queen's expression again, but it was only for a fleeting moment.
The scenery of the Fairy Council finally entered Dale's field of vision. He deactivated the Shadow Monarch's avatar.
Silence descended.
It was a silence that felt like it would freeze everything.
* * *
Meanwhile, in a room in the Red Magic Tower.
Marquis Yuris rose from the darkness. Beside him, a naive noble lady slept in the nude, knowing nothing.
She was unaware that she would become his prey, drunk on inflated dreams.
"......It is too cold."
Marquis Yuris turned his head and muttered in a low voice.
"Why is it so cold?"
As a ruler who remembered the glory of the old empire and one of the ancient elves—and furthermore, as one who had seen that empire claim to be the 'Ruler of Providence' and caught a glimpse of the future of the universe that was to come.......
He remembered the 'Frost of the Apocalypse' raging in the future beyond the veil. How could he forget it?
No flame or heat in this world can melt it. Even the flame he possesses as the Red Magic Tower Master is nothing but a candle in a raging typhoon before it.
That chilling cold, the Frost of the Apocalypse, still wrapped around his existence. It was a cold that had tormented him over the aeons—the end of absolute zero, the death of the universe, from which he could not escape no matter how much he struggled.
This world will end in ice.
However, that was a future that could not even be fathomed. Yet, for elves with eternal lives, that distant future was by no means someone else's business.
That was why fire was needed. A hellfire capable of melting even the Frost of the Apocalypse.
"I feel like I'm going to freeze to death like this."
At the muttering that sounded like sleep-talking, the noble lady tossed and turned, burying her head against Marquis Yuris.
"Are you a bit warmer now, Marquis?"
The lady asked, fawning over him. Marquis Yuris smiled coldly, savoring the warmth flowing through her body.
"Ah, it is very warm."
Hiding his sharp, blue-tinted fangs within his blood-red lips.
* * *
The Fairy Council was not over yet, but after a short recess, Dale was finally able to step out.
"Whoa, damn it. Are you already finished?"
There was a man waiting for Dale outside, though he could not enter the council.
"No, there's still a long way to go."
Dale said, and Master Baro shrugged. Seeing that, Dale asked,
"The Mountain Crone personally vouched for you and allowed your entry. Is there some other reason you refused?"
Master Baro was by no means an outsider, just as Dale was. Nevertheless, he did not wish to participate in the council of his own volition.
"Heh, what would change if I were there?"
"You would be a strength to me."
At those words, Master Baro burst into laughter again, as if it were amusing.
"It is true that I bow my head before you, but unfortunately, loyalty is a separate matter."
"Well, I've known that much for a long time."
Dale also shrugged, not particularly bothered.
"I saw your truth."
"Ah, is that so."
At Dale's words, Master Baro replied without a single change in his expression. Nothing would change, because he had never told Dale a lie.
"It would be hard to find someone in the world whose words and actions match as well as yours."
"Damn it. I'll take that as a compliment."
"Yes, it is a compliment."
Master Baro replied. Dale nodded and stood up. Just then,
A coldness that felt like it was raking down his spine wrapped around the area. Dale turned his head.
"Ah, so you were that famous 'Black Prince'."
An elf man with crystal-colored hair stood there, leading the 'Sentinels of Frost' who followed in silence behind him.
"......."
A face he was seeing for the first time, yet Dale knew who he was.
The younger brother whom Sepia had saved by breaking the rules of her kin, and the son of the Crystal Queen.
"To think that the successor of Saxony, who is said to be clinging to a traitor of the clan, was just a mere brat like this."
Dale remained silent, though the Snow Elf in front of him did not hide his open hostility.
"The meeting has begun."
Dale brushed off his words and turned his back.
"Please finish whatever you have to say in there."
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* * *
"Why was I not summoned to the council, Your Majesty?"
The Crystal Prince—son of the Crystal Queen and brother to the wise elf—spoke.
"Your Highness!"
Amidst the confusion, several Snow Elf councilors gasped, while the Dark Elves remained silent.
"To allow a mere human to enter our kin's sacred council—why would you choose such a foolish course of action?"
"......."
The Crystal Prince bared his teeth. Behind him, the Sentinels of Frost exuded an oppressive, indescribable pressure.
"Entering the council without permission is no exception for you either, child."
"This is not a matter for the Mountain Crone, who cannot even properly execute a traitor to our kin. This is, through and through, the business of our kingdom."
The Crystal Prince spoke without hesitation. At those words, the expressions of several Dark Elves froze, while the Mountain Crone merely smiled placidly.
"No, it is not that I cannot execute her. It is that I am not executing her."
"Indeed, as she says. Our Fairy Council has reached a consensus to entrust the exile Sepia to the protection of the 'Black Prince,' following her time at the Blue Magic Tower," the Mountain Crone said.
"I cannot accept this."
"......It is not a matter of whether you accept it or not."
"Mother!"
The silent Crystal Queen spoke. The Crystal Prince raised his voice, unable to fathom her decision.
"Is there any guarantee that the relic of the ancient Empire in that traitor's heart won't fall into the hands of the Imperial-faction elves!"
"There is," Dale replied.
"However, if you are so worried about Sepia-nim's grimoire falling into the hands of the Imperial-faction elves, wouldn't it be better to just return Sepia-nim to her homeland?"
He shrugged, implying they shouldn't have exiled her to begin with.
"What does a mere human know of our kingdom to spout such nonsense?"
The Crystal Prince spoke, his voice swirling with a coldness that threatened to freeze the very air.
"Her actions were a disgrace to our kin and an act of treason that jeopardized the rule of the Crystallia family."
"Are you not grateful that you are still breathing thanks to that treason?"
Dale retorted with a sneer.
Sreung.
The Crystal Prince drew the rapier at his waist, gripped it in a reverse hold, and drove the blade down—not toward an enemy, but into his own heart.
Puk!
The tip of the rapier pierced the Crystal Prince's chest and protruded from his back. Yet, not a drop of blood flowed.
"Are you telling me to be grateful for this hideous curse that shatters providence by its very existence?"
Only then did I understand. For elves, acting against providence is an unforgivable sin and a disgrace. Furthermore, for those who value honor more than death, it must have been a scarlet letter that could never be erased.
"Ah, that's perfect then."
Dale sneered coldly.
"Your Highness is so desperately wishing for death, and as it happens, I know a master who is second to none when it comes to 'death'."
"......!"
Thinking of his father, the Lord of Darkness and Death, Dale spoke. Realizing the meaning, the Crystal Prince gasped.
"Why are you agitated?"
Dale tilted his head, feigning ignorance.
"My father can provide the 'honorable death' you crave with a mere flick of his hand."
The 'Black Prince' continued, his sneer unabated.
"In truth, you don't actually want to die, do you?"
He spoke of the truth lurking in the shadows the prince desperately tried to hide. This was not information obtained through the Eye of Truth. After all, reading someone's heart doesn't necessarily require an otherworldly ability.
"The fact that you survived was never your own will, and that is why you are putting on a show to desperately appeal to that fact, aren't you?"
"How dare you......!"
The Crystal Prince ripped the rapier from his chest, spun the hilt, and kicked off the ground. But then—
Chwaaak!
"That's enough, you brat."
An invisible gale of sword qi surged, drawing a boundary between Dale and the Crystal Prince. However, in front of the swirling vortex of blades, the 'Black Prince' remained calm, not even twitching.
The Crystal Prince was not the same. He stopped his movement and quickly widened the distance.
"You're quite the coward for a prince who says he wants to die but can't."
"You bastard......!"
Dale sneered at the sight. Just as the Crystal Prince was about to raise his voice again,
"I said that's enough."
The Mountain Crone appeared behind him without a sound. Her voice was devoid of emotion, as if to say that indulging a child's tantrum ended here. Her sword was pointed at the Crystal Prince's neck.
"If you don't, I will personally grant you the 'death' you so desperately crave."
"......It seems there was no need to go find my father after all."
A single strand of Dale's hair was cleanly cut off.
"Would you kindly shut that trap of yours as well?"
"I shall gladly shut it for you."
Dale bowed politely and smiled. In the silence, the Mountain Crone continued.
"You brat of crystal. As you said, I have no interest in the affairs of the Kingdom of Crystal."
The tip of her sword was imbued with an aura of the same blood-red color as Master Baro's.
"However, this is not the Kingdom of Crystal, and do not forget that 'my kingdom' is also present here."
"......Ah, I understand."
The Lord of Desert and Sand said. The Crystal Prince's expression turned deathly pale, and he nodded weakly.
At the same time, the Mountain Crone, who had been pointing her blade at his throat, was already sitting on a seat that existed for her. It was beyond divine speed. I understood now; it matched the secret technique possessed by Master Baro. No, rather, she was likely the original of that ability.
"Then let us return to the agenda."
Dale continued without hesitation.
"Regarding Sepia-nim's safety, instead of the Blue Magic Tower, we, the Saxony and the Black Magic Tower, will gladly guarantee it. Mountain Crone-nim, would you consider that fact and withdraw the sword pointed at her?"
Dale spoke, and the Mountain Crone laughed as if amused.
"I shall do so. Queen of Crystal, do you also agree?"
She asked the Lord of Cold and Crystal beside her, who nodded silently.
"Good. With this, an agenda has been passed according to the noble traditions of our race."
The Mountain Crone said in a loud voice. It was an irreversible promise, and Dale smiled quietly.
With this, one threat targeting Sepia had disappeared. However, that was by no means the only threat. The relic of the Elf Empire dwelling in her heart—he understood the truth she possessed, and Dale had no reason to refuse that threat. Sepia's enemies were Dale's enemies from the start; to speak coldly, it was like obtaining bait that could hook Dale's enemies.
The Red Magic Tower and the inheritors of blood. Marquis Yuris, the Duke of Blood, and his kin. Protecting Sepia from them would now be the role of the 'Black Prince'.
"However, the next agenda is not over yet."
The Mountain Crone spoke again. Another agenda that the Fairy Council had to resolve, along with the disposition of Sepia.
"According to the ancient covenant, we claim the title of the Shadow's Standard-bearer, and this human child before us claims to be the 'Shadow Monarch' himself."
The Mountain Crone continued in a solemn voice.
"And our Fairy Council will decide whether this human child truly possesses the qualifications of the Shadow Monarch to whom we shall offer our loyalty."
The air among the elves, who had been silently accepting the treatment of Sepia, changed instantly. A sense of hostility and distrust, the weight of which could not be compared to before, was felt. It couldn't be helped; one could not easily gain the loyalty of their kingdom from the start.
"Ha, you said Shadow Monarch!"
At those words, the silent Crystal Prince finally burst into a sneer, as if it were so funny he couldn't hold it back.
"Do you think that brat even understands the meaning of those words?"
At that sneer, the Mountain Crone shrugged.
"I believe he understands quite well."
The weight of those words was by no means light. The fact that a monarch who ruled one of the two elf kingdoms had affirmed Dale's qualifications with her own mouth—moreover, the Mountain Crone was by no means a queen who ruled a country by scribbling on office documents.
"Respected Queen-nim, I cannot agree."
Nevertheless, understanding the weight of that act, a Dark Elf councilor spoke up.
"Even if he truly has the qualifications of a monarch, he has proven nothing before our loyalty."
"Ah, your words are also correct."
The Mountain Crone laughed as if amused and nodded.
"This human child before us has not yet proven anything to us."
Not a few elves expressed their agreement at those words.
It was then.
Blue butterflies fluttered upward.
"......!"
Dale gasped, realizing the meaning, and the elves were no exception. Only two people, the two queens who ruled the lands of scorching sand and crystal, remained calm.
"So you have finally come."
─ Ah, please forgive my laziness, Mountain Crone-nim.
A voice that sounded amused was heard. Hearing that voice, I could intuitively understand: the one who rules the magic tower of schemes and lies, the Blue Mastermind.
─ As one who claims the title of the Shadow's Standard-bearer according to the ancient covenant, I merely wished to offer my words.
"Speak."
At those words, the Crystal Queen finally broke her silence.
'Wasn't the Crystal Queen the Blue Mastermind?'
Listening to the two's conversation, Dale calculated coldly. One candidate who had a shred of possibility was removed from the list.
─ The Shadow Monarch has already proven many of his things to the Empire and our Blue Magic Tower. And to demand achievements in the kingdom from the Monarch who has finally stepped into your kingdom, would that not be too harsh a treatment?
"What is it that you wish to say?"
The Crystal Queen asked back. The blue butterfly flapped its wings and continued.
─ The Frost of the End.
"......!"
At those words, there were sounds of gasping from all over. Nevertheless, the Blue Mastermind continued without hesitation.
─ In that place where the unerasable scars of the old Elf Empire are engraved, our Monarch will gladly prove it.
The ruins of the old Elf Empire, where the Sentinels of Frost risk their lives to carry out their mission.
"Very well."
At those words, Dale nodded without hesitation.
"I always welcome tests that can prove who I am."
The Shadow Monarch said. It was an answer without a shred of hesitation.
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* * *
The Shadow Monarch walked across the crystal landscape, following the Sentinels of Frost. They were heading toward the deepest part of their kingdom, a place of taboo that should never have been permitted.
"Ah, for fuck's sake. How did I end up getting dragged along as a set piece?"
Master Baro, walking by his side, retorted, and hostility once again filled the expressions of the Sentinels of Frost.
"Please, for the love of god, stop picking fights for no reason."
"Heh, I'm sure these friends feel like their nerves are being scraped raw, no matter what we do."
Master Baro chuckled, and the head of the Sentinels of Frost, the 'Crystal Prince', spoke coldly.
"Shut your vulgar mouth, you disgusting human."
"Oh my, did you call me a disgusting human, your highness?"
Master Baro continued without a care in the world.
"Look, I'm the kind of guy who's done this and that with your neighbor, the Elf Queen, back in the Empire, you know?"
At those words, Dale cut in, dumbfounded.
"Can I commit that to memory and repeat it to the Mountain Crone later?"
"Ah, no, that's not what I meant."
Amidst the suffocating, murderous air, the depths of the Crystal Kingdom revealed a ruin, devoid of life.
The ruins of the Second Empire, which once ruled the continent.
"You mighty ones, look upon my works, and despair."
Watching the scene, the Shadow Monarch spoke in a low voice. It was a poem from the old world he remembered.
"──Nothing beside remains. Round the decay of that colossal wreck, boundless and bare the lone and level sands stretch far away."
"Oho, that's a damn impressive bard's verse."
Beyond the ruins of the Empire, a crystal cave opened its maw.
The cave plunged into an abyss with no visible end. Soon, the surrounding crystals and ice vanished, leaving only a darkness that felt like descending into the deep sea of the earth.
This was the 'experimental site' built by the ancient Elf Empire to reach the end of providence.
"That is it."
At the end of it, the Crystal Prince stopped walking.
At the very bottom of the earth stood a temple, engraved with ornate decorations and reliefs depicting the glory of the old Empire.
"The test you must undergo awaits beyond this."
Dale nodded silently.
"The ancestors of the Empire sought to transcend the bounds of thought to claim the title of Rulers of Providence. The horrific ruins and scars that have not healed, even after the Empire's fall, lie just beyond."
"......."
"We call it a Gate."
At those words, Dale held his breath for a moment.
"Enter."
The Crystal Prince spoke, and the Sentinels of Frost simultaneously emitted killing intent, signaling that retreat was not an option.
"If you are truly qualified to be the 'Shadow Monarch'...... you will be able to return safely, even after grasping the truth that lies at the end of providence."
Saying that, the Crystal Prince smiled coldly.
"In that case, our Elf Kingdom will gladly serve as the vanguard of the shadows according to the ancient covenant."
His expression betrayed not a shred of expectation that Dale would return alive.
"Now, I hope you prove your qualifications as a monarch."
"I shall gladly do so."
At those words, Dale did not hesitate. Without a moment of delay, he took a step forward.
Toward the end of providence that the ancient Elf Empire once sought to reach, beyond the Gate.
* * *
Opening the entrance to the temple, which was firmly sealed with chains and magic, Dale headed inside without hesitation.
Inside the temple, a radiance shone with indescribable beauty.
The light was not of this world. One moment it seemed crystal-colored, the next it shifted to jade, then to a purple hue, only to revert to jade again.
"Are you prepared, Orelia-nim?"
Dale spoke while looking at the scenery. A silent affirmation returned from within the shadows.
That was why Dale reached out his hand toward the colors there.
Toward The Colour Out of Space.
The light enveloped Dale's body, and the future beyond the veil that the ancient Elf Empire had once lifted unfolded.
* * *
It was a winter night filled with biting cold and darkness.
In the scenery of that very winter night, the Shadow Monarch raised his head.
"......."
This was by no means Dale's world. A landscape of ruins stretched endlessly beyond the horizon. The end of the world, which even the Golden Great Emperor could not avoid, lay before him.
The end of providence that no empire or monarch could escape. The frost of the apocalypse.
"Knowing of hatred, I say that ice is also great and would suffice to destroy the world."
Right there, the Shadow Monarch uttered the words that the Crystal Queen had once muttered.
Frost that seemed to carve away flesh and soul was swirling through the area.
The entity was there.
It was a white frost taking the silhouette of a person, scattering a coldness that seemed to extinguish the light and fire of this world just by existing.
"Ah, you've come to visit again?"
The shadow of pure white coldness opened its mouth.
"Who are you?"
"Winter."
"The Elves sent me here to test me."
"Elves? I do not remember the names of insects. However...... how could I dare to forget your existence."
The entity that called itself Winter spoke. Dale held his breath, though the entity's attention was not on him.
"Iä Shub-Niggurath."
─ .......
Before he knew it, the Old Mother of Darkness was by Dale's side, and Shub smiled quietly.
"Is that truly your will?"
Winter asked again. The Old Mother of Darkness remained silent, merely wiggling the tentacles beneath her dress. To them, human communication held no meaning.
"Show me your blood, child of shadows."
Winter said. Without a shred of hesitation, Dale condensed blue mana and slashed his wrist with a blade of ice.
Chwaaaak!
The dark blood flowing within his body was scattered onto the floor of Winter. And Winter reached out its arm toward the wound.
The coldness rushed in like a living creature, flowing into Dale's body.
It was the coldness of the apocalypse that brings the end of the world.
"......!"
He felt a chill that literally made his blood freeze, and in that chill, a vision played out.
"So you call yourself the Shadow Monarch."
Winter said.
"There is no such thing as a test. Just take this and go."
At those words, the Shadow Monarch remained silently stoic. He could not say anything at all.
He could feel the coldness swimming through his dark-blooded body, coursing along his bloodstream. It felt as though his consciousness might shatter at any moment.
"From now on, the apocalypse—from which you can never escape—will flow endlessly through your body."
「Kieeeeeek!」
A skin-crawling scream pierced the air. The boundary where Dale stood twisted, splitting as if space-time itself were being torn apart.
From beyond it, 'those things' revealed their forms.
They were hounds of terrible, grotesque shapes, unlike any beast in Dale's world.
"Ah, the hounds have found a 'careless traveler'."
Watching that, Winter laughed nonchalantly. Dale chanted 'Shadow Bullet.' A barrage of darkness, like a Gatling gun, poured forth, tearing the hounds to shreds.
Their bodies, scattered into chunks of meat and spraying pitch-black blood, wriggled like living slime and fused back together.
"The hounds have caught your scent."
Winter laughed as if it were amusing.
"They are persistent bastards that cannot be killed by anything of providence, nor can they be escaped. Now, what will you do?"
At those words, Dale remained silently stoic.
A body of dark blood that could not be called human, and furthermore, the coldness of the apocalypse encroaching within that body.
The coldness flowing through his body coiled around his heart, and the tentacles of Shub, wrapped around it, began to fuse and wriggle madly.
Only then did Dale finally begin to accelerate his five circles.
Black-blue mana.
But it was no longer the 'mana of an ordinary mage'.
The endless abyss of darkness possessed by the Old Mother of Darkness, and the coldness of the apocalypse that would come at the end of the universe.
The darkness and coldness existing beyond providence—the black-blue mana—began to swirl around Dale's feet.
"Rise, my knights."
Dale muttered in a low voice.
With those words, the swirling mana began to take on human flesh and bone by Dale's side.
Creating a creature with mana alone is no easy task for a necromancer, but it is not impossible. For a necromancer of Dale's level, it was trivial.
Yet, the result was something else entirely.
A creature of the Shadow Monarch who had obtained power outside of providence.
Knights made of primordial darkness and the coldness of the apocalypse stood there.
Furthermore, the knights generated 'Aura Blades' at the tips of their swords. It was not the Black Sword of Saxony. It was not any color of this world—neither black, nor blood-red, nor purple, nor jade.
The Colour Out of Space was imbued in their aura.
The Shadow Monarch's knights finally adjusted their grips and charged. The Aura Blades, imbued with colors from outside providence, were swung at the pack of hounds, and once again, the most terrible screams in the world rang out.
The Shadow Monarch was there.
"Shub."
Without even a tremor, he spoke calmly.
─ Yes, Oppa.
"I am still human, right?"
Dale asked. Winter did not grant power without a price. Just as he had been reborn into a body of dark blood by Shub, the coldness of the apocalypse now gripped his heart.
The coldness of the apocalypse that would torment Dale's body for the rest of his life until the winter of the universe arrived.
─ Why do you go so far?
Right then, young Shub asked, wrapping around Dale's cheek as if affectionately.
"......A very personal matter."
Dale answered.
Leaving behind the power, desire, and fear that threatened to tear his humanity apart at any moment.
* * *
The Shadow Monarch was there.
Holding the power beyond providence, while leading the primordial darkness and the coldness of the apocalypse.
"H-how......."
Seeing that sight, the expressions of the Crystal Prince and the Sentinels of Frost froze.
Even so, in Dale's heart as he looked at them, he felt no emotion at all.
It was so cold—incredibly cold—that he needed warmth to melt his heart.
"......It's cold."
Dale muttered in a low voice.
The Shadow Monarch knew better than anyone that nothing in this world could melt the coldness of the apocalypse from his heart.
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* * *
"Why are you making that face?"
Dale asked, turning toward the Crystal Prince. He pushed aside the black blood and the cold of the apocalypse flowing within his body.
"Ah, now that I think about it, you said you were cursed to be unable to die even if you wanted to. Your Highness of Immortality."
As he was now, Dale could understand.
"I could even kill you myself now."
He felt the weight of the Shadow Monarch's power, and at the same time, the existence before him felt like a fleeting, insignificant bug.
"You...!"
The Crystal Prince's expression froze over once again. The Sentinels of Frost all exuded hostility in unison. Then, it happened.
"Ah, everyone, stop that. He's not an opponent you can handle. If you go around acting cocky for no reason, you'll end up in a state worse than a dog's death."
Master Baro stepped in front of Dale and addressed the Sentinels of Frost, then turned his head.
With his usual playfulness completely vanished, the Slaughter Sword stared at Dale with an expression that seemed like it would freeze over.
"More than that, are you really the person I know?"
Master Baro asked. The Shadow Monarch did not answer immediately.
"No matter how much I disliked the state of that Elf lord, you didn't look at them like they were bugs."
It was a direct hit. At those words, Dale smiled bitterly.
A biting cold seeped into his body, but it was not the cold of the surroundings. It was a chill that froze the very emotions a person ought to possess.
"Please forgive my rudeness."
That was why Dale quietly bowed his head. That was all.
Peering into the future beyond the lifted veil of the Second Empire—that was the test presented to the Shadow Monarch by the Blue Mastermind and the Fairy Council. This was the result.
The cold of the apocalypse that would finally cover this world when countless stars faded and the universe fell into silence.
What Dale had obtained now was the winter of the universe that would come after eons of time—a fragment of that winter.
Along with the primordial darkness held by the ancient Mother of Darkness.
* * *
The Shadow Monarch returned to the assembly hall, and there, the two Elf lords knelt.
It was because they could not possibly be ignorant of the identity of the cold raging within Dale's heart.
At the same time, an uncountable number of blue butterflies flew up as if to fill the room, and the butterflies gathered to form a human silhouette.
The Blue Mastermind knelt alongside the two Elf lords and opened her mouth.
"The riders of the shadow humbly greet our monarch. You who have reached the end of providence."
There was only one reason why the elves accepted Dale as the Shadow Monarch without a shred of doubt.
Because the 'ultimate providence' that would finally rule this world when the winter of the universe approached was dwelling within his body.
The cold of the apocalypse.
"As the monarch of providence and truth, I shall gladly accept your loyalty."
The shadow is, in short, the truth. The truth beyond the mirage illuminated by gold and the sun. And it is never beautiful; at times, it is so terrible, ugly, and desperate that one cannot bear to accept it.
Just as the ancient Elf Empire, which lifted the veil and witnessed the truth of the universe, could not endure it and perished.
And as the Shadow Monarch, what Dale proved to them was precisely the truth of this world.
There is only one truth that will come when the end of the universe is reached. And it was not of a nature that mere mortals could ever resist. The Elf kingdom, having realized that fact, would never resist providence.
That is why they kneel before the Shadow Monarch.
Because this world will end in ice and darkness.
* * *
In the deepest chamber of the Imperial Palace, the Great Emperor, sitting on the golden throne, raised his head.
"Even the brilliantly shining golden throne is truly fleeting before the shadows of this hall."
Great Emperor Arthur said. At that heavy resonance, the 'Lord of Fire and Blood' spoke from within the shadows.
"Shall I light a fire, Your Majesty?"
"Do so."
At Great Emperor Arthur's words, the Duke of Blood who was there snapped his fingers. A brilliantly shining light spread out, driving away all shadows. The shadows disappeared.
"Some say this world will end in ice."
The Golden Monarch opened his mouth quietly.
"Then are we creatures created to be defeated from the start in the face of unavoidable fate and cruel truth?"
Led by the Lord of Fire and Blood, the lords who willingly claimed the title of Golden Riders were there. Just like those who had previously claimed to be Shadow Riders before the Shadow Monarch.
Those who kneel before the Monarch of Lies and willingly claim to be the Riders of Lies.
"Ray's preparations are complete, Your Majesty."
The Lord of Fire and Blood spoke, and beside him, his adopted son, Ray Yuris, was likewise kneeling.
"Remember, child of lies. We were not created to be defeated."
"I will keep it deeply in mind."
Seeing that, the Golden Great Emperor spoke. Ray Yuris bowed his head, steeling his resolve. The Monarch of Lies, who resists the unavoidable fate and truth, was paradoxically a more human existence than any other human.
* * *
The Shadow Monarch was there.
He had obtained the loyalty of the two Elf lords and held the covenant that their kingdoms would willingly claim to be the Riders of the Shadow.
He stood on the land of scorching heat where the Monarch of Desert and Sand resided, facing the old exile of their kingdom.
"Master Sepia."
"Dale...."
Dale opened his mouth. At those words, Sepia could not continue and gasped.
It was Dale's decision that led to discovering Sepia's truth during the Rose War and granting her freedom.
Furthermore, it was Dale's will that cleared the debt of life she was carrying after the suggestion of the Blue Magic Tower was lifted.
He wasn't looking for any other reward. But it was also true that he inwardly hoped Sepia would recognize his actions.
"I'm glad to see you again."
Dale said, his voice calm, as if he had somehow become the young child of those days again.
"......."
Sepia did not answer immediately. She was simply struck anew by the fact that the young disciple before her had grown to be so reliable. And the fact that those days were nothing more than a puppet dance filled with lies made her heart ache even more.
"Why are you going this far?"
That was why Sepia asked.
"What I showed you was never my own will."
"That may be so."
Feigning a cold voice.
"However, even if everything you showed me was a lie."
Dale continued at those words.
"Master Sepia's lies were bleeding a blood more truthful than any truth to me."
"......."
"I like you."
Dale said.
"Not as the child of those days, but as a man who can face you squarely."
"Yes, you have truly become a wonderful man."
Sepia smiled quietly.
"But I...."
"There is no need to say more than that."
However, Dale quietly shook his head at Sepia, who was trying to continue.
"The Crystal Queen is waiting."
"......!"
"You can return to your hometown just like this, Master Sepia."
At Dale's words, Sepia gasped.
"Because you are no longer an 'exile' of the Crystal Kingdom, Master Sepia."
Sepia could not even imagine what Dale had been reborn as, having obtained the body of dark blood and the cold of the apocalypse.
"The Shadow Monarch has so decided."
Just then, the Mountain Crone, who had been silent from a distance, intervened.
"The one before you has proven the qualifications of the 'Shadow Monarch,' and I and your mother have gladly become his riders. Furthermore, the Monarch wishes for your innocence as an exile."
"No way!"
Sepia, who grasped the meaning, gasped. An agitation incomparable to anything until just now gripped her.
Because she had once been the head of the Sentinels of Frost before the Crystal Prince, she could not possibly be ignorant of what that meant.
"It is not for your sake, Master Sepia."
However, Dale coldly shook his head.
"It was solely to obtain my power and influence as the Shadow Monarch."
To deceive the debt of the heart she must be feeling.
"What I desire is only the destruction of the Empire and dragging the Golden Monarch from his throne."
The Shadow Monarch said coldly. And that was never a lie.
"The Crystal Queen is waiting. Let us go."
Dale could understand Sepia's hesitation. Therefore, Dale did not hesitate any further.
"Let's go too, Baro."
"T-to where, you say?"
"Where else, my territory."
"Uh, ahem, I understand."
Master Baro nodded in embarrassment, and Dale took a step forward. No, he tried to move.
"......Please wait."
Sepia opened her mouth. Dale's movement stopped.
"Do you have something to say?"
"It was not a lie."
Sepia said. Dale gasped.
"However, I am still not sure if those days were the truth."
"Is that such an important matter?"
Dale asked back coldly. Sepia nodded silently.
"Would you not give me another chance because of that?"
"......."
At those words, Dale gasped for a moment.
"By my own will, I want to tread the frozen earth of Saxony with you once again."
Sepia said. A shyness not like her was faintly embedded in it.
"Once again there, I want to find out my heart."
Sepia said, and Dale turned his head.
The primordial darkness and the cold of the apocalypse flowing along his body—who could dare call Dale a human?
However, when Sepia finally allowed her heart, what wrapped around Dale's heart was a more human emotion than ever before. For the first time, he felt like tears would well up like a child. Nevertheless, he could not cry.
He could not show black tears in front of Sepia.
* * *
"Ah, so many humans are visiting today."
In that frozen earth of the universe's winter, 'Winter'—an incarnation made of the cold of the apocalypse itself—opened its mouth.
"The Shadow Monarch must have visited this place."
Ray Yuris opened his mouth before him.
"Child of lies, shall I tell you the truth?"
"Gladly."
Ray Yuris bowed his head, and Winter laughed as if it were fun.
"──You don't even reach the tips of that child, the Shadow Monarch's, toes."
The cruel truth from which one could not escape flowed from Winter's mouth.
"And this world ends in ice. No one can change that. Because that is the truth."
Winter laughed mockingly. Ray Yuris kept a quiet silence.
"Is that the truth?"
At the end of the silence, Ray Yuris asked back, and Winter nodded.
"Even in the face of unavoidable fate and truth, you struggle so fleetingly. You are so foolish that I have nothing to say."
"Because we were not created to be defeated."
Ray Yuris said. Just as the Golden Monarch had said before.
"Ha, haha! Interesting."
Winter burst into mockery once again.
"Yes, go ahead and struggle desperately, child of lies!"
Along with the mockery, Winter burst into loud laughter and giggled.
"Engrave into your bones the fate that your existence will never reach the tips of the Shadow Monarch's toes, engrave the unavoidable truth of the universe into your heart, and even so, carry out your lies against fate and truth until the very end!"
At the same time, the cold of the apocalypse raging in his vicinity swallowed Ray Yuris's existence.
"I will gladly watch your struggle and foolishness in resisting fate and truth!"
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* * *
Having secured the loyalty of the two Elf Lords and the Blue Magic Tower as the Shadow Monarch, the 'Black Prince' of Saxony finally returned to his territory.
He returned alongside Sepia, the elf who had long ago entrusted her body to the Saxon House.
That day, in a room within the Saxon Duke's castle.
Upon his son's return, the Black Duke was acutely aware of the chilling cold seeping beneath Dale's skin.
"......."
A heavy, troubled silence descended upon them.
"My son."
At the end of the silence, the Black Duke spoke.
"Yes, Father."
"Are you not in pain?"
Dale did not answer immediately, remaining silent.
Regardless of everything else, Dale was his son. He was family—a life built after the Duke had abandoned his path as a monster, alongside his young daughter, Lise.
Yet, the 'Black Prince' had willingly donned the mantle of the Shadow Monarch, harboring ancient darkness and the cold of the apocalypse within his body. The Duke knew all too well what that signified.
"......I see."
The Black Duke smiled, feigning composure.
"But whenever the things you are bearing become too painful, come and tell me."
"......."
"Am I not your father?"
At his father's expression, which could not hide his concern, Dale replied with a quiet smile.
"The things I am carrying are by no means things I carry alone."
After gaining his second life in the Saxon Ducal House, the things Dale possessed were never built by him alone. They were obtained through the help and bonds of his father, the Duke of Saxony, Sir Helmut, Sepia, and countless others.
"Father, even now, you are always carrying many of the burdens that I bear."
Nothing would change. The brief conversation between the two men ended there.
Before long, Dale left his office. The Black Duke, left alone, turned his head. Beyond the glass window of the castle, the biting cold and the dusk of twilight were descending. Yet, none of the cold in this frozen land could compare to the chill flowing within his son's body.
As a father, the inability to do anything but watch that reality was an unspeakable agony.
* * *
"Brother!"
No sooner had he stepped into the courtyard of the Saxon Duke's castle than young Lise spotted him, her face lighting up with a bright smile.
"Yes, Lise. You've been practicing your magic diligently while I was away, haven't you?"
"Yes!"
Lise smiled brightly, then closed her eyes. Focusing her consciousness on the flow of mana coursing along her heart, she quietly extended her arms.
A cluster of biting cold swirled like a vortex along her arms, though it was far too weak to constitute proper magic.
"Wow, that's a very cool magic."
Even so, Dale smiled and stroked Lise's hair. Lise smiled triumphantly.
"How is it? It's super pretty, right!"
"Yes, it's very pretty."
"Then I'll show you more!"
Lise processed her mana with a circle fragment that hadn't even reached the 1st Circle. The energy began to shine like crystal, imbued with the biting cold of the surroundings.
It wasn't true magic, merely the result of mana fusing with the atmosphere during release. But who would expect more from a child? Certainly not optimal military killing formulas designed to take human lives.
Seven-year-old Lise was not the 'Black Prince' who had once been called the Empire's greatest genius. For Dale, that fact was a great relief.
The 'frost' Lise cast spread out, shimmering in the evening dusk.
"The magic is truly pretty."
Watching that sight, Dale said bitterly, even as the frost of the apocalypse swirled within his own dark-blooded body.
"It's truly pretty and beautiful."
"Thank you, Brother! I'll work even harder!"
Though she tilted her head for a moment at Dale's bitter smile, Lise did not understand the depth of it and smiled brightly.
It was just as she said. It was beautiful and pure—so much so that, for the current Dale, it was almost painful to look at directly.
"You know, Lise."
"Yes, Brother!"
Seeing that, Dale said.
"You will become a very wonderful mage."
"Like you, Brother?"
"As I said, I am not as wonderful a mage as Lise thinks."
"That's not true! Everyone in Saxony is proud of you, Brother! Father and Mother were too! And I will grow up to be a wonderful mage like you!"
Lise puffed out her cheeks in a pout, and Dale laughed silently.
"Then shall I teach you how this brother became so wonderful?"
"Yes!"
After laughing, Dale asked, and Lise nodded energetically.
"It's because I had a very wonderful teacher."
Saying that, Dale looked behind him. In the distance, Dale's old teacher watched the pair.
However, Sepia was no longer just Dale's teacher.
"Sepia-nim!"
"Lise, you've grown into a fine young lady before I knew it."
"I'm so happy to see you again!"
Sepia was as good as family to the Saxon House, and Lise knew her well. Sepia smiled and stroked Lise's head, and Dale said.
"From now on, Sepia-nim will teach you magic."
"Wow!"
At those words, Lise smiled brightly, like a child her age.
"Together with me, let us explore the path of magic you must walk."
Just as Sepia had once said to young Dale, Lise's new teacher stood ready.
* * *
"Ugh, damn it. There's nothing as good as peace in this world."
Meanwhile, the Shadow Grand Court had entrusted itself to the Saxon Ducal House.
"I don't know what the hell these bastards are so happy about, constantly starting wars and tripping over themselves."
Master Baro sipped his beer with his feet propped up on the table. Beside him, the Shadow Saintess smiled.
"Because the struggle between gold and shadow will not end until the end of the world."
She spoke not as a lady of a knight, but as a saintess serving the Shadow Goddess to the end.
However, it was not just those assassins who were guarding the Shadow Court.
"It is a truly cold place."
A shadow with copper-colored skin wearing a hood was there. They were the executors who carried out the divine will of elven society: the Assassins of the Mountain.
These were not those stationed at the Empire's borders, but powerful individuals who performed their duties in the deepest parts of the Empire.
The Shadow Court and the Assassins of the Mountain.
They all claimed to be standard-bearers of the shadow; furthermore, it was not unusual for the Assassins of the Mountain to leverage the power of the Saxon House to operate within the Empire.
"It must not be a climate familiar to Dark Elves."
The Shadow Monarch spoke, and one of the Assassins of the Mountain knelt.
In addition, led by Master Baro and the Shadow Saintess, who could be called the two heads of the Shadow Court, the assassins of the court were present.
"As long as the Elf Kingdom offers its loyalty according to the ancient covenant, I, too, as the Shadow Monarch, will fulfill my duty for you all."
Dale said.
"Is that not so, Blue Mastermind?"
Furthermore, in addition to the two organizations known as masters of covert operations, the final piece to bind them together was there.
Blue butterflies soared.
"The Shadow Court, the Assassins of the Mountain, and the spiderweb of the Blue Magic Tower... We are each performing our own missions, but there is no reason why we should not willingly cooperate for a single duty."
Dale said.
─ The time has come. We, the Blue Magic Tower, are also ready to willingly break our silence for the Shadow Monarch.
A voice was heard from somewhere, and Dale nodded calmly.
"Integrating myself and the organizations loyal to me into a single entity, and firmly establishing that spiderweb across the entire Empire, will be a grand task."
For instance, the Grand Court, which claims to lead the Shadow Court, does not even grasp the full scale of its own organization.
The 'Small Courts' operate as localized assassin guilds, considering human lives worth only a few gold coins. In a sense, they are little more than uncontrollable criminal syndicates.
Therefore, to firmly consolidate and command the point-organizations that are still scattered and operating in the dark across the Empire.
Furthermore, it would be a grand task to fuse the Assassins of the Mountain, the spiderweb of the Blue Magic Tower, and even the 'spiderweb of the sunny side' that the Guild City is scattering, all into one. The advantages this would bring to Dale were self-evident.
Just as the 《Grave Guard》, the supreme elite guard directly under the Duke of Saxony who have taken a vow of silence and serve in the shadows, do.
"Ultimately, they will all be reborn as a single intelligence organization that cooperates organically in both the light and the dark."
As 《Grave Walker》, serving and operating solely for the 'Shadow Monarch'.
"Haha, what, are you trying to become the King of the Night all of a sudden?"
Master Baro said with a hearty laugh. Dale tilted his head and replied.
"Well, is there any reason I couldn't?"
The things Dale obtained after one journey ended were countless. It was time to start a new journey once again based on them.
However, the stage for the next journey was not the Demon Territory beyond the Saxon Duchy, nor the scorching lands in the Far East.
It was the entire Empire, which he hated so much, and the very night streets and shadows of that country.
* * *
The night streets and shadows of the Empire.
"Child, hurry and try calling out the name of the goddess."
The man's voice was extremely gentle. However, to the young boy listening, the man's presence was nothing less than the devil himself.
Within the shadows of the Empire, countless darknesses writhed.
The value of a life was so low that no one would care if a few people in the city disappeared. To 'Gilles de Rais,' that fact was heaven itself.
Leaving the island of Britannia and joining the Empire's devil-worshipping Lodge, quite some time had passed.
Along with the overflowing materials in his laboratory and the achievements of their Lodge, the ritual of the Demon King began to make rapid progress.
There is no such thing as a god in this world. He had realized that on the day the Holy Maiden burned and perished in the frozen lands of Saxony.
However, the fact that there is no god does not mean that there is no devil.
"Wait a little longer, Holy Maiden......."
There is no such thing as a goddess of mercy and compassion in this world. What exists is only an evil god, and proving the existence of that devil was the final mission that Gilles de Rais possessed.
"The sense of betrayal you must have felt long ago, the despair of knowing there is no god...... I, Gilles de Rais, will make everyone in the Empire feel it clearly."
As he cut the throat of the child crying out for the goddess's compassion and mercy with a knife, Gilles de Rais laughed ecstatically.
Blood splattered in gushes.
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* * *
That night.
Dale sat cross-legged in his room, harmonizing the darkness and cold circulating within his body.
A knock sounded.
"May I trouble you for a moment?"
At the familiar voice, Dale hurriedly steadied his dark blood and the cold, then replied.
"Yes, Sepia-nim."
Sepia was no longer Dale's tutor, yet she remained the Saxon family's private tutor.
"......It seems I have interrupted you just as you were about to sleep."
"Not at all. I was still immersed in my training."
Dale shook his head.
"Are you not cold?"
Sepia spoke. Dale couldn't answer for a moment, swallowing his breath.
He tried his best to maintain his composure, but just as he couldn't deceive his father, he couldn't deceive Sepia.
As a Sentinel of Frost, she could not be unaware of the cosmic winter tormenting Dale's body—the curse of that cold.
"I am cold."
Lies were useless. Dale offered a quiet smile.
"However, there is too much warmth by my side to succumb to this level of cold."
He took Sepia's hand. She blushed, looking shy.
"You taught Lise magic today. How was the lesson?"
Dale changed the subject. Sepia coughed and laughed hurriedly.
"She learns very quickly. Above all, she possesses a purity that does not suit a mage."
"That child will become a good mage."
"......Yes, I am looking forward to it as well."
Sepia smiled bitterly, then reached out to the nape of Dale's neck. Dale swallowed a low breath.
He had thought there was no warmth within the biting cold—merely a word he had mumbled to get past the situation.
He was wrong.
Feeling the warmth of Sepia hugging him, Dale fell silent.
Dale wrapped his arms around Sepia's neck, winding them around her slender shoulders as he buried his face in the nape of her neck. She flinched, but only for a moment.
"May I stay like this for a moment?"
Dale asked, and Sepia said nothing.
She simply hugged Dale tightly, as if refusing to let him go.
* * *
The next day.
The Black Duke's office.
"Did you say 《Grave Walker》?"
At his question, Dale nodded.
"Among the flag-bearers serving me as the Shadow Monarch, I intend to form an organization of clandestine professionals, like the Shadow Court or the Assassins of the Mountain. They will be limbs loyal to Saxony and the Shadow Monarch."
Dale stated his plan.
"For that, I intend to use the trade network Guild City has spread across the continent, in addition to the spiderweb possessed by the 'Blue Magic Tower'."
"Blue Magic Tower...... do you mean the Sorceress Council?"
At the Black Duke's words, Dale nodded.
"Do you think they are people who can be trusted?"
"To be honest, I do not trust them that much."
It wasn't as if Dale didn't know the deviousness of the Blue Mastermind. Furthermore, he knew the secrets the Sorceress Council was hiding.
"However, the Sorceress Council seeks to gain the Shadow Monarch's trust through 'information.' At the very least, I do not think we need to distrust their actions."
"Since they are volunteering for your flag-bearer, not me, I will respect your words for now."
The Black Duke nodded.
"However, do not forget that it is not them, but our Saxon Duke family, that acts as your flag-bearer without price until the very end."
"I understand that point deeply."
The Blue Magic Tower, the Shadow Court, and the forces Dale led were loyal solely to the 'Shadow Monarch.' However, the continent's number one dark mage and his organization were different.
Because of the blood bond, because Dale was the son of that very man.
"The fact that you are my father, and the fact that I am a son of the Saxon family."
Just as Sepia had shown her warmth, it was no different with Dale's father.
* * *
Some time after that.
Imperial Free City (Freie Reichsstadt).
It is an autonomous city that, by imperial decree, is not subordinate to clerical princes or local lords, but belongs directly to the Emperor.
Therefore, Imperial Free Cities were usually located at hubs of continental trade or transportation. Because they were not ruled by lords, they were cities of opportunity that did not distinguish between high and low birth.
For instance, it was not rare for a runaway serf to start a business at a street stall, only for it to grow exponentially until they succeeded as a Bourgeois—the real power of the city.
However, where gold gathers, desire follows. The number of seats for a Bourgeois was fixed, and the political strife to secure them was a literal bloodbath.
It was in this context that the Empire's assassins, thieves, and criminals established their organizations and guilds in the Imperial Free Cities.
While some took profits from trade and taxes in the light, monsters struggled in the shadows over gambling, red-light districts, and other illegal ventures every single day.
In most Imperial Free Cities, apart from the official mercenaries or guards, there is usually a hidden power that rules. In exchange for colluding with the city council to handle matters in the shadows, the council tacitly overlooks their existence.
Around that time.
In one such city, precariously walking the line between lawlessness and legality, that man appeared.
* * *
Under an organization, there is another. And under that, yet another. In the Empire, large organizations that strike fear into people are usually nothing more than spiderwebs of connected dots.
A certain criminal guild was one of those dots at the very bottom, proudly claiming the name of the 'Shadow Court'.
Smith claimed to be the master of that criminal guild.
After a life in organizations that started from the bottom, he had clawed his way up by stabbing with the blade of betrayal.
And he had secured a firm position among the small and medium-sized criminal organizations that ruled Harlem, this Imperial Free City.
As an outlaw, he claimed to be a gangster who could enjoy the city's opportunities to his heart's content.
At least, until a few seconds ago.
"Heh, what did this fucking bastard just say?"
"Aaaaaaack!"
The blade swung down, mincing Smith's fingers one by one. Even seeing their leader screaming, no one dared to move. They couldn't.
In the back alleys of the Imperial Free City of Harlem, Smith's criminal guild called itself a 'Small Court' of the Shadow Court.
The floor was littered with the corpses of assassins. They were the best talents their organization boasted.
Smith had been proud, giving those seven veteran assassins the nickname 'Seven Blades'.
Nevertheless, none could counter the man's assassination techniques. There was no sign or movement as he threw his hidden weapons. It was an instant kill.
The six hidden weapons, scattered in a fan shape, pierced the hearts of the Seven Blades like bullets.
Without even being able to parry a single move.
A rain of blades scattered from all directions.
They couldn't even be considered opponents. The gap was overwhelming, bordering on despair.
"Are you guys really a Small Court of the Shadow Court?"
"N-no, that is......!"
"Heh, didn't you say just a moment ago that someone was an idiot for not knowing fear in front of the Shadow Court?"
The man shrugged, looking around.
The 'Seven Blades' Smith boasted of lay as corpses, yet the remaining members of the criminal guild were pissing themselves in terror.
"From now on, bow your heads to the ground within three seconds. Execute."
The highest-ranking assassin of the Shadow Grand Court, the Slaughter Sword Master Baro, gave the order.
"Yes, Hyung-nim!"
"Understood!"
"Yes!"
In front of their new Hyung-nim, they all bowed their heads in unison. It was a sharp display of conduct, regardless of the miserable spectacle of their guild master writhing in pain.
"Heh, these friends have top-notch bowing skills."
Their cohesion and loyalty were as fleeting as sand—fitting for a criminal guild.
"Hy-Hyung-nim! No, Boss! Boss! Please spare me! Aack, please! I'll beg!"
Smith begged in pain.
"Why would I be your boss?"
Watching Smith's begging, Master Baro asked back.
"I beg you! I will swear loyalty for life! It's true! Please believe me!"
"No, I'm asking why I would be your boss."
"Th-that is!"
"Looking at the situation, there's no way an organization of this scale would be playing king of this city. Now, I'll ask again."
"What is the name of the most successful organization in this field?"
* * *
At that time.
In another Imperial Free City not far from Harlem—the one Master Baro was tearing apart—
This area contained an alliance of cities called the 'Free City Alliance.' Acting separately from Master Baro was another 《Grave Walker》.
"I have no interest in the worldly affairs of you humans."
A dark elf with copper-colored skin opened her mouth.
"However, as long as our Monarch desires it, we naturally need information to match."
"Sp-speak, Noona! I will tell you everything! Please, spare my life......!"
The master of a small criminal guild that ruled the city bowed his head before the Assassin of the Mountain.
"Reveal everything about the most powerful organization that rules this city."
The Assassin of the Mountain said. No sooner had the words finished than the truth poured out of the guild master, who kept his head buried.
* * *
"That is all."
"My side is the same as what that dark elf said."
Hearing the reports of the Assassin of the Mountain and Master Baro, the Shadow Monarch nodded quietly.
"The Shadow 'Court' has been ruling the Free City Alliance, yet no one in our Grand Court knew that fact."
The Shadow Monarch laughed as if dumbfounded, and Master Baro shrugged.
"Well, taking care of the guys below is not as easy as I thought."
"To be precise, it isn't easy to manage those guys running wild as they please."
"Heh, that's exactly right."
Master Baro cackled, and Dale nodded calmly.
"Master Baro, you and I will find the 'Shadow Court' that rules the entire Free City Alliance."
After nodding, the Shadow Monarch stood up.
"Because this city needs a slightly more classy villain."
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* * *
An organization under an organization, under yet another organization. The task of meticulously retracing the endless spiderweb, point by point, had begun.
In a back alley of the Imperial Free City of Harlem, inside a humble tavern.
Though advertised as a tavern to the public, no one actually came in to drink or stay the night. It was merely a front to comply with city laws.
In reality, it was a subordinate branch of one of the criminal guilds that ruled Harlem—the Shadow Court, notorious as the continent's premier assassin guild.
The floor of the tavern was littered with the corpses of assassins. They hadn't even been able to put up a proper fight against the hail of thrown weapons.
The survivors pressed their faces into the dirt.
"Alright, alright. Now, I shall demonstrate a magic trick where your fingers disappear."
*Crunch!*
"Aaaaaaagh!"
A scream tore through the room. The man posing as the tavern manager shrieked. Who was this man? How dared he lay a hand on someone who claimed the title of Judge of the Minor Court?
The Minor Court ruled by Smith was, in truth, nothing more than a nameless criminal organization. But they—they were different.
An organization above an organization; this was the true Minor Court of the Shadow Court.
Yet, even they were not the "true head."
That was the terrifying aspect of the Shadow Court. What you thought was the head wasn't the head, and what you thought was the torso wasn't the torso. No one could ever fully grasp their true form.
And that was the biggest problem of all.
Even those who could be called the "true leadership" of the Shadow Court couldn't fully grasp the reality of their own organization.
"Heh, if even the head doesn't recognize the head, what the hell is this Grand Court even good for?"
"P-please, have mercy...!"
"Right, you said the one who rules this city is the head of the Shadow Court."
"That's right!"
"Right?"
"Y-yes, that's right!"
"Then are you the one who rules the Free City Alliance as well?"
"N-no! We are merely a Minor Court! The ones who rule this city are the H-High Court above us!"
"A High Court?"
Master Baro tilted his head.
"Huh, shit. Did we have something like that in our court?"
The organizational structure of the Shadow Court consisted of only two tiers: the Minor Court and the Grand Court. Even if the subordinate organizations claiming to be Minor Courts varied in size and power, and even if the assassins of the Minor Court were nothing more than a band of criminals rather than executors of divine will—
"Now then, shall we start spilling the beans about this High Court?"
"D-do you think I would just carelessly spill the organization's secrets!"
"Hmm, don't you hear a sound?"
Master Baro tilted his head, listening intently.
"S-sound?"
"The sound of your fingers begging me to tell you."
*Snap.* Simultaneously, the finger bones twisted, protruding grotesquely from the back of his hand.
"Aaaaaagh! I'll talk! Aaaaaagh! I'll tell you everything! I'll spill it all, so please, have mercy!"
"Heh, I like this fellow's lack of backbone."
The manager spilled the story fluently.
"Seriously, are you guys some kind of crumbling cookie court?"
Leaving Master Baro's performance behind, the hooded man sitting in the corner of the tavern finally opened his mouth.
"Hey now, don't be like that. Did I even build this organization? From the start, I've just been the one handling the shit work."
The 'Shadow Monarch' replied to Master Baro's words.
"I heard long ago about the courts that the Grand Justices of the Grand Court kept under them. But this is the first I've heard of them having a court in the Free City Alliance."
"A Minor Court under a Minor Court, and it even stretches down to the sub-sub-levels—that is our Shadow Court."
Being the continent's premier assassin organization was no empty title. However, in a world where information technology was not developed, an organization that had grown this bloated would inevitably sprout uncontrollable branches.
Therefore, the Shadow Monarch's first goal was the task of pruning and organizing those very branches.
"A High Court... well, it sounds like a very reasonable name, at least."
Dale nodded and stood up.
"W-where are you going?"
"To the High Court, obviously."
A wind blew—a familiar one.
Silhouettes appeared on the scene. They were men wearing plague doctor masks and coats.
"So you are the ones who dared to lay a hand on our 'Shadow Court' without fear."
One of the men in the plague doctor mask spoke up.
Each possessed a presence that couldn't be compared to the small-fry from earlier. They were, quite literally, the assassins of the Shadow Court themselves.
"Ho-ho, looking at them, they aren't just some stray dogs picked up from the gutter."
Watching them, Master Baro spoke as if he found it interesting.
"I have no intention of shedding blood unnecessarily."
Dale spoke.
"As a person of the Shadow Grand Court, I command you. Lead us to where your High Court resides."
"Did you say Grand Court?"
One of the plague-masked assassins spoke.
"That's right, I'm the big boss of you sword-wielders."
Master Baro chuckled.
"Ha, hahaha!"
The manager, whose fingers were a mangled mess, burst into laughter upon seeing them.
"The 'true assassins' of the Shadow Court have finally moved! Now you are all dead men walking!"
As if the two men were truly as good as dead.
"So, does this mean the ones here were all fakes?"
"At the very least, it means those are the assassins of the real court you speak of."
Dale replied calmly and turned his head.
"I have no intention of shedding blood unnecessarily. But to prove my point, I suppose I have no choice."
With a voice devoid of emotion, Dale spoke toward the assassins of the Shadow Court.
*Ta-at!*
The plague-masked assassins kicked off the ground and scattered. A hail of blades was sprayed in a fan shape. Just as Master Baro was about to move—
Dale silently stopped him. He extended his arm to test his new power.
Five circles accelerated, and through the blue mana, the 'Cold of the End' dwelling within his body flowed outward.
Just as the mana scattered by young Lise had shimmered like crystal, imbued with the biting cold of the region—
Dale, strictly speaking, was not using magic either. He was simply releasing mana in a gaseous state, fusing it with the 'Cold of the End' inside his body, and indiscriminately scattering that cold.
However, it was not beautiful, pretty, or shining like that of his younger sister.
It was the cold of death, desperate and cruel.
"......!"
As if an invisible poison gas were consuming them, the Cold of the End scattered. The moment it touched the assassins' bodies...
It did not provide a form of pain as easy to understand as ice.
The cosmic winter, what absolute zero signifies, is by no means an easy concept to understand. It refers to the extinction of existence itself, where the entropy of matter becomes extremely high, causing the core particles of the material structure to collapse.
The collapse of order—that was the conclusion ultimately signified by the Cold of the End and the cosmic winter.
The moment the Cold of the End swallowed them, their flesh, bones, and blood were dismantled at the particle level, leaving not even a shape behind.
Yet, even this was merely a fraction of the ability possessed by the 'Cold of the End'.
'How far can I ultimately utilize this power?'
Because he understood the meaning of entropy, and because he was a Shadow Monarch with knowledge from another world, he could feel it even more painfully. This was not a power that would stop at the level of killing a single person.
An ability that had reached the realm of Matter Manipulation.
'Not the time for such thoughts.'
One of the plague-masked assassins, along with every element that symbolized his existence, scattered and vanished at the particle level.
Without even leaving behind a pile of ash.
"......!"
The movements of the remaining assassins stopped dead. They were not fools. The moment they saw Dale, they must have intuited it.
That the caliber was different.
"Heh, you fellows. You're starting to get a feel for where you should be bowing your heads, aren't you?"
Before Master Baro's words could even finish, the assassins moved. Their movements were close to divine technique. However, it was by no means to cut the enemy's throat.
""We failed to recognize the Great Hero!""
The assassins of the Shadow Court all bowed their heads in unison before Dale and Baro.
"Heh, I like these fellows; they're very consistent. Sharp as a blade."
Seeing that, Master Baro smiled contentedly. After laughing, he turned his head.
"Now then, where were we..."
"H-hieee!"
He looked toward the manager who, along with the appearance of the Shadow assassins, had until just moments ago been mocking Dale and Baro as 'dead men walking.'
"Shall I show you a magic trick where your head disappears?"
* * *
Meanwhile, in the underground hideout in Harlem that claimed to be the High Court.
Lately, there had been disturbances in the city, and following that, the assassins he had sent out had returned shortly after. Believing without a doubt that they had properly carried out their mission, the High Court judge 'McGee' stood up.
"So, did you return after successfully completing the mission?"
"We returned after completing it very well."
From within the plague doctor mask, a voice that was completely unfamiliar to him was heard.
"......!"
Taking off the mask, the Shadow Monarch finally revealed his appearance.
"How?!"
At the same time, the assassins of the Shadow Court, who should have been loyal to McGee, all knelt before the Shadow Monarch in unison.
"You bastards, how dare you betray the Court...!"
Nevertheless, the assassin who claimed to be the head of the High Court, McGee, did not panic. If anything, he was so dumbfounded that he almost laughed.
A judge of the Shadow Court—at the very least, he was an existence of a different caliber than the riff-raff from before.
Before he knew it, he had gripped his hidden weapon with a reverse grip, and a blood-red aura blade began to dwell along the weapon. It was the undeniable symbol of a high-ranking assassin.
He could not possibly be unaware of what that meant.
However, it was then.
"Hey, you little shit."
One of the men also wearing a plague doctor mask spoke. The voice was very familiar.
"Seeing you acting like a king here just because your head got a little big, this hyung-nim is so moved I have no words."
The man also took off his mask. And that face there—how could he not recognize it?
To become a high-ranking assassin of the Shadow Court, one needed a 'blood-red aura blade.' And there was only one person who taught that blood-red aura: the strongest in the Shadow Court, the Killing Sword of the Grand Court, the one and only.
"B-Baro hyung-nim...?"
McGee swallowed his breath in bewilderment, and Master Baro spoke.
"McGee, you little shit, this hyung-nim will keep it short out of consideration for old times."
"Please speak, hyung-nim!"
"Bow your head."
Master Baro said, and McGee, the judge of the High Court and a high-ranking assassin, willingly slammed his head into the ground. Including the high-ranking assassin McGee, none of the assassins present were an exception.
For an organization that claimed to be the ruling power of Harlem, one of the seats of the Free City Alliance, it was a truly anticlimactic ending.






Chapter - 185 

Chapter 185
* * *
"Hey, you little shit, McGee."
"Yes, Boss!"
"Do you think I'm a joke?"
"No, Boss!"
"Then do you think the Shadow Court is a joke?"
"That's not it either, Boss!"
Master Baro spoke. McGee, a judge and high-ranking assassin of the Shadow Court currently burying his head into the floor, recited back. The other assassins were no exception.
"Right. So, is there any reason you decided to go around acting like you're some High Court, bossing the kids underneath you around?"
"W-well, that is... since the organizations under us have become so numerous, there was a need to distinguish between them in various ways..."
"You've got a good head on your shoulders."
Hearing that, Dale chimed in.
"It's not a bad thing to have a superior organization acting as a head when there are organizations hanging off organizations like dried yellow corvina. Isn't that actually more efficient?"
"T-thank you!"
McGee hurriedly bowed his head. Master Baro snapped back, incredulous.
"Ugh, you fucking bastard. You dumped the Court you're supposed to be in into Harlem without a word, and now you're trying to set up a headquarters?"
"T-that's not it! Moving the Court to Harlem was entirely a decision made by the Grand Court! In the process, the kids we have under us..."
McGee spoke, and Master Baro quietly held his breath. Piecing together the puzzle wasn't as difficult as he had thought.
"Master Baro, who is the boss of the Shadow Court?"
"Heh, that would be the Shadow Monarch standing right in front of me, wouldn't it?"
At Dale's question, Baro continued.
"Then that means one of the judges of the Grand Court has been plotting things behind our boss's back without a word."
"Are there any other suspicious things happening in this city?"
Dale asked back. At those words, McGee held his breath for a moment.
"Heh, our McGee here is saying that some damn suspicious things are happening."
It wasn't hard to gauge the answer from that one action.
"I-I was just doing it because it was the will of the Grand Court..."
"What did the Grand Court order?"
"They told me not to pay attention to or speak a word about the 'things' happening in a specific district of this city..."
At those words, Dale's expression froze for a moment.
"Right, so what is happening in this city?"
"They told me to remain completely silent about the crimes occurring in the Whitechapel area of East Harlem. Lately, mysterious murders of prostitutes and the disappearance of young boys have become a daily routine. Besides that, there were similar orders from the Free City Alliance in the area..."
"So, orders were handed down from the Grand Court to stay silent about those crimes."
"That's correct!"
"Specifically, what did they say it was for?"
"They only said it was an offering for a certain ritual."
Murder of prostitutes, disappearance of young boys, sacrifices.
Dale furrowed his brow. The Shadow Court was the successor to a pagan sect that worshipped the Shadow Goddess; they were no different from a fanatical organization, despite claiming to be an assassins' guild. That was why the Shadow Monarch had sought to distance himself from the bad habits of the old era by declaring himself the new head of the organization.
At least on the surface, there was no one in the high ranks of the Grand Court who went against the will of the Shadow Monarch. After all, the two heads of the Shadow Court, the Slaughter Sword and the Shadow Saintess, were currently pledging their loyalty to Dale.
Even so, that didn't mean that the entire Shadow Court, and by extension the Grand Court, agreed with the Shadow Monarch's will.
Just as the hardliners of the Black Magic Tower had once resisted Dale's father, the Black Duke. He finally understood his father's hardships.
"I thought as much."
It wasn't a fact that was particularly surprising.
"Master Baro, you said you weren't too fond of the fanatics in the Shadow Court, right?"
"Heh, do you even have to ask?"
"It's time to pull those fanatics out by the roots."
It was a massive organization whose scale even they couldn't fully grasp. In a world where information technology was undeveloped, it was no surprise that someone was exploiting it.
"Ah, hearing that makes me feel incredibly motivated. By the way..."
"There's no need to worry about the Shadow Saintess. While you're away, the reliable 《Grave Guards》 are protecting her in your stead."
"Heh."
Master Baro laughed sheepishly and turned his head.
"Now, McGee, you little shit."
"Speak, Boss!"
"This boss of yours is about to do some trash cleaning, and I assume you don't want to be stuffed into the bag along with them, right?"
"That's exactly right!"
McGee replied, desperately bowing his head.
"Then, within 5 seconds, spill everything you know about the Grand Court you've been in contact with."
"A while ago, when the entire family of the Count of Wallachia was wiped out and his relatives sold off the territory, an aristocrat from Britannia purchased it!"
McGee answered. At those words, Dale's shadow twitched for a moment. The County of Wallachia. It was a count's territory not too far from here in Harlem.
"He was a man called Gilles de Rais, said to be the standard-bearer for the Holy Maiden during the Kingdom of Britannia's war of independence. Perhaps because of his strong standing within the kingdom, he was released without charges after the defeat in exchange for fully cooperating with the Empire."
When that name came up next, Dale's shadow twitched again. Master Baro asked back without caring.
"Right, so why are you bringing up that aristocrat from Britannia?"
"I received orders from the Grand Court to carry out the commands of 'Count Gilles de Wallachia'!"
"What else did he order?"
"It was an order to kidnap the devout children of the city and secretly transport them to his territory!"
"Oh my, the kidnapper bought imperial land, so now he's become the Count of Wallachia. Did he have some past he wanted to wash away?"
An aristocrat's surname is derived from the territory he holds. Furthermore, in cases where one holds multiple territories, it is common to use the name of the most powerful and influential territory as one's surname.
Just as the 'Duke of Saxony' held several baronies and counties within the Empire in addition to the Duchy of Saxony, and held multiple titles as the baron and count of those places.
"Besides, it's not a common occurrence for a count's family to be wiped out and for the relative who is supposed to inherit the county to suddenly sell the land."
"Unless he had some other connections in the Empire, it wouldn't be a job for a single aristocrat from Britannia to carry out."
And the ones backing him up were these people from the Shadow Grand Court.
"A bigger fish than I thought has been hooked."
"Heh, that is truly the case."
Dale replied after hearing the story, and Master Baro shrugged as if he agreed.
* * *
At that time, at the Count of Wallachia's castle.
Gilles de Rais, now known as the Count of Wallachia, was there.
Along with the demonologist Prelati and others from an organization he had contacted in the Empire called the 'Lodge'.
"Hehe, I never imagined we would meet again here."
Furthermore, there was one comrade from the Lodge who was smiling at the Count of Wallachia.
"......!"
"To think that yesterday's enemy would become today's comrade... it's truly a wonderful sentiment."
It was the witch with blood-red hair. How could he forget her? She was known as one of the real powers of the Red Magic Tower, alongside the Duke of Blood, and a powerful figure who exerted the strongest influence within the Empire. She was the wicked woman who, when she started the kingdom's war of independence with the Holy Maiden, dropped the hellfire that his homeland could never forget.
"L-Lady Scarlet......"
"I'm glad to see you again. Ah, should I call you the Count of Wallachia now?"
Only then did Gilles de Rais realize the true nature of the Lodge; it far exceeded his imagination.
"Now then, let's gladly raise a toast for the new member of the Lodge."
Saying that, Lady Scarlet tried to raise her glass.
"Jack hasn't joined us yet."
The demonologist Prelati blocked her, and Lady Scarlet sipped her glass without caring.
"It seems he's still busy indulging in his hobbies in the back alleys. Now then, shall we start the meal among ourselves?"
She said, and the servants guarding them opened the dishes.
"Kyaaaaah!"
One of the maids screamed and collapsed on the spot. Lady Scarlet smiled without caring, showing off the sharp fangs protruding past her lips.
The dishes were revealed.
Every single one of them still retained the shape of a human.
"As expected, drinks in a glass don't taste as good. Wouldn't the food be the same?"
At the same time, the members of the Lodge all stood up from their chairs at once.
They turned toward the maids, who were screaming in horror, finally revealing their terrifying forms. Blood splattered. It was a carnival of beasts where no aristocratic grace or etiquette could be found—a scene of predation where they buried their heads into human stomachs and tore out the entrails.
"Ah, ahhh......!"
In the face of such demonic madness, Gilles de Rais trembled in horror.
"Why are you like that, Knight abandoned by God?"
Watching him, Lady Scarlet asked as if she were enjoying it. Gilles de Rais's horror did not last long.
"No, no......"
Disgust, an indescribable ugliness—but that emotion did not stem from their evil at all.
"──It's not elegant!"
Gilles de Rais shouted, kicking the table away. The movements of the Lodge members who were feasting on the meat slowed down, and Lady Scarlet smiled without a word.
"No grace, no restraint, no elegance! It's neither beautiful nor elegant! I absolutely cannot tolerate the act of ruining my meal like this!"
At those words, Lady Scarlet snapped her fingers, and the members of the Lodge bowed their heads with smiles.
"As you say. Please forgive our indecency."
One of the Lodge members smiled politely. He finally understood: this was their test.
"Très Bien! With this, it has been proven that you possess the dignity befitting our Lodge."
"I shall say it again, Count of Wallachia. Knight who has been abandoned by God and seeks the devil."
Lady Scarlet opened her mouth, sipping the blood-red wine she was holding in her hand.
"I sincerely congratulate you on joining the Lodge."
* * *
Leaving behind the business at the Shadow Court, the place Dale was heading to was a 'certain location' in the East District of the city.
There had been suspicious things happening here for some time, and an unexpected name was involved in it.
Gilles de Rais, the standard-bearer left alone after the Holy Maiden Aurelia became ashes.
The fact that he had purchased an aristocratic territory on imperial land, and had set up shop right here in Harlem, where crimes occurred day after day, was information that could never be overlooked.
"......Lady Aurelia."
Dale called her name in the shadows. No answer was heard.
Just then, a cold sensation swept down his spine.
In the back alleys of the city, beneath the moonlight, in the twisting, turning maze, the smell of blood hung heavy. Dale raised his head at a wailing that couldn't even manage a scream—a soundless cry.
"......!"
Dale sprinted through the darkness, and that man was there.
In front of the corpse of a male prostitute that had been torn to shreds, stood a gentleman dressed in neat attire.
"Ah, look who it is."
The gentleman turned his head. There wasn't a drop of blood on his body, save for one thing: the blade held in his hand.
"Then who are you?"
To Dale's question, the gentleman answered politely.
"They call me Jack the Reaper."
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* * *
Jack the Ripper, the knife-wielder.
Dale held his breath for a moment at the sense of incongruity that name carried.
"I have been waiting for you, the 'Black Prince' of Saxony."
Jack the Ripper spoke. Dale felt an unexpected sense of familiarity from his appearance.
He wore a mask with the corners of the mouth ripped open, grotesquely mimicking a crescent moon.
"《Laughing Man》......."
Dale muttered under his breath.
"What is the meaning of that mask?"
"When one goes to a masquerade, everyone adorns themselves with lies. I am no exception."
Jack the Ripper trailed off and smiled.
"Do you believe in the existence of God?"
"......."
"Ah, never mind. You would at least believe in the existence of a demon, surely."
Jack the Ripper said. At those words, the things another 《Laughing Man》 had once said to him swirled in Dale's mind for a moment.
'Suppose we look at the ledgers of the Guild City to predict the state of the continent and future events... if we assume there is a demon capable of accurately predicting the movements of this world, it would not be impossible to foresee everything that will happen in this future.'
An existence that knows the exact position and momentum of every single molecule in the universe. Laplace's Demon.
"I believe in the existence of a demon. The all-knowing (全知) demon can foresee everything that happens in this world and the future."
Jack the Ripper said.
"For instance, where and how to commit a crime so as not to be caught, where and whom to ambush so that the crime is buried in the darkness...... the all-knowing demon always whispers to me."
He adjusted the blade held in his hand, leaving the corpse of the male prostitute, now reduced to a lump of meat, behind him.
"As you can see, I have no power of my own,"
Jack the Ripper said.
"I have no magic, no Aura, and I cannot guarantee victory in a physical struggle against an ordinary person."
"......."
"But every time that demon whispers to me, I know. Thanks to that, I have been able to survive just fine even after tearing through the bodies of these children time and time again."
He flicked the blood off his blade.
"The people of the city curse my name and fall into terror every single day, and I can feel the air of fear and dread whenever I walk the streets! Ah, it is hard to find a thrill as exhilarating as knowing what is to come."
Jack the Ripper shuddered in ecstasy. It didn't even make him want to laugh.
"Isn't it amazing? Shadow Monarch-nim."
"Seeing as you know, it seems the demon whispered about my identity as well."
"Yes, thanks to that, I knew I would encounter you here,"
Jack the Ripper smiled behind the 《Laughing Man》 mask with its grotesquely ripped mouth.
"What are you aiming for by facing me?"
"As an apostle serving the all-knowing demon, I have been tasked with conveying our will to you, Duke-nim."
"'Our'?"
"An organization called the 《Lodge》."
At that name, Dale's expression froze.
"The head of our organization wishes for the Shadow Monarch to willingly join us."
"Do you think I would so easily take your hand?"
At those words, Dale burst into laughter.
"Ah, please do not misunderstand. We have no interest in gold or shadows."
"No interest?"
"The only thing we desire is pleasure."
Jack the Ripper said.
"The pleasure of slaughter, ravaging and tearing apart a terrified prostitute on a dark road; the intellectual pleasure of exploring knowledge hidden within the taboos of the White Magic Tower; the gastronomic pleasure of craving the most expensive delicacies in this world...... in the face of that, there is no room for gold or shadows to intervene."
Dale remained silent.
"How about it, Shadow Monarch-nim? Our 《Lodge》, setting aside the strife of gold and shadows, wishes for the joining of the 'Black Prince,' who boasts the greatest cruelty and notoriety on the continent."
"Let me ask you one thing."
After the silence, Dale opened his mouth.
"Do you happen to know the fact that this place will become your grave?"
"......?"
Jack the Ripper tilted his head for a moment.
"Did your demon whisper that you are nothing more than a 'single chess piece' who will be discarded after yapping your mouth off here?"
What permeated Dale's voice was cold hatred. Simply the disgust and hatred a person feels purely in the face of evil.
"It seems your demon didn't tell you that I will never forgive trash like you, did it?"
"......!"
Only at Dale's words did agitation flicker across Jack the Ripper's expression.
"Was the all-knowing (全知) demon actually a fake? Or did it intend to use you as a mere chess piece and discard you all along?"
I will not deny that that man, Jack the Ripper, possesses the power of an apostle.
Beings who have received special power from the divinities (神格) who look down upon us like ants from the heavens.
Most apostles receive that power and bow their heads toward the omnipotent being above the sky. Just as the Holy Maiden who received the revelation of the sister goddess Sistina did. That man was no different.
That stupidity and blindness were so ridiculous I didn't even have words for it.
"Th-that cannot be......!"
Finally, Jack the Ripper gasped in panic.
"I know. I know how you will move, how I can defeat you, because the all-knowing (全知) demon is always whispering to me."
In his bewilderment, Jack the Ripper finally began to threaten him with killing intent. It didn't even make me want to laugh.
"Oh, is that so?"
At the same time, the cold of the apocalypse swirled and scattered from Dale's body, and Jack the Ripper skillfully created distance.
"Ice Bullet, 「Gatling Style」."
Seeing that, Dale extended his arm again. Not with shadows, but by crafting the cold of the apocalypse swirling in his heart into bullets.
A barrage of ice poured down, and Jack the Ripper rushed through it. He sprinted into the hail of bullets, accurately grasping their blind spots, as if he knew exactly where to be to avoid them.
"......!"
Chwaaak!
The blade in his hand swung, carving a wound onto Dale's body.
Dale tried to counter by deploying the Shadow Monarch's avatar belatedly, but Jack the Ripper had already hidden himself behind Dale's back.
"As expected, I know everything. How you will act, and how I can defeat you."
Jack the Ripper sneered coldly.
"Laplace, the all-knowing demon who can read the future."
Dale muttered.
"Oh, it seems you know of the being I serve."
"Then you must also know the names of the other 'three demons.'"
Dale replied.
"Three demons......?"
At Dale's question, Jack the Ripper gasped for a moment.
"Don't you even know the four great demons of the history of science? Ah, it seems you don't know even that much."
Finally, agitation flickered in his movements.
"Were those fictional beings that would be shattered by a single high school textbook really the identity of the demons you speak of?"
"Fictional beings, how dare you!"
Those demons are nothing more than byproducts known in the process of 'otherworldly scholars' conducting thought experiments (思考實驗).
How the beings of this world understand that concept, I cannot guess. But it was not something to worry about right now.
"Those who think they know everything in the world are usually idiots who know nothing at all."
Dale sneered coldly.
"I am seeing the future. I am seeing your actions and movements, everything."
Saying that, Jack the Ripper kicked off the ground. It was as he said; his movements accurately calculated how Dale would move and counter in the next few seconds. The barrage, scattered in all directions, could not touch him, nor could the Armor of Dark Blood.
Black blood was splattered.
In front of a mere criminal who couldn't even use Aura, the Shadow Monarch's body was being torn to shreds by his blade.
"Look, this is the difference between one who knows and one who does not."
Nevertheless, the Shadow Monarch replied.
"You wouldn't be spouting such nonsense if you had received a high school education."
─ Kya-hahahat!
With those words, Shub, who was by Dale's side, burst into laughter as if amused.
Dale accelerated his five circles once again. Among the black, blue, and red, only the blue mana.
The cold embedded in his blood exploded, swirling to cover him, wrapping around the Armor of Dark Blood.
It was a frost armor made of the cold of the apocalypse.
It was right then.
"......!"
Jack the Ripper's movements stopped dead.
"You said you were hearing whispers from the all-knowing demon."
Dale, wrapped in the armor of absolute zero, coldly asked back.
"How is it? Is the demon still whispering this scenery by your side?"
A world of absolute zero. What the Shadow Monarch was projecting onto the Armor of Dark Blood was the winter of the universe itself.
"Ah, aaaa......!"
The frost of the apocalypse began to spread across the area under the Shadow Monarch's feet. At the same time, wrapped in the armor of absolute zero, the Shadow Monarch took a step.
"D-d-don't come......!"
Jack the Ripper began to tremble as if having a seizure. The winter of the universe that the all-knowing demon must be whispering in his ears, and furthermore, a cosmic terror that his narrow field of vision could not handle, echoed out.
"There is a reason they say ignorance is bliss."
Dale muttered as if it were someone else's business.
"You said you knew how I would act in a few seconds."
"A-ah, no, aaaaa......!"
Jack the Ripper began to thrash about like he was having a seizure. Even now, through the whispers of the demon by his side, an enlightenment beyond the realm of knowledge that a mere mortal could handle was taking place.
"Hi, hihihi, hihi."
Jack the Ripper fell to his knees just like that.
"W-winter, winter is coming."
"......."
"Winter is coming! A winter from which no one can escape is coming!"
Dale looked at him without a word.
"Yes, that is the truth. That is the truth from which no one can escape."
After watching, he calmly continued.
"It seems the scale is just too big for a mere extra to handle."
Leaving him behind, foaming at the mouth like a madman.
* * *
Some time later, when it was time for the people of the High Court to regularly contact the High Court of Harlem.
Leading assassins in bird-beak masks and coats, the person there was one of the judges of the High Court.
However, it was not the role of 'McGee,' the head of the High Court, to greet him.
"Oh my, how did such a lowly person come to such a noble place?"
Master Baro asked back with his two feet up on the table.
Furthermore, the Shadow Monarch by his side was looking at him with an expression devoid of even emotion.
"Ah, aaaa......!"
At that sight, the judge's expression froze coldly.
"Why have you betrayed the Shadow Goddess? Bishop Mars-nim."
"I, I, I was just......!"
The judge of the High Court and Bishop Mars shut his mouth. The assassins who were supposed to protect him also changed their stance the moment they saw Master Baro and the Shadow Monarch.
"Ah, please do not worry too much."
The Shadow Monarch said.
"I just wish to have a conversation."
Calmly.
"A very long and sincere one, without hiding a single thing."
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* * *
Rummaging through an opponent's mind using Shub's abilities was the most reliable way to extract information.
However, the risk Dale bore with every use was immense. He could not afford to be reckless.
Above all, there was a master of information extraction standing before him who rivaled even Shub.
"Hoho, look at him spilling it all so easily. Did you grease your throat, or what?"
Master Baro cackled. The judge of the Shadow High Court and bishop of the Shadow Church, tied to a chair, shrieked in agony. His finger bones had been forced through the back of his hand; as they were rotated three hundred and sixty degrees, the sound of snapping bone echoed through the room.
"Did you betray the Shadow Goddess, the Church, and the Court for something as pathetic as that?"
Ignoring the screams, the Shadow Monarch spoke.
Bishop Mars, previously howling in pain, stopped and muttered, sobbing.
"We all know it! The Shadow Goddess never loved us!"
"So what? Did you think the Goddess would show you special favor and save you a seat in that heaven of yours?"
Master Baro cackled as if he found it absurd.
"You—the Monarch knows it too! The truth of this world! It will end in ice! Only darkness will remain! I was so afraid! That winter, that winter!"
Bishop Mars shouted, desperate, and Dale maintained a silent composure.
"So, you tried to run from the unavoidable truth?"
After a long silence, Dale opened his mouth.
"Is that why you surrendered to the Golden Emperor... the Monarch of Lies, and willingly volunteered to be a rider of falsehood?"
"Because that is what it means to be human!"
Bishop Mars shouted, desperate not to be outdone. Dale held his breath.
"Even knowing the coming apocalypse, even in the face of unavoidable fate and harsh truths... to struggle and resist without giving up a shred of possibility! Isn't that foolish struggle the very proof of being human!"
Bishop Mars screamed.
"The Golden Monarch showed it to us!"
At that name, Dale's expression froze.
"The warm spring sunlight pouring down at the end of the universe, the chirping birds! The brilliant sun! Even if it were a daydream of lies... the lies he showed me were simply too beautiful!"
"Hoho, my friend. If you liked spring that much, you should have gone to the eastern Empire. That damn sun is still beating down brightly there. You could have seen enough of it to get sick of it before you kicked the bucket, right?"
Master Baro mocked, and Dale remained silent.
The truth is harsh; lies are sweet. Among those who volunteer to be riders of falsehood, how many can truly harden their resolve after facing the truth of this world?
"Even if everyone perishes, I thought it was a lie worth fighting for! No, it isn't even a lie."
Bishop Mars shouted.
"It is an ideal...!"
"A delusion, more like."
Dale replied coldly. Only then did he truly realize the power the Golden Monarch possessed.
What he showed was a golden ideal.
Even if it were a fleeting dream in the face of the coming truth, people were drawn to its beauty and willingly volunteered to be the King's riders.
"With such a grand cause, did you spill the truth just from the pain of having your fingers twisted?"
Dale sneered. Bishop Mars shut his mouth.
"This world will end in ice. After that, only darkness will remain."
Just like the primordial darkness and cosmic winter dwelling within Dale's body.
The Shadow Monarch's existence was, in itself, no different from the winter of this world.
Dale's Circle accelerated, and the chill of the apocalypse began to radiate outward.
"That is not a winter a mere human can resist."
"Ah, aaaaah...!"
Bishop Mars's face froze over.
"Mo-monster! You are the real monster!"
He hurled desperate curses.
In his eyes, the being before him was no longer human.
He was an irresistible evil god, the Demon King himself.
The terminator of this world, carrying the primordial darkness and the cold of the apocalypse, destined to bring the cosmic winter.
As the cold encroached upon his body, the screams ceased. His body disintegrated at the particle level; he vanished without even realizing he had died.
This man understood the cause of the lies, but he could not grasp their weight.
He finally understood the Shadow Monarch's true enemies.
Those who, despite knowing the weight of the truth, willingly stood against it to become the Monarch of Lies and his riders. It was, quite laughably, a hymn to humanity.
A lie that wished to become the truth. At the very least, the blood flowing in his lies was more truthful than the truth itself.
"There is no more information to be gained from this man."
The Shadow Monarch replied coldly.
"Summon everyone from the Court in the Free City Alliance."
At those words, Master Baro shrugged.
"Hoho, damn it. You really are no different from a Demon King of darkness."
* * *
A summons was issued to the Shadow Court, which governed each city of the Free City Alliance, including Harlem.
The 'unidentified entity'—the Killing Sword of the High Court, and the one who claimed to be the new head of the entire Shadow Court—moved.
While those of the High Court pledged loyalty to the Shadow Monarch, even the low-level assassins of the subordinate organizations did not know his true identity.
The Shadow Monarch maintained his position as an unidentified mastermind; it was Master Baro's role to act as his proxy.
The judges and assassins of the Court, who operated in the shadows of the Free City Alliance, gathered in one place, dressed in bird-beak masks and coats.
Usually, criminals and assassins were extremely reluctant to gather in one place. Even so, given Master Baro's presence, they had no choice.
The strongest powerhouse of the Shadow Court, the assassin who served the Shadow Saintess of the High Court.
That man had personally summoned the members of the Court; who would dare defy him?
Furthermore, there was a man in robes to whom even that existence willingly bowed.
"Those who call themselves the Shadow Court."
Shadows cast beneath his hood, an ominous voice echoed through the darkness.
"As the new head of this organization, I have come to rectify the disorganized discipline of the entire Court."
Dale continued from within the Shadow Cloak, which mimicked the shape of a robe.
"Before that, tell me the truth about those in the High Court with whom you are having separate contact."
Rebuilding an organization starts with removing the cancer within. Just as with Bishop Mars, it was time to find the traitors within the High Court.
"From now on, there will be only one High Court you must serve: me."
The Shadow Monarch spoke, and not one of the Shadow Court judges present dared object.
"We offer our oath of loyalty to the new High Court!"
One assassin in a bird-beak mask knelt; the rest followed suit.
Finally, the formless body of the Court bowed before the Shadow Monarch.
* * *
The Shadow Court in the Free City Alliance was integrated, and at the same time, Dale's secret envoy headed to the Duchy of Saxony.
The Assassins of the Mountain, known as masters of undercover work and the intelligence unit performing the Shadow Monarch's orders as the 《Grave Walker》, moved.
Dale's words were conveyed to his father, and immediately, a purge swept through the High Court that relied on the Duchy of Saxony.
"I-it's a misunderstanding! I never...!"
The 《Grave Guard》, the personal guard directly under the Duke of Saxony, ferreted out and executed the traitors of the High Court. Before them, the resistance of high-ranking assassins meant nothing; they couldn't even fight back.
"Swords of the shadow, put your blades away."
The Shadow Saintess, one of the twin heads of the Shadow Court, did not wish for it.
The high-ranking assassins in bird-beak masks knelt in unison, and among them, the Grave Guards swung their swords toward the traitors.
A bloodbath ensued.
Those who walk the graves and protect them—the two major organizations the father and son of the Saxon House boasted of.
Amidst the raging bloodbath, the Shadow Saintess smiled coldly.
Immediately after, following Dale's orders, Sir Veil of Baskerville, the 《Grave Guard》 who protected her side, spoke.
"You need not worry, Saintess-nim."
"Ah, I know."
The Shadow Saintess smiled quietly.
"I am simply following the Monarch's will; it is just that they did not."
Those who remained loyal until the end, including the Shadow Saintess, survived, but their numbers were few.
"And the Monarch says there is no longer a need for 'thinkers' in the High Court."
The survivors trembled, having remained loyal to the Shadow Goddess until the end, and the Shadow Saintess spoke.
It was just as he said.
The request the Shadow Monarch's envoy, the Assassin of the Mountain, made to the Black Duke was as follows:
─ Except for the Shadow Saintess, execute everyone in the High Court.
Just as Dale said, it was time to pull out the roots of the traitors and fanatics.
* * *
The High Court, the Higher Court, and the Lower Court.
Dale's long-term goal was to restructure the Shadow Court organization more efficiently.
As an intelligence unit that moved thoroughly for the Shadow Monarch.
Those in the High Court would no longer be those who moved for religious conviction. Dale himself would become the High Court; only Master Baro and the Shadow Saintess would remain to assist him.
The judges of the 'Higher Court' would monitor the subordinate organizations, just as McGee had done, and they would become the messengers who delivered the will of the High Court—the Shadow Monarch—to the Lower Court.
However, while he remained in Harlem and the Free City Alliance, a few things remained to be finished.
Jack the Ripper.
The one Dale defeated was merely a small fry. Although he had succeeded in obtaining information about the 《Lodge》 from his head, the core elements were missing.
However, obtaining that answer would not be difficult.
The County of Wallachia, left isolated among the Free City Alliance.
It would not be strange for a noble to visit another, polite and respectful. Especially if a great noble like the Saxon House were to stay in a mere county during their travels.
To catch a tiger, one must enter the tiger's den, after all.
It was around that time that the 'Black Prince' of Saxony arrived in the County of Wallachia.
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* * *
A bleak, cold wind blew.
Dale had already grasped the situation in the County of Wallachia through the Shadow Court's assassins. It was easy to anticipate that a meeting of 《The Lodge》 was underway at the Count's mansion.
An organization had gathered around the man now known as the Count of Wallachia, Gilles de Rais.
Dale's goal was not to engage them in a fair, head-on battle.
Nevertheless, he had a reason for entering the enemy's den.
They had summoned him.
Jack the Reaper's very existence was an invitation to summon the Shadow Monarch.
Just as Jack the Reaper claimed to be an apostle of Laplace, others in 《The Lodge》 surely possessed similar abilities. They must have anticipated this.
As the Shadow Monarch, he had no reason to refuse their call.
Above all, he was accompanied by those he trusted.
"Master Baro, and Lady Orelia."
Lady Shadow was not a knight lurking in the shadows; she simply clad herself in the black armor of Sachsen and, alongside Master Baro, acted as a sword for the Shadow Monarch.
The demons at their side were no simple creatures scattering sulfurous flames, just as Jack the Reaper had been.
To understand the truth of the demons, he had to be willing to look.
Through the Eye of Truth that he possessed as the Shadow Monarch.
"The Count of Wallachia is waiting for you."
At the county entrance, a pale-skinned butler bowed to Dale. A carriage waited, as if prepared in advance.
"Ugh, this feels unsettling—like walking into a tiger's den on my own two feet."
Master Baro remarked. Dale replied,
"If I have to catch the tiger, what other choice do I have?"
Whispers claimed the new Count of Wallachia was the source of the fear gripping the city. People were reportedly being moved to his mansion daily, sacrificed for the Count's hobbies.
Clunk.
They crossed the territory until the carriage finally stopped. The moonlit night was dark. Dale stepped out quietly.
"Welcome, Young Master Dale of Sachsen."
The pale-faced butler smiled, paying his respects.
"The Count considers it a great honor that you have graciously decided to stay in our territory during your journey."
"I, too, express my gratitude."
"As it happens, a grand festival is being held in the Count's castle for the first time in a while."
Dale remained stoic.
"If it would not be an imposition, would you like to join us, Young Master...?"
"Then I shall not decline."
Dale smiled.
"Then, this way."
The butler opened the path, and Dale walked forward without hesitation.
With the two swords of Sachsen, the Slaughter Sword and Lady Shadow, at his sides.
* * *
The festival was held in the hall of the Count's castle.
Luxurious leather covered tables stretching out like long counters, laden with countless feasts.
Gilles de Rais, the Count of Wallachia, was there.
He wore the same 《Smiling Man》 mask as Jack the Reaper.
"The Young Master of Sachsen has made a truly difficult journey."
The Count of Wallachia spread his arms wide. For a fleeting moment, a ripple of agitation crossed Lady Shadow's expression.
A deeply pious knight who had once volunteered as the standard-bearer for the Maid of Orleans during the Britannia War of Independence.
The man wore a bizarre mask, laughing like a clown. His expression was distorted, stripped of his former nobility.
"Ah, please do not mind this mask."
Those guarding the Count were no exception.
'Nine people.'
Everyone at the table wore a mask with a mouth ripped open like a crescent moon.
"Were you having a masquerade?"
"One could say so."
A red-haired woman answered. Among those present, she was the only one whose identity was obvious: Lady Scarlet.
"It doesn't look like you could eat with those masks on. And you aren't exactly performing a dance, either."
"Ah, this is not a meal for us."
The Count of Wallachia laughed.
"Unfortunately, we have already finished our 'meal.' This is merely a modest spread prepared upon hearing of the Young Master of Sachsen's arrival."
"That is truly a pity."
Dale said, looking at the sumptuous feast spread across the table.
"I, too, do not have much of an appetite."
To see their truth, he had to manifest the Shadow Monarch's Avatar. However, Dale could not simply manifest it here, just as his opponents were not revealing their full strength.
"Come to think of it, news of a comrade who was supposed to return has vanished."
Just then, another woman spoke up alongside Lady Scarlet.
"I heard he was staying in Harlem City, where Young Master Dale was. Do you happen to know anything about it?"
The masked woman asked, and Dale flicked his finger.
His shadow spat something out, which rolled across the table.
It was the head of Jack the Reaper.
"......."
No one was flustered by the head. A few gasped, but that was all.
"I hear quite a few crimes are occurring in the cities, including Harlem City."
Dale spoke.
"This man was the culprit behind those murders."
"Ah, foolish Jack. I warned him repeatedly to act with elegance."
Lady Scarlet laughed, amused.
"I will ask again. Why did you, 《The Lodge》, invite me here?"
"......!"
A few masked individuals were agitated, but others remained calm. Lady Scarlet kept her composure and smiled.
"When this gathering was first established, it was merely a small group pursuing gourmet food."
Lady Scarlet said.
"How to obtain more delicious delicacies, how to savor food to feel the ultimate taste—it was a gathering hosted by Imperial nobles who could not handle their overflowing wealth and leisure."
"How did that turn into an organization of madmen who worship the whispers of demons?"
"To know the end of pleasure."
Just then, another man answered.
"Pleasure has many forms."
The man said.
"Intellectual pleasure, physical pleasure, the pleasure of gluttony, the pleasure of gourmet food... Our Lodge respects each other's pleasure. As long as we do not lose our dignity and grace."
And Jack the Reaper had lost that dignity and grace. At least, that was how they saw it.
That was why he had been discarded.
"We believe, without a doubt, that at the horizon of the pleasure we pursue, the demon exists."
Dale frowned at the man's words.
"How is it, Young Master Dale? Are you interested in our pleasure?"
"Is that why you called me?"
"Indeed."
Lady Scarlet laughed.
"I regret Jack the Reaper's foolishness, but it was an unavoidable sacrifice to keep a vacant seat for Young Master Dale. In rituals, the 'number of seats' is paramount."
"Did you think I would willingly join your 《Lodge》?"
"Aren't you curious?"
The man asked back.
"Whether the ritual of summoning demons to be held here will fail or succeed. And what will happen afterward... Whether a demon will truly appear in this mansion or not. And what form those demons will take."
Curiosity. Dale remained silent for a moment.
"Very well. I, too, am quite intrigued."
After a silence, Dale spoke readily.
"However, before that, there is a premise that you must uphold."
* * *
At that time, in a room of the Red Magic Tower.
"Weak. Too weak. With this, you won't even be able to touch the tip of the Shadow Monarch's toe."
His father, the Duke of Blood, said.
"......!"
"That is the truth."
Ray Yuris bit his lip. It was as the Duke of Blood and Winter had said.
"It is not a difference in what you possess."
The Duke of Blood said, his voice containing a fatherly tenderness that those who knew his viciousness could never have imagined.
"It is a difference in courage."
"......."
"It is the courage to believe that the lie Ray believes in can overwhelm the truth of the Shadow Monarch."
The cold of the apocalypse, granted by 'Winter,' began to stir within Ray's body. It was the same power the Shadow Monarch possessed. However, the difference between bearing that power and drawing it out was as vast as heaven and earth.
"The Shadow Monarch has courage."
Except for black, red, and blue—and one red—no other magic power could compare to the Shadow Monarch's.
"But Ray, remember. Human history has been a history of lies."
The Duke of Blood said.
"We lit artificial fires against the darkness of the night and wild beasts, processed bricks to build fortresses, and forged steel in blast furnaces to wield swords. That is how we overcame the truth of being the weakest creature and faced our fears. Look at the result. This is the 'power of lies' that humans possess."
"......."
"Ray, do you have the courage and resolve to push through your own lies against the Shadow Monarch? Are you prepared to defeat the Shadow Monarch and bring the sunlight of spring to this world?"
He recalled the appearance of the 'Black Prince' who had defeated him several times.
No matter how much Ray struggled, that being grew day by day; he couldn't even follow him to the tip of his toe.
An unknown fear and terror constricted his chest.
"You must be afraid. But true courage can only be displayed within fear and terror."
The Duke of Blood said.
"The anthem of courage is the anthem of humanity. And unlike me, who has forsaken humanity, you are undoubtedly human. That is why I believe in you."
"......Father."
"The fact that Ray is my son, and furthermore, that you will bring spring to the world."
"But if 《The Lodge》 succeeds in the ritual of summoning demons..."
Ray tried to continue, but the Duke of Blood sneered coldly.
"《The Lodge》 is nothing more than a puppet playing along with the bad taste of the Gentleman and Lady Scarlet. I do not intend to say their achievements are meaningless, but in the end, that is all it will be. The only thing worth noting might be the 'Ultimate Creature'."
The Duke of Blood said.
"Certainly, I have quite high expectations regarding that point."
He approached Ray, who was tattered from endless training.
"But it is only you. Just as the senile Golden Monarch said."
Marquis Yuris hugged his son, Ray Yuris.
"Ray is the only hero who will stop the winter of this world and bring spring, and he will be reborn as the new Golden Monarch."
The voice was filled with resolve, without a shred of doubt.
"Please believe in me, Father."
That was why Ray Yuris also nodded.
"The fact that I am your son."
A wall of despair that could never be overcome.
As a hero of lies to reach the truth of the Shadow Monarch, the incarnation of absurdity that symbolizes the unfairness of this world itself.
Ray accepted that fear and solidified his resolve. Just then,
"Let's leave today's training at this, and shall we have a meal?"
Leaving his father's tenderness behind, the Duke of Blood turned his head.
There were people groaning while hanging from hooks. They were lumps of flesh hung upside down like in a pig slaughterhouse.
It is not humans who rule the Empire. To those who cannot be called human, they are just like cows or chickens in a barn.
Nevertheless, the ruler of the Empire knew that the only ones who could turn the wheels of history and become the riders of truth and lies were humans.
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* * *
5th Circle. The 『Book of the Black Goat』 fused with his heart, and the body of dark blood that stemmed from it. And the coldness of the apocalypse dwelling within that dark blood.
The 'Heat Engine', an otherworldly mental image that could amplify the efficiency of his Circles by several dozen times using red mana.
The Shadow Cloak, which had completely assimilated with his body through the medium of his shadow prosthetic arm.
The Shadow Monarch's Avatar and the Eye of Truth. A suit of black-blue armor forged from primordial darkness and apocalyptic frost.
He coldly assessed his current abilities. Once finished, the Shadow Monarch raised his head.
He looked toward the suspicious members of the gathering, all wearing the masks of the 《Laughing Man》 around the table.
"I have become interested in the 'Descending Demon' ritual you speak of."
"Oh, I thought you would be."
"Is it being held in this Count's castle?"
"Fortunately, the preparations for the ritual were completed just in time for the Young Master's arrival."
"Is that so?"
The man laughed. Dale replied.
"However, participating in the ritual is tantamount to joining your organization."
"That is correct."
"In that case, everyone, take off your masks."
"......!"
"Just as you have seen my face and identity, you must rightfully show me yours."
A collective intake of breath echoed through the room.
"Wouldn't that be fair?"
"Ah, that is a request not difficult to grant."
The man replied.
"However, 'Black Prince'-nim, once you see our faces, there will be no turning back."
"From the moment I set foot in this Count's castle, there was nothing left to turn back."
Suddenly—
"Ugh, damn it. I'm terribly sorry to interrupt you gentlemen's conversation, but what are we supposed to do?"
"These are my swords. A sword (劍) has no eyes, after all."
The Shadow Monarch said, unconcerned.
It was a clear declaration of his will: he would not withdraw the Slaughter Sword or Lady Shadow in front of the 《Lodge》.
"Gladly, as the Young Master wishes."
With those words, one man removed his mask.
However, beneath the mask, there was nothing.
"......!"
It was literally a faceless ghost—a being with no features, only smooth flesh.
The mask in his hand laughed. Its mouth, ripped open grotesquely like a crescent moon, tore even deeper.
"What is your identity?"
Dale asked coldly. Master Baro placed a hand on his sword hilt at the unsettling sight.
"Regrettably, I have forgotten such things as identity."
The man replied.
"However, everyone calls me a 'Gentleman'. So, I have no choice but to answer as such."
Dale let out a dry laugh. The rest of the members removed their masks.
Unlike the one who called himself a 'Gentleman', they all possessed ordinary human features.
Influential figures of the Empire whose faces Dale recognized, including Lady Scarlet. They were nobles for whom dabbling in taboos out of mere curiosity was hardly strange, given their excess of wealth and leisure.
Furthermore, Count Wallachia—Gilles de Rais—removed his mask. It was a face Dale remembered, and surely one Orelia could not forget. However, the devout knight of the past no longer existed.
Moreover, he would never dream of the existence of the former Saintess shrouded in black armor.
That was Dale's trump card.
"......."
"With this, the 'Black Prince' has gladly become a comrade of our gathering. Before long, you will be present at the 'Descending Demon' ritual to be held here."
Dale remained silent. The Gentleman placed his mask back over his featureless face.
The crescent-moon-ripped mouth of the 《Laughing Man》 felt even more ominous.
"Now, the night has deepened. Please, get some rest."
Count Wallachia said, replacing his mask.
"Gladly."
* * *
The moonlit night at dawn was pale. It felt as if he were staying in the mansion of a vampire from a ghost story. In reality, it was exactly that. Dale looked out the window, thinking of the fangs Lady Scarlet possessed.
Luxurious bedding had been prepared for Dale in a high-floor room of the castle. Furthermore, at his request, a space was provided where the two knights could stay together.
"Lady Shadow."
Dale spoke to his female knight, who remained armed in her black armor.
"Please speak, my Lord."
"What do you wish to do?"
Dale asked.
"That they accepted us as comrades is a lie. In reality, there is a high probability we are the final key for their 'offering'."
"Heh, the bastard who believes that would be an idiot."
Master Baro laughed, as if it were someone else's concern.
"If necessary, I can send a signal and mobilize all the 《Grave Walkers》 waiting in the County."
He didn't care what they thought of Dale. However, from their perspective, they likely viewed Dale as prey caught in a spiderweb.
In reality, the opposite was true.
The Shadow Monarch did not visit Wallachia County without countermeasures.
The Assassins of the Mountain—high-ranking killers directly under the Grand Tribunal—and masters of infiltration he trusted were already waiting for the Shadow Monarch's orders.
"I am your sword, wielded from within the shadows. Thinking is not my role."
Lady Shadow replied calmly. Dale smiled bitterly.
"No, didn't I tell you? Orelia-nim, you must think."
"......."
"That man is a knight who once claimed to be your rider. Do you wish for me to dispose of him without a word?"
"Are you pitying me now? You, the conqueror who slaughtered and trampled my homeland's army?"
Orelia asked, sneering.
"I chose to become your puppet and sword of shadow of my own will. For only one reason: revenge on the Empire. Just as you trampled my homeland."
"The Empire will fall by my hand."
Dale said.
"And after that, Orelia-nim, you will have 'your own kingdom'."
"Oh my, holy shit."
Master Baro gasped.
"By any chance, could you grant me a kingdom too?"
"Shut your mouth, you bastard."
Dale snapped. Orelia, hiding her identity beneath the black armor of Saxony, remained silent.
"I am merely asking what to do with that man who claimed to be Orelia-nim's rider."
The silence continued.
"......."
Finally, Orelia spoke.
"He is no longer the knight I knew."
There was a faint agitation in her voice, but her decision remained unchanged.
"Please, do as you wish."
"......Understood."
Dale nodded. Silence descended once again.
The silence was broken by an unexpected presence.
"Oh my, there's someone scurrying down the hallway."
Master Baro muttered, leaning against the wall.
Before long, footsteps approached, followed by a knock.
"Come in."
Dale said. A maid with a possessed expression entered.
"Do you have something to say?"
──At the same time, a blue butterfly flew up from behind the maid.
* * *
It was not the frozen land where the Sorceress Council usually convened.
It was a damp, gloomy interior filled with spiderwebs, where blue butterflies hung suspended.
"Blue Mastermind."
He looked around, addressing the head of the Sorceress Council—the one who reigned at the pinnacle of the Blue Magic Tower of schemes and lies.
"Welcome, Shadow Monarch. I have been waiting."
"Were you watching where I am and what I am doing?"
"One of our Blue spies inside that 《Lodge》 is whispering secrets to us."
"That's an astonishing intelligence network."
"The Blue Spiderweb is everywhere and nowhere."
Dale muttered, as if it were someone else's concern. The voice spoke again from within the spiderweb.
"Are you not afraid of them?"
"Do I look like a butterfly caught in their spiderweb?"
The Shadow Monarch asked. The voice in the spiderweb laughed, amused.
"Beware of the Gentleman."
The voice in the spiderweb warned. Dale nodded.
"And as I said, we of the Blue will gladly join you as the Shadow Monarch's rider."
"As a spiderweb that is everywhere and nowhere, I suppose."
"Oh my, how could that be? We are always by the Shadow Monarch's side."
The Blue Mastermind said, amused. Dale frowned at the implication.
"Now then, please unfold your will."
"No, not yet."
Just as his consciousness began to drift, Dale reached out to stop her words.
"Blue Mastermind, reveal yourself before me as the Shadow's rider."
"Fufu, you say such embarrassing things in a lady's chamber."
"Because you called me."
As he spoke, a spider's leg wriggled from between the webs. At first, he thought it was a giant spider. It was not.
Attached to the spider's torso was the upper body of a woman so beautiful it was mesmerizing. Hair that shone like crystal in the darkness flowed down over her chest.
"The Monarch of Lies and Schemes, the Blue Magic Tower Master, humbly greets the 'Shadow Monarch'."
It is not humans who rule the Empire. The enemies of the Empire who resist the Golden Monarch are also not human.
He knew that fact to the point of exhaustion. It was not surprising. The Shadow Monarch smiled quietly.
"I shall accept your loyalty."
* * *
"Are you coming to your senses?"
When the infamous 'Black Prince' of Saxony called the maid's name, she shuddered, thinking of the hellscape occurring in this territory. Only then did she realize her turn had come.
She didn't know why she was here, but the monsters of this castle were far beyond her understanding.
"Ah, ahhh......."
The maid, a girl around Dale's age, looked as if she might burst into tears. She trembled in terror.
"There is nothing to worry about."
Dale said to the terrified maid.
"Just tell me what you know."
"R-really......?"
She couldn't believe it. Lulling her into a false sense of security only to plunge her into deeper despair was their preferred method. It was the fate of those in this territory to be helpless, even while knowing the truth.
That was why the maid spoke—about the hell that unfolded after Gilles de Rais, the new Count Wallachia, arrived. She spoke of the gathering of monsters who shared the Count's will, and the demon they invoked.
"Is that so."
Dale nodded silently.
"A-are you really going to help me......?"
"I will help you."
The maid asked several times in terror. Dale nodded.
"It seems we cannot wait long."
"Heh, you don't have to tell me that."
Master Baro cackled, and Lady Shadow tightened her grip on her sword. The maid's expression turned deathly pale.
"We are not here to harm you."
Orelia shook her head, signaling there was nothing to worry about.
"Because we are here to punish evil and protect the weak, after all."
She spoke with the same compassion she had once shown as the rider of the nation's salvation. Suddenly—
An ominous killing intent swept through the area, and screams rang out from afar.
It was a wail that could not be of this world.
Hearing that wail, the Shadow Monarch spoke.
"Tell the 《Grave Walkers》 that the time has come."
The infiltration game that didn't suit his nature ended here.
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* * *
The time had come.
As he spoke, Dale shattered the castle's glass window and fired a red magical flare toward the night sky. It was a battlefield signal for a surprise attack.
Despite the cold coursing through his body, the furnace within him burned on. It was the essence of fire and blood-red mana that had long ago devoured countless Purifiers during the Rose War.
The signal rang out, and an ominous, dark mana permeated the interior.
It was not Dale's.
"I knew it would be like this."
"Ah, aaaaah......!"
A scream rang out. The maid trembled at the sound, and Lady Shadow spoke.
"There is nothing to fear."
Lifting the visor of her black helmet, the Holy Maiden offered the maid a gentle smile.
"I swear by the benevolence and mercy of the Sister Goddess, I will protect you."
"Ah, aaaaah......! Thank you!"
"......."
After invoking the Sister Goddess, Orelia lowered her visor. The black knight imbued her sword with a blood-red Aura Blade.
Rapid footsteps echoed from the distance—not just one, but many.
"Orelia-nim, please protect her."
Dale wrapped himself in the Shadow Monarch's Avatar. Armor of darkness and cold—a mixture of black and blue—clothed him. The Shadow Monarch turned his head, his 'Eye of Truth' active.
What reflected in the terrified maid's shadow confirmed her words.
"Igniter."
Hwareureuk!
Dale muttered, and red mana overlaid an otherworldly image around his heart. The four-stroke heat engine activated, supplying energy as his Circles rotated. The Shadow Monarch stepped forward.
Beyond the corridor, an uncountable number of corpses rushed forward.
They were Ghouls.
"Whew, looks like the night isn't going to end easily."
Master Baro shrugged and drew hidden weapons from his waist. The Slaughter Sword, Lady Shadow, and the Shadow Monarch tightened their grips, facing the army of Ghouls pouring in.
Two swords hung diagonally from Dale's belt. He placed a hand on the hilt of one—the black magic sword, 'Gia'—but hesitated, then lowered his arm.
Seureung.
The Peacemaker, the hero's beloved sword of old, revealed its snow-white blade.
"Oho, are you feeling nostalgic for peace today?"
Master Baro, recognizing the sword, laughed. Dale replied.
"Those who desire peace."
"......Prepare for war."
Orelia tightened her grip on her blood-red Aura Blade.
"Stay behind me."
"A-alright!"
Orelia gripped her sword with the nobility of a Holy Maiden, shielding the terrified girl.
Facing the swarm, the Shadow Monarch stretched out his arm—not with the hero's sword, but with his armor of primordial darkness and apocalyptic frost.
Darkness and cold surged, sweeping away the Ghouls.
"They are already dead."
Dale spoke to the maid behind him as he eliminated the undead.
"A painless extinction is the very mercy we can bestow upon them."
He paused, as if admonishing himself.
"Do you know where they hold their rituals in this castle?"
"It, it's the Great Hall!"
Dale asked, and the maid answered.
"They always block entry. Every night in that Great Hall, along with innocent children kidnapped from the city......."
"I understand."
Dale nodded and took a step forward.
* * *
Dale's blood-red mana scattered across the night sky. Seeing the signal, the 《Grave Walkers》 who had infiltrated the County moved. Among them was McGee, an assassin of the High Court who had bowed before the Shadow Monarch and Master Baro.
"It is the Monarch's command. Move."
Dark-skinned Dark Elves in hoods wrapped themselves in blood-red Aura, their silhouettes dashing forward.
"......!"
They gasped upon seeing the soldiers guarding the castle.
They were Undead Soldiers.
"Uh, no, what the fuck. How are you supposed to kill a dead bastard again?"
McGee muttered in disbelief. Before he could finish, the Assassin of the Mountain acting with him kicked off the ground.
A blood-red Aura swung, shattering the flesh and bone of the dead.
"Aha, now I get it."
Seeing that, McGee muttered.
* * *
"How on earth did you survive in this godforsaken place?"
Master Baro asked the maid, who gasped in bewilderment.
"The Blue Magic Tower Master borrowed her body to move. She came to warn me."
"Holy shit, damn it."
Master Baro spat out a curse.
"Rather than doing such useless shit, it would be better to add another sword to the fray."
"My, where are you going in such a hurry?"
A woman with blood-red hair blocked their path, wearing the mask of the 《Laughing Man》 with its mouth ripped wide open.
"Lady Scarlet."
The Shadow Monarch spat out coldly, his 'Eye of Truth' illuminating Lady Scarlet's shadow to glimpse the truth she held as one of the rulers of the Empire.
Hwareureuk!
─Lady Scarlet hung on a cross. Large iron nails driven into her limbs secured her, blood dripping onto a pile of firewood.
Lady Scarlet sobbed in pain, crying out the name of a goddess, desperately pleading her innocence. No one listened.
'Ashes to Ashes, Dust to Dust.......'
The crowd spat, pointed fingers, and raised their voices. "Kill the witch! Burn her!"
There were no humans among them; they were all Elves. Lady Scarlet, hanging there, also had the appearance of an Elf, with ears longer and thinner than those of the present.
The flames rose.
It was a mad, dancing, burning fire of insanity.
The mad flames climbing the mountain of firewood opened their hot, glowing maws toward her.
'I truly never cursed anyone. I am absolutely not a witch. Please, believe me.'
'Serves you right, you goddamn witch!'
Hwareureuk!
The flames rose again. The Shadow Monarch's consciousness returned.
"My, what were you looking at so seriously?"
Lady Scarlet asked. In the shadow she cast, third-degree burns appeared. Terrible blisters covered her body; the dermis was exposed, subcutaneous fat burned, skin peeled, and fluid dripped.
That was Lady Scarlet's truth.
"Monarch of Truth, I asked what you were looking at so seriously."
Hostility flowed out, incomparable to anything before.
"......I was looking at your shadow."
The Shadow Monarch replied. The blood drained from Lady Scarlet's expression.
"Was your mocking and blaspheming of God a result of being abandoned by the Goddess?"
"......."
The 《Laughing Man》 mask still wore a smile torn like a crescent moon, but Lady Scarlet behind it did not.
Bats flew up from behind her. Blood-red mana, incomparable to anything before, began to swirl.
Dale tightened his grip on the Peacemaker's hilt. Nothing would change regardless.
Even if she had a terrible and miserable past, she was no exception.
It was simply time to prepare for war.
Taat!
Lady Scarlet kicked the ground and dashed forward—a rush of speed unbelievable for a mage.
Her fingernails had taken the form of Blood Claws, like blades of blood.
She swung the sharp Blood Claws, and Master Baro moved to block the strike.
"Whoops, damn it. This lady is strong as an ox."
As the blood claws swung, flames of hellfire swirled in an off-beat rhythm. Master Baro kicked the ground to create distance, and Dale seized the opportunity to scatter the cold of the apocalypse.
Bat wings spread behind Lady Scarlet's back; she twisted her body like an acrobat and flew up.
"The devil was right here."
The Shadow Monarch muttered. Lady Scarlet looked down at Dale with a cold expression.
"It seems...... some blood has gone to your head."
"It's not like I enjoy looking at shadows."
Dale replied.
"However, as long as you are fighting against me, I have no choice but to use my 'eyes'."
He tightened his grip on the hilt.
The world seen through the Eye of Truth revealed everything. Even Lady Scarlet's movements could not escape his gaze—an absurd power incomparable to anything before.
"......."
Lady Scarlet was silent for a moment, flapping her bat wings.
"Unfortunately, it seems my amusement ends here for now."
She threw away the 《Laughing Man》 mask.
"Are you giving up on the ritual of the Demon Descent?"
"My, of course not."
Lady Scarlet laughed nonchalantly. The landscape of truth unfolded once again in her shadow.
"......."
Seeing that landscape, Dale gasped. The most terrible sight in the world, one that induced nausea, lay there.
"A man who peeks at a lady's secrets, how truly the worst."
Lady Scarlet spat, her hostility no longer hidden.
Dale could not hide his nausea as he looked at Lady Scarlet.
Toward the 'Seed of Evil' dwelling in her womb.
"However, as you can see, I have already conceived 'one devil' in this womb."
Lady Scarlet smiled, stroking her belly as if it were lovely.
"Honestly speaking, I have no interest anymore in what will happen to the remaining 'three devils' and the Lodge that needs them."
"Wasn't cooperating with each other the rule of the 《Lodge》?"
"Ah, I have provided them with plenty of things."
Lady Scarlet said, and flames swirled. In the vortex, she disappeared without a trace.
"Whoops, damn it. Now she's suddenly become a devil-mom."
Master Baro, left behind, muttered as if it were someone else's business.
"......Let's go."
Pretending not to hear those words, Dale took a step forward.
To the Great Hall of Wallachia County Castle, where the ritual was being held to bring down the remaining three devils.
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* * *
Lady Scarlet soared into the night sky, spreading her bat-like wings. At a glance, one might wonder if she were the true demon herself.
After watching her shadow vanish beyond the night sky of the County, Dale turned away.
Following the Shadow Monarch's orders, the 《Grave Walker》 had already seized control of Wallachia County. Orelia stood behind the terrified maid and spoke.
"It would be dangerous for her to remain here any longer. Let us entrust her to the Court's assassins or the Assassins of the Mountain."
At Orelia's words, Dale nodded.
"Let it be as Orelia-nim wishes."
It was rare to see her speak of her own volition. Dale nodded, and a Dark Elf waiting in the castle's courtyard bowed.
"Please take her safely to the Court in Harlem City."
"As you command (尊命)."
The Assassin of the Mountain bowed, then gestured toward the terrified maid.
"You have nothing to worry about. Until the situation is resolved, she will protect you."
"Th-thank you...! Young Master Dale! A-and you too, Lady Knight!"
The maid bowed to the two, and Lady Shadow remained silent beneath her black helmet.
"I have merely done what must be done."
After a moment of silence, she spoke.
"We cannot delay any longer."
Dale said, and the Slaughter Sword and Lady Shadow tightened their grips on their weapons.
In accordance with the Shadow Monarch's orders, the 《Grave Walker》 members guarding the area knelt.
They were an intelligence unit under Dale's direct command, composed of high-ranking assassins from the Shadow Court and the Assassins of the Mountain active across the Empire.
Wallachia County was already no different from a butterfly caught in Dale's spiderweb.
Even so, Dale knew: there was no prey easier to catch in a spiderweb than those who thought themselves the spider.
Without letting his guard down until the very end, the Shadow Monarch took a step forward.
Lady Scarlet had already vanished, having conceived 'a demon.' However, three demons remained, along with the specter that haunted the Saintess's past.
There was not a single reason to hesitate.
* * *
"I have been waiting!"
The Great Hall of Wallachia Castle. The Shadow Monarch, his two swords, and the most trusted Assassins of the Mountain moved forward. A voice rang out, as if it had been waiting.
The 《Lodge》 was there, standing behind a horrific scene that could truly be called hell.
"Whoa, what the fuck."
Master Baro spat out a curse.
Countless corpses decorated every corner of the Great Hall. Severed torsos hung like chandeliers throughout the hall, and pieces of flesh were displayed everywhere like some extreme, grotesque art installation. Arms, legs, entrails, heads, and torsos...
"It is a hell sufficient for a demon to descend."
The Count of Wallachia, wearing a mask, laughed.
"No matter how much they cried out the name of the Goddess, none of the victims decorating this hell answered."
"Do you think that justifies your unilateral slaughter?"
"Unilateral slaughter? Certainly not! I gave them a chance."
At Dale's sneer, the Count of Wallachia shouted as if it were absurd.
"A chance to willingly cry out her name and pray, so that the sister-goddess's benevolence and mercy could reach them. It was a very fair chance!"
"......."
Once again, Dale felt Orelia's agitation beside him. The Count probably couldn't even imagine the fury hidden beneath her armor. It was too ridiculous.
"The result of that fair game is this. Where else could there be more certain proof of the Goddess's absence?"
Only then did he realize: the body parts decorating this hell were all from young boys with devout faith. Once again, he felt like vomiting.
"Either the Goddess has abandoned this world, or it was a world without gods from the start, one of the two."
Spreading his arms, the Count of Wallachia, Gilles de Rais, shouted.
Ta-ang!
A Shadow Bullet fired from within Dale's shadow—a sniper shot without incantation. He had no more patience for this nonsense. He didn't aim at the Count of Wallachia, who was stretching his arms out, but at the 'gentleman' keeping silent beside him.
The bullet tore through his mask and struck the smooth, egg-like flesh. It didn't just embed itself; his face literally exploded.
The Shadow Monarch's avatar, which had been temporarily released to replenish mana, once again wrapped around the body of dark blood.
The 'Eye of Truth,' which even the Shadow Monarch himself could not escape, stared at them.
Handling everyone here would surely require more than ordinary resolve. He knew the meaning of weighing their shadows and their burdens.
Even so, Dale steeled his resolve.
"That's enough listening to your bullshit."
"It seems my speech became rather tedious for you, Young Master."
The 'gentleman' whose face should have exploded spoke. His egg-like face was perfectly fine, still wearing the 《Laughing Man》 mask.
"......."
It was expected. He hadn't thought he could kill him with just this much.
At the same time, the Eye of Truth stared at the gentleman's shadow, seeking the truth within.
That was what he should have done.
Nothing, nothing could be seen.
"Haha, truth is not something that can be known so easily."
He wasn't talking about the gentleman's shadow. Dale's world was engulfed in darkness—not a metaphor, but literal.
Dale's sense of sight vanished. He was blind.
"What is the truth?"
The gentleman's voice was heard from within the darkness.
"Do you think we can truly know the truth of this world relying on five senses that are nothing but incomplete?"
Dale did not answer. He simply calculated the situation coldly in the silence.
"Let us assume that a demon with powerful abilities is deceiving our senses and providing false information."
That was a story Dale also knew.
"In fact, our bodies perished long ago, and only our brains remain. Those brains haven't died; they are kept in jars, and demons or mages are manipulating them, injecting false information."
The gentleman said.
"──Is there proof to deny this?"
The Demon of Delusion. Dale laughed, finding it absurd.
"Humans are creatures that live by memory."
Dale replied.
"Even if that memory is synonymous with illusion."
Within the delusion wrapping around him, there was nothing to hesitate about.
"Even if I assume, as you say, that I am nothing but a brain in a jar, a puppet of a demon, nothing changes."
The Shadow Monarch said.
"I shall simply dance desperately."
Clang!
The darkness engulfing the area shattered. Light returned. His senses reactivated, and finally, the truth of the gentleman in front of him was revealed.
"......!"
There was no egg-ghost. Just as he said, his very existence was a delusion.
"So you were the real one."
Dale laughed, looking at the shadow. Above it, a terrified 'shorty' was hiding.
Magic of delusion and mental manipulation. That meant only one thing.
"You are using Blue magic."
"Ah, ahhh...!"
The gentleman with the egg-like flesh twisted grotesquely, like a poorly made puppet. The truth beyond the delusion—the shorty—sat down on his butt in an unseemly manner.
"And not just ordinary skill, either. No, has it become ordinary skill now?"
"How dare you...!"
The shorty in the shadow was about to cast his magic again.
A blue butterfly flew up.
─ Ah, so you were hiding here. You poor little rat.
A voice echoed. Dale turned his head. The Dark Elf, who should have been loyal to Dale as an Assassin of the Mountain, was whispering with unfocused eyes.
The voice of the Blue Mastermind, Arachne.
"Hi, hiiik...!"
As soon as that voice was heard, the shorty's expression turned deathly pale.
"Ah, ugh, Mother...!"
─ Did you think you could escape my spiderweb?
The Blue Tower Master, possessing the Assassin of the Mountain, laughed. She was the pinnacle of lies and schemes, a master of mental manipulation magic. Even borrowing a body, she was undoubtedly one of the pinnacles of the magical path.
─ Ah, wise Young Master. Please, do carry out your business.
Arachne said with a smile, as if her business were solely with this one man.
"Was that the business from the start?"
Dale asked coldly.
─ Certainly not. My role is, after all, to protect the Shadow Monarch. Nothing has changed.
"......."
─ Rather, that a rat who should be loyal to the Shadow Monarch tried to harm him... it is truly regrettable.
"Is that so."
Dale nodded silently. The truth the gentleman spoke of—deceiving his senses and providing false information—was not a demon. It was the work of the Blue Tower Master, the pinnacle of schemes and lies.
"It wouldn't be strange if he suffered from trauma."
─ Whispering is the reason these 'Homunculus' children exist, and a rat that has lost that significance is not needed.
The Blue Tower Master muttered coldly.
"Ah, ahhh, I don't want to...! I, I don't want to go back there! I don't want to be a puppet again! Please, please Mother!"
The man called the gentleman was backing away in terror. Without even a shred of will to resist.
─ Ah, don't worry. Soon, you will even forget the fact that you were so afraid.
The demon was not far away. It was so absurd that he couldn't even laugh.
The Blue Tower Master stretched out her arm, and spiderwebs wrapped around him. They flew from nowhere, binding his body tightly like prey trapped in a cocoon.
The remaining members of the 《Lodge》 were also unable to hide their agitation at the unexpected situation.
'To think it would end so helplessly.'
The Shadow Monarch clicked his tongue quietly.
"Then, let us begin the ritual of the descending demon, gentlemen of the Lodge."
In the silence, one man wearing a mask quickly opened his mouth. He was the one who bore the name of the demonologist Prelati.
─ Do you need my help, Shadow Monarch?
Seeing that, the Blue Mastermind asked, amused. For her, subduing them would be nothing. However, Dale shook his head.
"From here on, it is our business."
An 8th Circle Blue Mage. Her existence would be no different from Dale's father being present. Even so, relying on the power of those Tower Masters to handle things did not sit well with him.
─ Ah, I shall gladly do so.
Because Dale is the one who must eventually grow into a powerhouse to take their place.
The blood-red magic circle carved into the floor began to absorb light.
The 《Lodge》 inside the magic circle muttered words he couldn't understand, and yet, Dale simply watched them.
"Well, was there a rule that you shouldn't attack during an incantation?"
"Don't you want to see it?"
Master Baro asked, spinning his hidden weapon, and Dale answered.
"Whether demons truly exist in this world without gods."
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* * *
As if a high-ranking mage were unfolding their World of Thought, a hell of fire and blood engulfed the area.
The ritual of Demon Descent (Gangma).
Laughter filled with madness and screams rang out, and a nauseating, repulsive scene unfolded in the surroundings.
The very earth they stood upon transformed into living, writhing flesh, and the magic circle where the members of 《The Lodge》 stood spewed out blood-red mana. A barrier of blood-red mana isolated the magic circle from the outside world.
The ground of flesh tore open in places as if exploding, blood splattered everywhere, and entrails spilled out in strings.
It was a grotesque scene, as if they were inside the body of some massive, unrecognizable creature.
And from within it, they crawled out.
"Ah, aah...... O Almighty Evil!"
One of the members of 《The Lodge》 knelt down as if in ecstasy. Within the torn earth of flesh, the demons revealed their forms.
Chwa-aak!
Simultaneously, bundles of tentacles erupted, tearing through the flesh and beginning to coil around the area.
The horrific reality could not suppress their madness. No, rather, they merely howled in ecstasy, caught in a pleasure that could not possibly be greater.
Three demons were there. They were demons in their most primal form—stereotypical demons with horns, scattering the scent of sulfur, possessing bat wings and tails.
The demons were laughing. Without a word, they simply looked around with smiles that were nothing but ominous.
At that sight, Dale finally broke the silence and drove down shadow bullets. However, the moment the bullets struck, a wall of flesh rose from the ground, intercepting Dale's attack.
"......!"
At the same time, voices echoed from beyond the wall.
「Speak of what you wish to know.」
「Speak of what you wish to feel.」
「Speak of what you wish to undo.」
It was the voice of the demons whispering to those of 《The Lodge》.
"Pleasure, I want to know pleasure. The most powerful pleasure in this world!"
They clamored, as if it were each other's turn.
"I want to feel pleasure! The most powerful sensation in this world!"
The rest were the same.
Except for one man.
"Please... return the Holy Maiden to this land!"
Count Wallachia, Gilles de Rais, shouted.
"The Goddess could not grant my prayers! But you demons surely can!"
Desperate, beyond all reason.
"No matter how much I prayed and prayed, my prayers did not reach her. But I could not be sure if that was the Goddess's silence or the absence of a god. So I killed the children with devout faith! If the Goddess were to willingly respond to their calls, then her existence would be a fact! But until the very end, the Goddess did not respond!"
As if bursting with the resentment he had been holding back.
"But demons are not like that. Demons, demons must exist! Otherwise, it is impossible to explain why this world is so hellish and terrible. It is demons! From the beginning, the Holy Maiden was played like a puppet by demons, and this world is nothing but a hell ravaged by them!"
Then, a voice cut through the air.
"Sir Gilles de Rais."
After the silence, the female knight in black armor spoke. Lady Shadow, Orelia.
"You do not need to wish for that from demons."
"......!"
A voice he could never forget reached his ears.
At the same time, the wall of flesh blocking Dale's party and the demons collapsed. Only then did Gilles de Rais turn his head.
"I am here, alive."
Lady Shadow took off her black helmet.
The golden hair of the unforgettable Holy Maiden Orelia flowed down. It was not the Sword of Puppets serving in the shadows. The savior knight whom Dale had once encountered on the island of Britannia—she was there.
"Orelia... -nim?"
Gilles de Rais muttered as if he could not believe it.
"Where are you looking?"
Another voice rang out.
"I am here."
"......!"
Gilles de Rais turned his head again. Toward his back.
There stood a female knight armed in pure white armor. A blonde female knight who seemed to symbolize the very nobility of this world—the Holy Maiden Orelia.
Chwa-aak!
The white Orelia swung her sword. She swung the Sword of the Nameless, and the blade was aimed at those of 《The Lodge》 who were with Count Wallachia.
As the blade descended, the demons wearing human masks revealed their true forms.
"Have you fallen into the path of Evil?"
However, even their desperate struggle could not reach the 'White Orelia.' The Holy Maiden's sword emitted the holy light of radiance, and in that light, those of 《The Lodge》 vanished like fleeting shadows. Screams rang out. The screams of monsters.
"Th-this cannot be...!"
Finally, the white sword struck the neck of the demon-mage. Before he could finish his sentence, blood gushed out in torrents.
In the sea of blood, the Holy Maiden Orelia smiled.
"Ah, aah, I am...!"
Gilles de Rais knelt before Orelia. Not the black-armored female knight at Dale's side, but toward the false Holy Maiden created by the three demons.
"You must have been truly tormented, Sir Gilles de Rais."
The white Orelia smiled kindly. Only then did Dale's expression freeze coldly.
"I understand your pain. But come, it is not too late to turn back from your sins."
"H-Holy Maiden...!"
"Let us repent together before the Goddess of Compassion and Sisterhood. I will pray for your sins."
The false Holy Maiden whispered kindly, and Gilles de Rais knelt.
"Pl-please forgive my disbelief, Goddess of Sisterhood! Only now do I truly understand your compassion and sisterhood!"
Then, the other Holy Maiden broke the silence.
The Sword of Shadow, who had forsaken faith in God and had chosen to be a blade of shadow.
Lady Shadow rushed forward, and blocking that blade was the same white Holy Maiden.
Ka-ang!
Two swords clashed. Pure white and blood-red Aura intersected.
"Why do you swing your sword at me, you fallen one."
The white Orelia asked back.
"Have you also fallen into the path of evil?"
"......."
The jet-black Orelia did not answer. Because what was before her was merely a phantom of the past. No, not even a phantom.
Because this existence was the very creature of Demon Descent that the monsters here desired so much.
"It is not too late yet."
The white Orelia whispered kindly.
"Come, let us join forces again. We can do it."
"Do what."
"According to the Goddess's will, to rebuild the Kingdom of Britannia on this land."
Truly like the whisper of a demon.
"It was a task you could not perform alone. But with the two of us, it is possible."
"......."
The white Orelia spoke, and the jet-black Orelia kept silent. At the end of the silence, Orelia shook her head.
"There is nothing that can be undone."
She said, and the white Orelia sneered coldly.
"Then it cannot be helped."
Once again, a white brilliance shimmered on her sword, but that was when—
"That is enough."
Stepping in front of the jet-black Orelia, Lady Shadow, the Demon King (Shadow Monarch) spoke. Toward the other Orelia swinging her blade before him.
The Demon King's single sword swirled toward the sword of light she wielded. The darkness and coldness contained within it swallowed the light, and silence descended.
Seureung.
At the end of the silence, the Demon King adjusted his sword hilt.
It was a sword imbued with pure white light.
The beloved sword of the ancient hero, Peacemaker.
It was not an imitation projecting the mental image of the otherworld. Moreover, the current Dale was not even the version of himself from his immature days.
That was why the Demon King, the ancient hero of the otherworld, finally adjusted his grip on his sword.
"Why do you interfere with me?"
The white Orelia asked back as if she could not understand. At those words, Dale sneered coldly.
"Count Wallachia."
Dale said, sneering.
"The Holy Maiden you have been searching for so desperately is right here."
Toward Lady Shadow, who guarded the Demon King's side.
"Ha, how ridiculous...!"
Even so, Gilles de Rais, Count Wallachia, did not care. Rather, he burst into mad laughter as if he finally understood.
"Do you dare try to deceive this body with such lies! I can tell! Because I am the one who served Orelia-nim by her side more than anyone else, I can understand! The Holy Maiden I know is a person who would never soil herself with black armor, and that is her nobility!"
"That is exactly right."
The false Orelia at Gilles de Rais's side, the white Holy Maiden, smiled. At the same time, she stroked Gilles de Rais's cheek affectionately and let out a cold smile.
"I am here, and those beings in front of you are nothing but the delusions and whispers of the demons you have fallen to."
"Ah, Holy Maiden-nim...!"
The white Holy Maiden whispered, and Gilles de Rais smiled as if in ecstasy.
By now, except for him, no members of 《The Lodge》 remained. Because they had all fallen to the Holy Maiden's sword. Was that the demons' will? The Demon King kept silent and adjusted his gear.
"Was this really all there was?"
Facing the white Holy Maiden and Count Wallachia, Dale asked.
"This ritual of Demon Descent you speak of."
He realized.
'Was it so.'
Strictly speaking, the ritual of Demon Descent succeeded. Even so, what is happening now is merely a byproduct.
The only one who obtained a demon through the initial ritual was Lady Scarlet.
The Demon of Evolution, the Ultimate Creature.
That existence was conceived within her womb. That must have been what the Red Magic Tower was aiming for from the beginning. And in the end, they intended to leave the cleanup of the rest to Dale's hands. Finally, he could understand.
"I am sick of being played like a puppet. And the same goes for dancing before a daydream."
Dale said. Finally, Master Baro and Lady Shadow adjusted their swords behind his back, and that was no exception for the 《Grave Walkers》.
"Therefore."
Dale, the Demon King, spun the hilt he held in his hand.
He switched the hilt of the hero's sword, Peacemaker, to a reverse grip.
"Take this sword, Orelia-nim."
"......!"
At Dale's words, the jet-black Orelia held her breath for a moment. Because she, too, could not be unaware of the true name of the sword Dale was holding.
"This is not a sword that suits me. But that would not be the case for you."
The Demon King said calmly.
"With this sword, do what you think and wish for."
At those words, the jet-black Orelia nodded silently. At the same time, she received the Peacemaker handed over by the Demon King and adjusted her grip on the hilt.
Chwa-aak!
A single flash cut the air.
Light swirled, and within the cluster of light, the jet-black Orelia revealed her Avatar.
Though dyed in jet-black, it was nonetheless that of a Seraph with six wings.
Against it, the false Holy Maiden created by the other three demons spread her wings.
They were pure white wings, beautiful and noble beyond compare to anything in this world.
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* * *
"Your existence is a lie."
Spreading six pitch-black wings, the angel of jet-black opened her mouth. It was Lady Shadow, Orelia.
"Indeed, that may be so."
The Saintess Orelia, spreading wings of pure white before her, did not panic.
"However, my lie is far more truthful than your truth."
"......!"
"You, the fallen one who surrendered and gave your body over to an ugly truth."
The pure-white Orelia smiled.
"Please, for the sake of our ideal, would you not step aside?"
"Did you say ideal?"
"To save the Kingdom of Britannia, which suffers under the tyranny of the Empire, and to establish the will of the Goddess. You don't intend to say you've forgotten the people of the motherland who are still suffering on the island of Britannia, do you?"
At the same time, her expression held a resolve without a shred of doubt.
"I intend to carry out the beautiful lie that you failed to uphold until the very end."
The pure-white Orelia spoke, and the jet-black Orelia remained silent. An ugly truth and a beautiful lie.
The Shadow Monarch prepared to intervene at that sight.
The jet-black Orelia silently reached out an arm, holding Dale back.
"Do you say that even knowing the conclusion that your beautiful lie and blind faith in that ideal brought to the island of Britannia?"
"Who brought about that conclusion? Was it you who slaughtered the people of the motherland? No, it was not."
The pure-white Orelia asked, as if unable to comprehend.
"It was the Empire."
"......!"
"Our ideal was beautiful. Was it not the Empire and that Shadow Monarch, whom you chose to act as a puppet, who trampled that noble conviction with muddy feet?"
"Ah, ahhh, Saintess-nim...!"
Beside her, Gilles de Rais was kneeling as if in prayer. At that sight, Dale couldn't even bring himself to laugh. Nevertheless, the pure-white Orelia did not stop speaking.
"Are you trying to shift the responsibility onto the Good, just because you were defeated by an evil you could not resist?"
The pure-white Orelia asked back. Lady Shadow bit her lip firmly.
"That is the truth."
"That is so. It is the truth. The truth that one has no choice but to be defeated before an irresistible evil."
"......."
"Did you kneel before evil for a reason as pathetic as that? Oh, holy maiden."
To the pure-white question, the jet-black Orelia could not answer.
"No, in the first place, why should we feel responsible for the blood we shed? Wasn't it the Empire from the start that trampled the motherland and slaughtered the people?"
She couldn't.
"Even if my existence is a lie, and even if our destiny is to be defeated before an irresistible evil, I will gladly believe in my conviction."
The pure-white Saintess said, hardening her resolve.
"Even if it is a Good destined to be defeated, I will not stop resisting evil."
Dale, too, could say nothing.
Because as the Shadow Monarch, he could see the truth within the shadow held by the pure-white Saintess.
If she were a creature of the devil, pitch-black and stained with darkness, the story would be easy. But she was not. That pure-white Orelia, created by the three demons, was...
──She was the real thing, without a shadow of a doubt.
"I will carry out my mission. So step aside, you truth that is closer to a lie than a lie itself."
"That, I cannot do."
Blocking her path was the task of her lord, the Shadow Monarch.
"Your existence was officially burned at the stake in the frozen lands of Saxony; you are a dead life."
"Ah, as expected, even until the end, you only think of your own standing."
"I have no choice."
The Shadow Monarch replied.
"Because there is nothing else in this world as important as my own standing."
"You truly have a thick face."
"Do you think so?"
The Shadow Monarch sneered.
"My life is no longer just my own. Lives that cannot even be compared to the blood you shed on the island of Britannia are staked on the life of the Shadow Monarch. That is the weight of my life."
Dale said.
"I will survive until the end, obtain power, and bring down this Empire. I cannot afford to die easily for the sake of that."
"Then it can't be helped."
Finally, the Saintess with pure-white wings adjusted her sword. Holy light surged at the tip of the blade, and the Shadow Monarch also chanted a barrage of darkness and cold.
But before that, it was the jet-black Orelia who kicked off the ground.
She swung the hero's beloved sword, 'Peacemaker'.
The angel of pure white and the angel of jet-black clashed.
Clang!
Pure-white Aura and blood-red Aura collided.
Clang!
"Ahhh, how dare you lay a hand on the Saintess-nim's sacred form!"
Just then, Gilles de Rais also finally drew his sword. It was not the Avatar he had shown on the island of Britannia long ago. He was a fanatic who had found salvation at the end of countless slaughters, and that must have brought a new wind to his ideology.
The steel guardian knight was there.
"Now, no one shall dare to harm the Saintess-nim!"
A giant of several meters. A massive suit of steel armor that was so thick it looked like it would burst, wrapping around his body. It was a lump of steel itself, something that couldn't even be called armor.
It was a vow from a knight who could not lose the Saintess again; he swung his heavy mace.
Boom!
The jet-black Orelia spread her black wings and retreated, and in front of her, Gilles de Rais slammed down his great shield.
"No one can pass this point!"
"Ugh, the situation has turned into a real pain in the ass."
Watching that, Master Baro scratched his head.
"Do you really think so?"
Dale asked back, and Master Baro shrugged.
"Ah, well... since I haven't used it in so long, I've almost forgotten how to use an Avatar, you see."
"There is no need for that."
However, Dale quietly shook his head. Although he understood the threat posed by the Saintess and Gilles de Rais before her, they were not enemies that could never be defeated. He understood that fact as well.
Nevertheless, the Shadow Monarch's decision was different.
Paradoxically, because he could trust their truth.
"Step back, Saintess-nim."
"......!"
Dale said. To her knight. Calling out the moniker he hadn't spoken much since that day.
The jet-black Saintess stepped back, and Dale spoke before the guardian knight Gilles de Rais, who claimed to be the pure-white shield.
"I believe in your lie."
"......."
"The three demons created you, and even knowing that fact, do you not hesitate to become the Goddess's and the motherland's guardian knight?"
"That is so."
The pure-white Saintess, Orelia, answered. It was exactly the appearance of her he remembered from the island of Britannia long ago.
"Because I am no longer the immature girl of those days."
Orelia answered. Just as Dale was, and just as Lady Shadow by Dale's side was, the Orelia created by the three demons was the same.
"Let us negotiate."
Dale said.
"As long as your actions do not harm me or Saxony's standing, I intend to let you leave this place safely."
He could understand why Lady Scarlet had dragged Dale into this place and entrusted him with the cleanup. Because even the Empire would not welcome this existence.
The more chaos, the better. And the other Saintess before Dale would surely claim to be an apostle of chaos without a doubt. Regardless of her right or wrong.
"Therefore, you must rightfully wear a 'leash' so that you may remain under my control."
"How dare you...!"
The steel guardian knight Gilles de Rais roared, but the pure-white Saintess was calm.
"What do you desire?"
"Blue Mastermind."
Dale opened his mouth. At the same time, a blue butterfly flew up, and one of the Assassins of the Mountain guarding Dale's side was reborn as a blue puppet.
─ Did you call, our Monarch?
"I need your spiderweb."
Dale said.
"Can you bind that spiderweb to the Saintess and this man so that they may become my 'eyes and ears'?"
─ Ah, that is by no means a difficult task. Furthermore, it can also become the puppet strings that make them dance.
The Blue Tower Master of schemes and lies, Arachne, smiled.
"Do not worry."
Dale said.
"Her existence will be your leash, and at the same time, she will be an assistant in the darkness who will protect you."
"......You said Blue Spiderweb."
The pure-white Saintess asked back.
"Are you certain that by being bound to that spiderweb, I will not become your puppet?"
"I can be certain of one thing."
The Shadow Monarch replied coldly.
"If I were to have such a mind, the Saintess would never be able to leave this place alive."
"......."
The pure-white Saintess remained silent. The Saintess currently before Dale was not the one from the past. Just as Lady Shadow guarding Dale's side was not. But the same was true for the Shadow Monarch.
"Turning all the forces by my side into enemies is tantamount to suicide."
"That may be so."
The Saintess smiled fleetingly. As if to say that an irresistible evil was there, and she would gladly fight against that evil.
"For now, entrust your body to the Blue Spiderweb and look forward to the future."
However, the Shadow Monarch said. It was a whisper as sweet as a devil's.
─ As you wish, Monarch-nim.
The Blue Tower Master, Arachne, snapped her fingers. Like the Blue Dissonance that Sepia had shown before, blue particles scattered in all directions. As soon as they scattered, the spaces between the particles connected, and they became a spiderweb, wrapping around the two people.
Gilles de Rais tried to resist by swinging his mace, but it was not the kind of thing that could be broken by force. Magic would be no exception.
The spiderweb wrapped around the Saintess and her guardian knight like tentacles, and it was not something that could be resisted in the first place.
"......."
The pure-white Orelia, bound by the spiderweb, remained silently quiet.
The Shadow Monarch walked silently toward the two.
Suddenly.
Shing.
At the same time, he drew the jet-black magic sword 'Gia' tied to his waist and plunged it down.
Thwack!
"......!"
Toward Gilles de Rais, the steel guardian knight guarding the Saintess's side.
"Yo, you bastard...!"
"Do not misunderstand."
The Shadow Monarch whispered coldly.
"This man has merely paid the price for 'his sins'."
""Sir Gilles de Rais...!""
It was not only the pure-white Saintess who called his name in bewilderment. Two Orelias cried out that man's name.
The name of the guardian knight who had once claimed to be the most faithful knight on the island of Britannia.
"Look at this lump of hellish flesh. It is an otherworld creation made by using the bodies of innocent, devout young boys as sacrifices."
"Sa, Saintess-nim... Ah, Orelia-nim...!"
Neither of the two Orelias could answer. In the silence, Gilles de Rais's muttering continued.
"I will, until the very end, until the very end, you..."
Squelch!
However, those words were never finished. The Shadow Monarch's sword was swung, and what dwelled in that sword was the cold of the end.
The cold of extinction, which allowed no comparison to any other Aura in this world.
Gilles de Rais's body was dismantled at the particle level, one by one, and vanished without leaving even a pile of ash.
Leaving behind the cold of extinction brought from the end of providence, the Shadow Monarch asked.
"Pure-white Saintess, your existence is riddled with the blood and evil of innocent young children from its very birth."
The pure-white Saintess, bound by the spiderweb, bit her lip and remained silent.
"Even amidst that filth, are you willing to carry out your ideal?"
Dale asked. Silence descended.
At the end of the silence, the pure-white Saintess answered.
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* * *
"Even if this body is stained with filth, what I desire does not change. The ideal that you could not achieve..."
The pure white Holy Maiden spoke.
Ta-at!
Lady Shadow, with her pitch-black wings, gripped Peacemaker and kicked off the ground.
"Oh, shit."
Master Baro spat out a curse at the sight. Even so, the Shadow Monarch remained silently composed.
"You... what do you know to spout such high-sounding nonsense!"
Simultaneously, the spiderweb bindings wrapping around the pure white Holy Maiden unraveled.
Ka-ang!
The black and white swords clashed once again. Two seraphs—one with pure white wings, the other with pitch-black—collided, fake and real steel meeting in a violent ring.
Darkness swirled in the wake of the pitch-black wings; in response, the light of dawn erupted in a barrage. Amidst the clash of energy, the two Holy Maidens lunged, wings spread wide. Blades locked, scattering light and darkness.
"I have seen it. The horrific end brought about by my ideal, the hell that unfolded on the island of Britannia!"
"It is not your fault."
The two locked blades strained against each other.
Just then, the pure white Holy Maiden smiled, her expression filled with a mercy and benevolence incomparable to anything else.
"We did nothing wrong."
Those were the words of salvation that Orelia had longed for so desperately within the cruel reality.
"......."
The pitch-black Orelia withdrew her sword and fell silent. Her hand trembled faintly—a disturbance visible at a glance.
"No, it is my fault."
Overcome by agitation, the pitch-black Orelia shouted.
"Bearing the responsibility is solely the loser's share, and I was defeated! It was all my fault. A life that cannot win has no meaning."
"Then what has meaning?"
"Power."
The pitch-black Orelia replied. Her agitation vanished, and she regained her usual composure.
"That day, my defeat to the 'Black Prince' was not a matter of good or evil. It was simply because I lacked the power."
The strong take everything; the losers lose everything. The logic of power the Red Magic Tower championed was the very logic of the world.
As the one who had once brought hell to the island of Britannia, the Shadow Monarch remained silent. But not for long.
"But my Lord has power."
The pitch-black Orelia said, filled with faith and without a shred of doubt.
"As the Shadow Monarch, leading the harbingers of falsehood that exist in this land, he has the power to drive the Empire to ruin."
"......."
"I have pledged my loyalty to that power and chosen to become his puppet. Because the one who will bring ruin to this hateful country, the Empire, is solely my Lord's to command."
"That is correct."
The Shadow Monarch broke the silence.
"Orelia-nim, I promise you on the honor of myself and Saxony."
As the 'Black Prince' who once struck down the Holy Maiden on the island of Britannia.
"Your decision to swear to become the Shadow Monarch's sword was absolutely not wrong."
At the same time, Dale turned his head toward the pure white Holy Maiden.
"As for 'which Holy Maiden' was right, the one standing on the ruins of the Empire will find the answer. Is that not so?"
"Oh my, so what do you intend to do from now on? Are you planning to return with a flower in each hand?"
Master Baro muttered, and Dale shook his head.
"The Blue Mastermind will show her the path to take."
─ Ah, I will gladly carry out my Lord's command.
Arachne, borrowing the body of a Dark Elf, laughed and extended her arm.
Blue light swirled. It was not cold, but the blue magic of schemes and lies—a dispel to break the barrier of flesh encroaching upon the area.
Before they knew it, they stood in the mansion of Count Wallachia—a hell where mountains of corpses had been piled to summon a demon.
Yet, what those demons of hell had created was a harbinger of the goddess, shining more nobly than anything else.
The pure white Holy Maiden, another Orelia.
─ I have a perfect scenario prepared for the new Holy Maiden-nim, after all.
The Blue Mastermind laughed, and Dale nodded.
"For now, follow the Blue Spiderweb. It will not be too late to carry out the goddess's mission after that."
"What do you wish to gain through me?"
The pure white Holy Maiden asked, and Dale replied coldly.
"It is to prove that the shadow's sword by my side was not wrong."
His voice was devoid of even a shred of emotion. The pitch-black Orelia gasped, but the pure white Orelia did not.
"Is that so?"
She merely smiled calmly, as if she had expected it.
The savior of the nation had been defeated by an irresistible evil. That is the end of justice without power; because there was no power, even the ravages of evil became entirely the responsibility of justice.
Realizing that fact, the Holy Maiden Orelia succumbed to the cruel truth, bowing her head before power.
However, there was another Orelia there who did not do so.
That was why Dale simply wanted to watch.
He wanted to watch the chaos her existence would unleash upon the Empire, and the conclusion a beautiful, unblemished lie would bring.
* * *
Around that time.
Stories circulated that the Shadow Court in the cities, including Harlem, had met a new order under an unidentified ruler.
However, the criminal organizations parasitizing the city's back alleys were by no means the entirety of the Shadow Court. When the Court began to openly consolidate and expand its power, the 'Seven-Headed Council' of the Free City Alliance could not help but be flustered.
The assassins of the Shadow Court were one of the most powerful forces in the Free City Alliance. The fact that such a force was indiscriminately subjugating and merging all the back-alley organizations held significant weight.
Especially for those who coexisted with them and ruled the city 'from the front,' the situation was even more alarming.
Some time later, a certain ruler reigning over the Shadow Court sent a letter to the 'Seven-Headed Council'.
"From now on, in accordance with the proud traditions of the seven cities, I shall begin discussing the agenda."
The chairman spoke regarding the letter. In the silence that followed, another head, the ruler of Harlem, spoke up.
"No matter how strong the Shadow Court is, they are ultimately just small fry who know how to use a little bit of Aura."
"Even though it is said that the Slaughter Sword is teaching them, considering the rumors that he has entrusted himself to the frozen lands of Saxony... the probability of him appearing here is slim."
"We cannot just watch their influence grow any larger than this."
"In the end, they are just thugs from the back alleys. They were people who had to be cleaned up sooner or later anyway."
"Then do you all agree on expelling the 'Shadow Court' from our city?"
At the chairman's words, the remaining heads bowed their heads.
"Then, since everyone is in agreement regarding expelling the Shadow Court from our city..."
Amidst the murmurs of agreement, the head of the Seven-Headed Council nodded.
"I will convene the Dark Moon, the council's direct enforcement unit, and also request that man to take command of the unit and the mission."
It was the trump card the Free City Alliance kept hidden for emergencies.
Ruling seven massive cities is no small feat. Furthermore, the wealth generated from those seven cities is not insignificant—even if it cannot be compared to that of the Guild City.
"One cannot be stingy with a few gold coins when cleaning up trash."
* * *
It happened simultaneously.
As usual, it was a routine inspection conducted by the city guards to monitor criminal activities. The small and medium-sized criminal guilds did not resist, obediently following orders.
They were to place their hands against the wall and line up to be checked for any suspicious items.
That day was no different.
That was until the members of the criminal guild placed their hands on the wall, and the guards—backs turned to them—drew their swords in unison.
The swords of the council's direct enforcement unit—and the blade of the swordsman commanding them—swung down.
* * *
A large-scale purge began in various parts of the city, including Harlem City. Reports came in that the majority of the victims were lower-level organizations of the Shadow Court, which had been rapidly seizing control of the city, and even some small courts had fallen to their swords.
For Dale, who remained in Harlem coordinating the criminal organizations, it was earth-shattering news.
"The council's direct enforcement unit, you say?"
"I-it was not an ordinary sword!"
One of the assassins of the small court said, bowing his head. Master Baro shrugged in disbelief.
"Heh. They didn't budge when those bastards from the 'Lodge' were kidnapping kids and ruining a perfectly fine city. But they have no mercy when it comes to the trash in the back alleys."
"That is the way of the world."
Dale muttered calmly.
"So, what will you do?"
"What do you mean, what will I do."
Dale replied. Just then—
"It's the City Guard! Show yourselves immediately!"
The sound of someone pounding on the entrance of the tavern—their hideout—rang out.
"Ah, speak of the devil and he appears."
The Shadow Monarch rose to his feet. This was the core of the organization, where the true powerhouses of the court, the 'Grave Walkers,' were gathered.
Whoever they were, they seemed to have figured out in advance that this place was the headquarters of the Shadow Court in this district.
The sheer number of guards surrounding the hideout was proof enough.
It was no shallow trick to induce carelessness and strike from behind.
"Since guests have arrived, we should show them the proper courtesy."
"Heh, how did our kind young master end up on the path of evil?"
Master Baro chuckled.
Bang! Bang!
The guards pounded on the tavern entrance. Though disguised as city guards, their true identities were surely something else. They were the elite of the elite, honed and sharpened by the Seven-Headed Council.
"Since I'm going to be a villain, I need a name that sounds a bit more convincing."
Dale said, moving toward the door.
"What, is 'Shadow Monarch' not enough for you?"
"Do you think I can go around shouting that name all over the back alleys?"
"Hmm, that's true too."
Master Baro scratched his head. Leaving the guards spread out in front of the tavern, Dale's Shadow Cloak fluttered, morphing into the shape of a hood.
From within the darkness beneath the hood, the Shadow Monarch muttered in a low voice.
"From now on, when you call me here, address me as Boss."
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* * *
The boss of the organization, the Shadow Monarch, stood before the city guards surrounding the back-alley tavern. It was not difficult to discern that they were no mere city guards.
"My good sirs, what brings the city guard to a tavern in such a back alley?"
Master Baro asked as he passed by the Shadow Monarch's side. Both had their hoods pulled low, concealing their identities.
"We are here to hold you accountable for your crimes: the solicitation of various crimes within the Free City Alliance, the ordering of numerous assassinations and kidnappings, and the series of murders and disappearances that have occurred in East Harlem!"
"Oh, for fuck's sake. What kind of dog-bone nonsense is this? Who did what, now?"
Master Baro shrugged, dumbfounded, and the Shadow Monarch opened his mouth.
The ominous shadow flickering beneath his hood broke the silence.
"Regrettably, neither I nor my organization have any connection to the crimes you allege."
The voice echoing from the darkness carried an overwhelming pressure that unsettled everyone present.
"Did you just say 'organization'?"
"That is correct."
"Then it is safe to assume that you are confessing to your own crimes!"
"Hardly."
The man presumed to be the captain of the guards spoke. Despite his attempt to feign composure, cold sweat beaded on his back.
"As I have said repeatedly, my organization is innocent. I am even willing to prove it, if necessary. However..."
The Shadow Monarch continued calmly.
"I don't think that will be necessary."
"What is that supposed to mean?"
Before Dale could finish, the men disguised as city guards kicked off the ground. These swordsmen moved with a speed the others could not hope to match.
"Oh, my, this is something."
The greatest power within the Free City Alliance, the Seven-Headed Council's direct executive unit: the Dark Moon. An organization so shrouded in secrecy that its existence was dismissed as urban legend.
"There is only death for those who disturb the city's order."
The captain of the Dark Moon spoke, his grip on his sword ominous.
"Oh my, are you planning on killing us?"
Master Baro laughed, swinging his sword toward the Dark Moon members rushing forward.
Ka-ang!
It was a single flash—*ilseom*.
Master Baro's strike intercepted the seven swords rushing from all directions simultaneously.
He swung his blade through empty air.
With the next flash, blood sprayed from the necks of all seven Dark Moon members.
"Ah, this is why I hate it when people move as one," Master Baro said, flicking blood from his blade.
"If you move as one, you die as one."
"You...!"
The city guards tightened their grip on their weapons. There were many of them, but their opponent was not a man to be overwhelmed by numbers.
"Do you wish to wage war against me that badly?"
The Shadow Monarch asked, the ominous shadow gun barrels flickering behind his back.
Dale took a step forward, and the city guards, previously in a defensive formation, flinched and retreated.
The 《Grave Walkers》 revealed themselves at the Shadow Monarch's side, a different caliber entirely from the small-fry assassins of the Dark Moon. Even if the entire city guard force belonged to the 'Dark Moon,' it would make no difference.
"Ah, aah...!"
The captain of the guards swallowed, his panic evident.
It was right then.
"Oho, I thought your sword had rusted into a has-been. You are as spry as ever."
A man appeared from beyond the alley, as if he had been waiting. He wore pure white linen, but it was so stained and tattered it looked like rags.
He had long, disheveled hair. Despite his beggar-like appearance, no one had sensed his presence until he revealed himself.
"Oh my, how did such a shabby bastard end up in such a noble place?"
Master Baro asked, dumbfounded. Dale also quietly held his breath.
Though dressed in rags, he held a sword in his hand.
A katana.
"Since the bourgeoisie of this city are willing to pay a high price, who am I to refuse?"
He was one of the Seven Swords of the Continent, known as the Wandering Sword (*Bangrang-geom*).
"Do you even know whose neck that price is on before you spout such nonsense?"
"It would be the master you serve, I assume."
The Wandering Sword spoke, and the Shadow Monarch remained silent.
"Do you understand the meaning of those words?"
After a silence, the Shadow Monarch spoke. Master Baro, Lady Shadow, and the 《Grave Walkers》 took up combat stances.
"Ah, that is why I just quit the request. No matter how good the gold is, it isn't worth one's life, is it?"
"...Then why did you reveal yourself?"
"Apart from the Council's intentions, I was simply itching with curiosity about the 'Boss's' sword."
"Are you saying you want to cross swords with me?"
"If you would permit it, gladly."
"Oh, my. After running your mouth like that, what guarantee is there that you won't just chop off our heads and run?"
Master Baro cackled. Dale, however, remained focused.
"I accept."
"Oh my, well then."
"But before that, there are a few things you must do."
* * *
"Ah, ah, please forgive me...! Lord Dale!"
Seven heads lay there.
The 《Grave Walkers》 loyal to the Shadow Monarch pointed their blades at the seven heads, and Dale turned his head.
"Now, recite the chant loudly."
Master Baro spoke, and the members of the Dark Moon, bowing their heads to the ground, shouted in unison.
"From now on, we are the lackeys loyal to the Boss!"
"Oh, your voices are fucking small. Louder."
"From now on, we are the lackeys loyal to the Boss!"
The pinnacle of the underworld—the Godfather whom even the rulers of the seven cities could not defy—stood before them.
Once they realized his true identity, it was not difficult to decide where their loyalty lay.
"Heh heh, I like these guys. They're consistent. The angle of their bow is as sharp as a blade."
Master Baro laughed while gulping down his beer.
"Isn't that right, Council sirs?"
"Pl-please, have mercy...!"
"It's not like I can't forgive you."
The Shadow Monarch spoke calmly.
"Then let me ask one thing, Wandering Sword. Who hired you?"
"Ah, that gentleman there."
The Wandering Sword pointed with his scabbard. The chairman of the Seven-Headed Council shook his head, his face stern.
"Wandering Sword, you bastard...!"
"Oh, what can I do? With the Slaughter Sword and Saxony's 'Black Prince' involved... why don't you just ask me to kill His Majesty the Emperor while you're at it?"
"......!"
At the Wandering Sword's joke, Dale's expression soured. The chairman panicked and hurriedly shook his head.
"I-I merely executed this with the consent of everyone else!"
"Is that so? Then that means everyone is an accomplice."
"That cannot be! The decision to hire the Wandering Sword was entirely the Chairman's! We were just forced to...!"
The rest of the heads protested. The Shadow Monarch sneered.
"Then name one."
It was a cold voice devoid of even a shred of emotion.
"If one of you takes responsibility to atone for your sins, I will not hold the others accountable."
At those words, agitation stirred among the Seven-Headed Council. It did not last long.
Fingers were pointed in unison. Three pointed at the chairman, and four pointed at those they held grudges against. The chairman received the most votes.
"It's a real shame for you. Being the head of an organization isn't all that great."
Master Baro shrugged, and Dale nodded. Before the chairman could beg for mercy, a blade swung.
"Ah, is it enough now?"
The severed head rolled on the floor, and the Wandering Sword asked.
"Since the client is gone, there is no benefit in killing me now."
Dale answered as he drew his sword.
"Furthermore, I believe you understand the meaning of crossing swords with me properly."
"That is exactly why I cannot resist."
The man in rags laughed. He drew the katana from his waist and adjusted his tattered clothing.
"Since they said the legendary Slaughter Sword had found a new master, I simply couldn't pass by."
"......."
"I have been wandering for a long time in search of a master."
The Wandering Sword said, contemplating his own name.
"Someone worthy of my loyalty."
"Does that mean someone whose sword is stronger than yours?"
The Shadow Monarch asked, but the Wandering Sword laughed.
"If that were the case, I would serve the Heavenly Sword (*Cheon-geom*). It's not as if others haven't defeated me with a sword. Didn't the Divine Sword do so?"
The Wandering Sword answered, speaking the name of the Divine Sword Vadel.
"However, swinging a sword is the role of a knight, not the role of a master. As I said repeatedly, I am looking for a 'monarch' worthy of my loyalty."
"Then what is a monarch worthy of your loyalty?"
The Shadow Monarch asked. The Wandering Sword replied with a quiet smile.
"I intend to find out that fact from now on, Shadow... Monarch of Providence and Truth."
"......!"
Simultaneously, the Wandering Sword kicked off the ground. His blade swung with the speed of a flash, but the Shadow Monarch was faster, deploying his Avatar and raising his blade.
Ka-ang!
The swords clashed. At the same time, the Shadow Monarch stared at the Wandering Sword's shadow. No, he tried to stare at it.
Faster than Dale's dynamic vision could track, the sword thrust in. Just as he turned to block, the next attack slid in. It was fast.
"......!"
The opponent was not a mage who kept his distance. Furthermore, he had struck before Dale could even deploy his Avatar.
Judging by his reference to Dale, he likely knew at least some of Dale's abilities.
'This won't be easy.'
He would not be able to face him with a half-hearted mindset.
Cold air and darkness spread out, centered on the Shadow Monarch.
However, it was by no means the white and dark winter night of that day. A winter night like the day the hero fell was nothing more than children's play.
The Monarch of Providence and Truth, who had witnessed the winter of the universe, finally began to overlay his world.
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* * *
A world of darkness and winter existed there.
A pitch-black, frozen wasteland stretched endlessly beyond the horizon, its end impossible to discern.
Dominating that world, a single fortress towered high.
Indescribably massive tentacles coiled around the castle like the roots of an ancient tree, alive and breathing. Pitch-black tentacles had taken root throughout the fortress, inside and out.
Dale and the Wandering Sword stood within the Great Hall, a gloomy, flamboyant Gothic space.
The Shadow Monarch sat upon a towering throne of black gold, a faintly burning brazier at his back.
Wrapped in armor made of the cold of the apocalypse and the darkness of the primordial age, he had become the lord of the castle, reigning alone in a fortress of solitude.
"Ah, what a truly lonely empire this is."
"Outside this castle, there is nothing but cold and darkness."
The Shadow Monarch waved his arm. One wall of the Great Hall vanished, and the cold of the endless frozen wasteland seeped in. The brazier behind the throne flickered madly, like a candle dying in a typhoon—fleeting and fragile.
The Shadow Monarch waved his arm again, and the fortress wall rose to block the cold.
He had wrapped himself in Shub's tentacles, accepting the winter of the universe into his body. Within the World of Thought, the Shadow Monarch wielded power bordering on that of a god.
A realm no ordinary 6th Circle mage could dare to imitate. Perhaps even a 7th Circle mage could not contend with it without possessing the 'qualifications of a warrior.'
For the first time, I felt as though I could reach even the tips of my father's toes within this world.
Let alone the member of the Seven Swords of the Continent standing before me.
Ta-at!
The Wandering Sword kicked off the ground and rushed toward the Monarch, yet the Shadow Monarch did not move.
The lord reigning in the fortress of solitude waved his arm once again.
In the fortress of solitude, where no one should have been, the Shadow Monarch's loyal subordinates finally revealed themselves.
Ka-ang!
Death Knights, wrapped in armor of cold and darkness, materialized behind Dale and blocked the Wandering Sword.
A necromancer's power lies in commanding an army, not in engaging in battle himself.
And in Dale's world, there was no need for the flesh and bone of knights loyal to Saxony.
One, two, three—Death Knights, endlessly generated from the blind spots in the Wandering Sword's perception, rushed forward.
The Shadow Monarch did not even bother to rise from his throne of black gold.
This place was his castle, a weapon in itself to face external enemies. As a monarch, he wielded the power permitted to him.
The power of dark blood originated from the Old Mother of Darkness, the source of all shadows, who had taken root in this castle.
"Oh-ho."
Facing the rushing knights, the Wandering Sword swung his greatsword. Then, as if realizing something, he plunged his blade vertically into the ground.
Poo-ook!
The sword drove into the marble floor, and pitch-black blood gushed and splattered from the stone.
Koo-oong!
The entire castle began to writhe and heave like a living creature.
Chwa-aak!
Bundles of tentacles melted into the castle walls writhed and surged forward in unison. Only then did he realize: the fortress of solitude, built upon the pitch-black frozen wasteland, was a single living creature.
Dale was still sitting on the throne of black gold, deploying the avatar of the Shadow Monarch.
He was already piercing through every detail of the Wandering Sword's shadow as the man struggled to block his army.
A power of insight bordering on omniscience.
The marble floor—what he had thought were stone bricks—turned into living tentacles, endlessly swallowing the Wandering Sword.
Each time, the Wandering Sword swung his greatsword, and dark blood splattered, staining the castle interior.
"Reveal your true form, Wandering Sword."
The Shadow Monarch spoke from his throne.
"......!"
At those words, the Wandering Sword held his breath, overwhelmed by a pressure even he could not fathom.
For an instant, the tentacles and Death Knights rushing toward him stopped moving. A silence that seemed to freeze everything descended.
"Just as you are looking for a monarch to whom you will offer your loyalty, I, too, am looking for a sword to which I will offer my loyalty."
"Are the Slaughter Sword and the Wandering Sword not enough with just two?"
"I will not stop searching for swords until there are seven."
The Shadow Monarch replied.
Poo-ook!
One of the Death Knights succeeded in plunging his blade toward the Wandering Sword. Imbued with the cold of the apocalypse, the strike should have dismantled his body at the particle level.
His body vanished, yet Dale did not twitch, remaining silent.
Before long, a swarm of cold surged and formed a human silhouette.
"A survivor of the Second Empire."
Piercing through his shadow, the Shadow Monarch said.
"You pursued the end of providence together with your kin, and mocking that foolishness, 'Winter' laid a curse upon you."
His existence was not defined by a body.
He was a wraith, a ghost who should have died in the distant past—a spiritual entity. He could not die even if he wished to. Even the Heaven Sword and the God Sword might have broken his blade, but they could not have severed his existence.
The Shadow Monarch rose from his throne of black gold.
Hwa-reureuk!
The brazier behind him flared, reborn as flames that scattered like an explosion.
Blood-red patterns etched themselves along the Armor of Dark Blood, glowing like magma between black rocks.
He unleashed the full power of the Shadow Monarch, a strength he had shown to no one.
Black, red, and blue mana—having reached the end of providence—fused, emitting a pressure incomparable to anything before.
The power was so overwhelming it felt as if Dale's own consciousness might shatter.
It was so overwhelming that I wondered if I had truly reached the realm of the gods.
Even the act of controlling the exploding mana was burdensome. Wielding this power would be like downing high-proof liquor straight from the bottle.
And it was a task worth enduring.
Embracing the surging three-colored mana, the Shadow Monarch kicked off the ground. Blades rose—not the magic sword Kia at his waist, nor the Armor of Dark Blood.
The marble floor, stone bricks, red carpet, full-plate armor statues...
Hundreds, thousands of shadow blades erupted from the castle interior, plunging toward the Wandering Sword.
It was a literal bombardment of a thousand swords.
Ka-ang!
"Ah, ahhh...! That's it, this is it."
Before the bombardment, a colorless aura wrapped around the Wandering Sword's body. It was colorless, yet it possessed a definite form.
"The existence I must truly serve... I cannot even imagine how long I have been searching for you!"
Goosebumps raced down his spine as the Wandering Sword shouted. As the aura wrapping his body exploded, his philosophy was finally revealed.
The Seven Swords of the Continent, the Wandering Sword's avatar. A survivor of the Second Empire. He was a mummy-like, withered undead elf.
A wraith who could not die even if he wanted to within a twisted providence.
The Wandering Sword's greatsword swirled toward the thousand shadow blades surging from all sides—a sword dance fast enough to strike down all thousand and more.
Even after the thousand shadow blades plunged, the Shadow Monarch's attack did not cease. He did not swing the sword in his hand.
The entire castle was his sword and weapon.
An endless storm of shadows raged; sometimes blades, sometimes his creations. From the shadows in the gaps of the red carpet, 《Shadow Lurkers》 spat out thorn tentacles, and from beneath the chandeliers, black gun barrels poured down a barrage.
Death followed death. Even the Wandering Sword of the world had no choice before such an onslaught.
"I, no... I have been wandering in search of an existence that could truly give me death!"
He died, and died, and died again. Each time, ecstasy filled his heart.
"O Monarch of Providence and Truth, who will set me truly free from the lies that have encroached upon this body!"
"Your wandering shall end."
After the endless slaughter, the castle's movement finally ceased.
Within it, the Shadow Monarch was already sitting on the throne of black gold.
"On the day this empire falls."
"Gladly...!"
The Wandering Sword knelt and bowed his head. Compared to the years of aimless wandering he had endured, serving his lord would be a fleeting moment.
"Gladly, I will offer my everything for the downfall of this empire!"
Another sword pledged its loyalty, and gaining his loyalty was truly an easy task.
* * *
"Whoops, shit. What the hell did this guy eat to be banging his head on the floor like that?"
When Dale finally dispelled the World of Thought, Master Baro asked, observing the scene.
"Something happened."
Dale shrugged his shoulders and glanced around.
"From now on, we are the lackeys loyal to the boss!"
The council's direct enforcement unit, 'Dark Moon,' was still banging their heads, and the rulers of the Free City Alliance—who had become seven heads... no, now six—were no exception.
"From now on, we are the lackeys loyal to the boss!"
The Wandering Sword also began to shout vigorously.
"Hmm, it's good to have many lackeys."
"Geez, shit. You really are no different from a Demon King of Darkness."
The Shadow Monarch replied as if it were someone else's business. Master Baro shook his head, dumbfounded.
* * *
Finishing the business in the Free City Alliance, Dale finally returned to his duchy.
Not long after, news that would turn the entire continent upside down echoed out.
In the name of the Sistina Papacy, the 'Duke of the White Magic Tower'—who stood at the pinnacle of the church and the Tower—along with his cardinals, announced two facts with one voice.
One: a devout blacksmith, having received a revelation from the Sister Goddess, had succeeded in forging another 'Holy Sword Durendal'—and the Holy Sword had chosen its own sword-master.
Two: the sword-master of the Holy Sword is Orelia, the Holy Maiden who was once defeated by the 'Black Prince' and turned to ashes in the frozen wasteland of Saxony.
However, a pile of ashes cannot hold a holy sword. Therefore, the Duke of the White Magic Tower officially announced the miracle: the 'Holy Maiden' had been resurrected through the power of the Sister Goddess.
Ignoring the fact that her existence was a creation of the devil, the Holy Maiden was resurrected from death under the guarantee of the White Magic Tower, reborn as the sword-master of the Holy Sword.
With the White Magic Tower and the Holy Sword behind her, the pure white Holy Maiden gained a justification that even the Empire could not handle.
Leaving behind the blue spiderwebs that still bound her body.
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* * *
Some time later.
Once the internal unrest within the organization had finally been settled, and the 《Grave Walker》 and its subordinate branches—which had taken root throughout the Empire—had established their footing with the help of the Blue Tower Master.
The Shadow Monarch remained holed up in the Saxon Viscount's castle beyond the Demon Territory, a place that symbolized the exploits of the 'Black Prince' within the Duke of Saxony's family, and rarely showed his face to the outside world.
At first, he refused all visitors for several days and nights, locking himself alone in a room on the top floor. It was a 'tactical war room' that didn't even have a bed prepared.
The servants, worried about Dale who hadn't emerged from that room for days, tried to speak to him, but no answer ever came.
There were those capable of persuading Dale, such as the Black Duke, Sepia, or the Slaughter Sword (殺劍).
Yet, they simply kept their silence, stating that they would 'respect Dale's will.'
And so, amidst a silence that lasted for over several weeks, Dale continued his self-imposed life as a prisoner, receiving only the bare minimum of meals.
He spent his days locked in a room without even a bed, consuming minimal food, attending to basic bodily functions, and living like a convict.
Within that void, there was only one thing Dale was doing.
It was a war game.
On an absurdly wide table, hundreds of chess pieces, too numerous to count, were lined up.
On an absurdly large map depicting the entire continent.
Tak.
Dale moved one piece after a long period of deep thought. He acted as his own opponent from across the table, moving the pieces he himself controlled.
Tak.
A chess piece from across the table devoured the piece Dale had just moved. Silence followed, and at the end of that silence, Dale shook his head.
It was a defeat.
It was Dale's defeat, and the Empire's victory.
"Damn it."
Chwararak!
Dale swept away the map and all the pieces on the table in one go, letting out a deep breath.
"This game is fucking bullshit."
He spat out the curse, unsure if he had picked it up from Master Baro or if it had been his own true habit from the start.
Leaving the overturned table behind, Dale slumped into his chair and remained silent.
In his hands, he already possessed more than enough chess pieces—an overflowing amount.
The Monarch of Darkness and Death, the Monarch of Desert and Sand, the Monarch of Frost and Crystal, the Monarch of Lies and Strategy.
The Black Magic Tower Master, the Black Duke; the Queen of the Dark Elf Kingdom and the Mountain Crone; the Queen of the Snow Elf Kingdom and mother of Sepia, the Crystal Queen; and finally, the Blue Magic Tower Master, Arachne.
Four monarchs were willingly serving as the 'Shadow Monarch's' knights, offering their loyalty to Dale.
On top of that, three blades of the Seven Swords of the Continent.
The Light Sword Helmut Blackbear, the Slaughter Sword Master Baro, and the Wandering Sword could all act as chess pieces.
Even so, the martial prowess of the Seven Swords themselves could never compare to the power of a Tower Master or a Monarch. Even if all three blades attacked at once, the probability of winning against the 'Monarch of Fire and Blood' would be close to zero.
Among the Seven Swords Dale remembered from his time as the Hero of the Otherworld, only one held the title of Monarch. Even if he claimed to be a loyal subject of the Teutonia Knight Kingdom rather than a king.
──The Monarch of Loyalty and Faith, Badel Orhardt.
Nevertheless, the true value of the Seven Swords lay in the fact that they were not monarchs. Just like the 《Grave Walker》, the intelligence unit under Dale's direct command. Monarchs are slow to move, but the Seven Swords are not.
Thinking that far, he recalled the enemies on the other side of the table.
The Golden Emperor, the knights following the Monarch of Lies.
The Monarch of Fire and Blood, Marquis Yuris. The Monarch of Light and Heaven, the Duke of the White Magic Tower. The existence of those two was merely the beginning.
He calculated his own strength with a cold, cruel, and heartless precision, and simultaneously measured the strength of his enemies.
'Can I defeat that person as I am now?'
The one who reigns over the Empire of Fire and Light, the Golden Emperor and Monarch of Lies.
Defeating the Holy Sword was not difficult. However, the existence of the Holy Sword, Count Brandenburg, was ultimately nothing more than a single chess piece.
If he were to face the 《Eldritch》 in the north of the Saxon Duchy—not the Empire right now... their leader, the Immortal Duke Frederick, what were the odds of victory for Dale as he was now? In the first place, should he just leave the former Saxon family's forces and the Shadow Magic Tower as they were?
Above all, the Immortal Duke Frederick himself had experienced a defeat so desperate and bone-chilling before the Golden Monarch.
Just as his father, the Black Duke, had faced the Immortal Duke, could the current Dale even stand on equal footing with that 'loser'?
He could not.
Dale once again swept away the map and all the wooden pieces on the table and shook his head.
'No. It is not yet time to think about such things.'
Even if three blades of the Seven Swords of the Continent were with him, even if the masters of two magic towers served as his knights, and even if the elf monarchs of two kingdoms forgotten by history were loyal to him, it would make no difference.
No matter how many monarchs and forces he gained, it meant nothing. Because defeating the Golden Emperor was not a matter of military might.
The Monarch of Providence and Truth—that was a burden Dale had to carry solely as a human.
That was why he could feel it so painfully. That he could not guarantee victory against the Golden Emperor, nor even against the knights of lies and the monarchs who followed him, right now.
'Because I am weak.'
How strong he had been when he was the Hero. At the same time, how many 'knights and monarchs of lies' that existence had slaughtered while claiming to be the Golden Emperor's loyal dog.
He couldn't even laugh.
Just as the Imperial Prince Mordred had mocked him, it was exactly as he said.
'Now is the time to focus on building up my own strength.'
It was none other than the Hero's role to have killed all the strong warriors of this continent. And the Hero of that time had no way of knowing that the majority of those strong warriors were the knights of truth who now pledged loyalty to the Shadow Monarch.
"My Lord, what are you agonizing over?"
Just then, a voice was heard. Dale turned. The sword in the shadows, Lady Shadow, was there.
"It is not yet time to think about war."
Dale said bitterly. Orelia asked back.
"Why is that?"
"Because as long as I myself lack the strength to lead them, it is meaningless no matter how powerful the forces and monarchs I have at my back."
Dale said without a moment's hesitation.
"For now, it is time to focus on my own growth."
At those words, the sword in the shadows, Lady Shadow, remained silent.
"I believe in my Lord."
After the silence, Orelia opened her mouth.
"When you trampled my homeland, slaughtered the people I sought to protect, and dragged down my king, you showed me."
"Showed you what?"
"That you are the only one qualified to bring ruin to this Empire."
"......."
Leaving behind an indescribable bitterness, Orelia smiled.
"As you said back then, my Lord, I should have thought."
After smiling, Orelia said.
"I should have assassinated Prince Charlotte, who was susceptible to your schemes, and by releasing Kingdom troops disguised as Imperial troops across the islands to commit looting and arson, I should have heightened the region's hostility toward the Imperial army, and ultimately, I should not have accepted your 'proposal'."
"That is correct."
Hearing that, Dale laughed.
"In that case, I would have borne the responsibility for the defeat and lost my heart according to the Geas contract. Furthermore, the Kingdom of Britannia would have achieved its dream of independence. In the end, victory and defeat were decided by a hair's breadth."
At the very least, the monarchs of the continent are slow to move. They would not abandon their own positions for the sake of some island nation's circumstances. Because there is no way to stop even the monarchs of the world from becoming water ghosts, drowning in the seas and straits.
That is why they still cannot easily do anything about the 'Drowned Duke' Francis Barbarossa.
"It is not a difference of a hair's breadth."
However, Orelia quietly shook her head.
"My Lord, you won, and I lost. That is all. Hypotheticals mean nothing."
"That may be so."
"That is why I simply believe in the cruel victory and truth shown by the 'Black Prince'."
Dale quietly held his breath.
"You will destroy the Empire of Sun and Lies, and bring about the Empire of Shadows, filled with darkness and cold."
Dale remained silent, keeping his head down, and it was just then.
"Just as you destroyed my homeland and took everything of my existence."
The jet-black Orelia brushed back her blonde hair and brought her head close.
"......!"
Before Dale could even open his mouth to say anything, their lips met.
It was different from the times with Charlotte or Sepia. It was a twisted obsession, thoroughly pursuing desire.
In his bewilderment, Dale put some distance between them, and the jet-black Orelia smiled coldly.
"I became ashes in the frozen lands of Saxony that day, and a lie truer than the truth is carrying out my mission."
It was a voice filled with ecstasy and obsession.
"I am someone who has already died, and I have no one left but you."
"......."
"Becoming the shadow of you, who took everything from me—that is the only value of existence left to me."
"Lady Orelia, you are already a part of me."
Dale said with a calm smile.
"Because no one can ever abandon their own shadow."
* * *
The cycle for the ceremony to determine the Seven Swords of the Continent is not fixed.
Furthermore, now that the Teutonia Knight Kingdom, which hosted the ceremony, has been destroyed, no one expected a seat to determine the Seven Swords to be held again.
However, a certain blacksmith who received a revelation from the Goddess forged a new holy sword, and it was only right that it should belong within the name of the Seven Swords of the Continent.
Therefore, a place was prepared to fill the vacancies of the two swords, and furthermore, to determine the hierarchy of the new Seven Swords (七劍). In the territory of the old Teutonia Knight Kingdom, which the Empire had destroyed with its own hands.
The Heaven Sword, the Ghost Sword, the Light Sword, the Slaughter Sword, the Wandering Sword. A ceremony to fill the vacancies of the two swords in addition to the five remaining swords.
A field of trial where the greatest knights of the continent clash swords according to the traditions of the fallen old Teutonia Knight Kingdom.
The five swords will prove themselves against those who challenge their positions, and there will also be those among the five swords who desire a sword rank higher than their own.
The sword ceremony to determine the Seven Swords in the name of the Empire was prepared, and people with their own hidden agendas began to gather.
The pure white Orelia, who obtained the holy sword, and furthermore, the three swords that Dale commands.
That was no exception for Charlotte Orhardt, the daughter of the God Sword who fell at the hands of the Hero, who is currently wandering after turning her back on her lord.
And above all, for Dale, who desires the 'next realm' through battles with strong warriors, it was a place he had no reason to refuse.
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* * *
"Grand Duke Lancaster, the Heavenly Sword, and Lady Sephilia, the Ghost Sword, have officially announced their intention to participate in the 'Sword Trial'."
The whispers traveled along the blue spiderwebs rooted throughout the Empire. After hearing the report, Dale sat at the table and nodded silently.
"You have done well."
The person who had been inquiring through the 'Whisper of Blue' withdrew, and Dale rose to his feet.
The Sword Trial was a tradition from the old Kingdom of Teutonia, meant to determine the strongest sword on the continent for generations—a legacy of the past that had been severed after the kingdom's fall.
In other words, those currently known as the Seven Swords of the Continent were individuals who had claimed their positions at the last Sword Trial, held over a dozen years before Dale was even born.
Conversely, one could not rule out the possibility that there were swordsmen across the continent who surpassed the current Seven Swords. Just as there was another Orelia who had been reborn as a Holy Swordswoman, and the 'Black Prince' who possessed the avatar of the Shadow Monarch.
The pitch-black Orelia, who resided within Dale's shadow, was no exception to this.
The image of the girl who had left her master's side after that day to grow on her own involuntarily came to mind.
A confrontation between the strong vying for the title of the Sword. It was only natural that the daughter of the God Sword would participate in the ritual taking place in her old homeland.
* * *
Fortunately, the 'Sword Trial' would not be held overnight. Dale had one thing to do in the interim.
The training ground prepared for the Night Raven Knights at the Saxon Duchy was ridiculously large.
Three of the Seven Swords of the Continent were gathered there.
Sir Helmut Blackbear, the Light Sword; Master Baro, the Slaughter Sword; and a nameless swordsman who went by the name of the Wandering Sword.
Finally, the Shadow Monarch, who had secured the loyalty of their swords, and Lady Shadow, who claimed to be his shadow, were no exception.
"It couldn't have been easy to gather three of the Seven Swords in one place."
"How could there be any objection to the call of Young Master Dale-nim!"
"That is so."
"What the fuck."
Master Baro shook his head and spat out a curse, and the expression of Sir Helmut, the Light Sword, hardened.
"A mere assassin who should be ashamed to call himself a knight; your skin is truly thick."
Though they lived in the same Saxon Duchy, they rarely crossed paths. They knew of each other's existence, but that changed nothing.
Sir Helmut, the Light Sword, performed his duties as the Duke of Saxony's sword, while Master Baro, the Slaughter Sword, operated in the shadows as the sword of the Shadow Court.
"Oh, fuck. What else can I do when the world has turned out this way?"
"How can I trust someone like you, who doesn't know the meaning of a vow, to guard Young Master Dale-nim's back?"
"Do not worry, Sir Helmut. Master Baro, the Slaughter Sword, is more trustworthy than he looks."
"But Young Master......!"
"You are not here for petty squabbles."
Dale shook his head and smiled. His voice was soft, yet left no room for objection.
Seureung.
Dale drew Kia, the pitch-black magic sword hanging at his waist.
"In the upcoming Sword Trial, excluding the nameless rising powerhouses, there are two people we must be wary of."
Dale continued.
"Grand Duke Lancaster, the Heavenly Sword, and Lady Sephilia, the Ghost Sword. And it is said that both knights have expressed their intention to participate in the 'Sword Trial'."
"The Heavenly Sword and the Ghost Sword...."
He had expected it, but upon hearing the names, Sir Helmut quietly gasped.
"The seat of the Holy Sword is reserved for those who possess a Holy Sword. However, the vacant seat of the New Sword will not be. They will surely challenge for that position."
Dale said.
"And I, too, will participate in the 'Sword Trial' alongside you."
"......!"
At Dale's words, the three swords gasped in unison.
"But Young Master, the only ones who can participate in the Sword Trial are...."
Sir Helmut started to speak, then stopped, as if he had realized something.
Watching him, Dale smiled faintly.
"One must use Aura."
"That is correct."
"However, I have heard that in the old Sword Trials, many Magic Swordsmen wielded both sword and magic simultaneously."
Dale said, and Sir Helmut's expression hardened as he grasped the meaning.
"Don't tell me!"
"From this moment on, I intend to generate an Aura Heart within my body, just like the one knights use."
The reason why mages and knights in this world could not master both simultaneously was quite simple.
Mages use mana, and knights use Aura.
However, both mana and Aura are merely differences in the way mana is processed; in the end, both originate from mana, the supernatural power that exists in the atmosphere.
Knowing this, there had been many attempts in the past to use sword and magic simultaneously. Nevertheless, knights and mages are strictly distinguished in this era for one reason.
The efficiency is so terrible that one ends up losing both rabbits.
For an ordinary person, exploring even one—mana or Aura—requires a lifetime of effort. Even those who reach the pinnacle can be counted on one's fingers. It would be strange not to be worried.
"I understand your concerns. However...."
Dale was about to explain his intentions when—
"I understand."
Without a shred of hesitation, Sir Helmut Blackbear nodded.
"Sir Helmut?"
"I trust Young Master Dale-nim."
That was it. What Dale showed now was by no means the limit of his achievements as a mage. Despite being the avatar of the Shadow Monarch and claiming to be a mage, his martial prowess never fell behind the Seven Swords of the Continent.
What if, in that state, he were to obtain Aura, which allows one to focus entirely on strengthening the body?
They trusted him precisely because he was the 'Black Prince,' the Empire's greatest genius. When he said he would catch both rabbits, it was no preposterous claim. They knew this because they had witnessed Dale's feats and could not hide their awe.
"Oh my, fuck. You already have so much, yet you're so damn greedy."
"You are in front of Young Master Dale-nim, watch your tongue."
"Oh my, my apologies."
Master Baro bowed exaggeratedly, and Dale turned his head away.
In truth, what Dale sought to obtain was, as they said, by no means a preposterous ambition. If anything, it was a state more familiar to him than the entirety of his past life combined.
It was a secret technique possessed by the Hero of the Otherworld. However, what Dale was about to unfold was different, for the five circles wrapped around his heart were no ordinary circles.
"Shub."
Dale opened his mouth. As if waiting, the monstrosity from the otherworld, and at the same time a young girl in a dress, appeared by Dale's side.
"Do as I told you."
─ I was waiting for those words.
Shub smiled faintly, and Dale nodded. He quietly steeled his resolve and rotated the five circles of his heart.
Leaving behind the three swords who had each reached the pinnacle of Aura, Dale spoke.
"Start."
Chwaaak!
The mana heart, the core of a mage, and the five circles began to accelerate.
At the same time, the 『Book of the Black Goat』, which was fused with the heart of the Shadow Monarch, began to generate a new bundle of tentacles, sliding down Dale's body.
Like an endoscope traveling down the esophagus into the stomach.
Using Shub's tentacles as a 'Mana Circuit,' a path for mana leading from the heart to the lower abdomen was opened.
Riding the mana circuit, the vortex of mana raging in the heart began to pour down into the lower body.
A mass of pure mana began to flow toward the navel like a bursting dam.
A mage's 'Mana Heart' is in the heart. A knight's Aura Heart is not. The lower abdomen, a few inches below the navel—that is the 'Knight's Heart' where knights accumulate mana and process it into Aura.
Toward the very place where that Aura Heart should be, Shub's tentacles slid down, forming an incredibly precise network of mana circuits.
A path of mana connecting the heart's circles and the Aura Heart.
"Keuheok......!"
Amidst the pain of his internal organs twisting, Dale steadied his consciousness.
At the same time, the mass of mana pouring out like a bursting dam along the mana circuit was swirling in Dale's lower abdomen as if it were exploding.
Strictly speaking, the beginning of a proper knight is the generation of an 'Aura Heart' within the body.
This is the 1st Circle, which awakens the first circle based on a mage; as a knight, Dale was still a novice who hadn't even generated a 1st Circle yet.
Therefore, as if trying to forcibly pierce the boundary where water and oil meet, Shub's tentacles writhed, causing pain that threatened to stop his breath.
The raw mana, endlessly spewing along the mana circuit, began to form the outer shell of the Aura Heart and accumulate mana within it.
The vessel for Aura was finally created in Dale's lower abdomen, and it began to fill with mana.
Who could have ever imagined this? However, the three swords who had reached the pinnacle of Aura could tell.
What was happening in Dale's body right now.
A mage created a 'Mana Circuit' leading from the heart to the lower abdomen, and by flowing mana along that circuit, he created a knight's heart, an Aura Heart.
"Yo, Young Master......!"
"Holy, shit."
Unable to hide his astonishment, Master Baro spat out a curse.
It is not for nothing that the Hero of the Otherworld is called a monster. No one else could achieve the efficiency of a Magic Swordsman that no one had dared to attempt.
Even so, the only reason Dale had not generated an Aura Heart until now and had focused thoroughly on being a mage was for one reason.
No matter how outstanding the eldest son of the Saxon house was, it could not compare to the body of that time.
Therefore, it would end up with him losing both rabbits in the end.
But now, at the point where he had obtained the power of the Shadow Monarch, it was not so. Rather, for Dale to pour all his power into being just a mage now would be a waste on the level of burning down a thatched cottage to catch a single flea.
The 『Book of the Black Goat』 in his heart spewed out tentacles to create a mana circuit connected to the Aura Heart, and mana began to flow along that circuit.
The hearts of the mage and the knight were connected, and with every breath, mana and Aura began to be generated from the two hearts, respectively.
But it wasn't over yet. It was merely the beginning.
Just as a mage increases the number of circles to increase his level as a mage, a knight can also expand his Aura Heart to increase the amount of Aura he can accumulate.
Dale had just generated his Aura Heart, and he was not going to stop at this level.
Therefore, along the mana circuit that Shub's tentacles had connected, an absurd amount of mana began to pour from the heart toward the Aura Heart.
To obtain in this very place the pinnacle that is said to require a lifetime of devotion as a knight.






Chapter - 199 

Episode 199
* * *
Dale finally created a vessel for Aura in his lower abdomen.
Shub's tentacles acted as a 'Mana Circuit,' connecting his heart to his lower abdomen and forming a fine meridian that linked the Mana Circle and the Aura Heart. In a sense, it wouldn't be entirely wrong to call it a Dual Core.
Dale steadied his body and took a deep breath.
With that breath, he absorbed the mana in the atmosphere.
It flowed into the five circles—the mage's heart. Yet, the circulation did not stop there. It continued until it reached the Aura Heart—the knight's heart—via the 'Mana Circuit' Shub had established.
A small amount of mana accumulated in the Aura vessel. Dale took a cautious breath to refine it.
He was not refining it as magic power for a mage, but as 'Aura'—the force knights use strictly to reinforce the physical body.
Handling Aura was not new to Dale. His sense of power had blurred while living as 'Dale of Sachsen,' but that was only when measured against his prime as a Hero.
Moreover, having been bred as the Empire's Hunting Dog for so long, he could not easily forget that sensation.
Magic power is a supernatural force overlaid upon the world.
Aura is a power overlaid strictly upon the body, not the world.
Whether it was the black Aura of the Saxon House's Night Crow knights or the blood-red Aura of the Slaughter Sword Master Baro, the nature of the power remained the same.
It was a power that projected one's philosophy.
Finally, Dale's Aura, harboring the philosophy of the Shadow Monarch, began to emit light from within.
Aura was being overlaid upon a body already imbued with primordial darkness and the chill of the apocalypse.
He felt the power melt into every nerve and cell, coursing through his meridians and blood flow.
It was a power that never needed to be complicated.
As a test, he absorbed more mana and sent it flowing through Shub's tentacles toward the Aura Heart.
It was a little more than before, but as Dale of Sachsen, he could not reach the level of his past life overnight.
That was why he was carefully refining the Aura, gradually increasing the quantity and intensity so that his body could adapt to it.
'I suppose it's about time.'
Simultaneously, he poured the massive amount of mana accumulating in his five circles toward the Aura Heart all at once.
Dale had reached the 5th Circle as a mage, a capacity that defied comparison to an ordinary 5th Circle.
Consequently, the amount of mana he could accumulate or absorb far exceeded standard specifications.
A mass of mana—dozens, no, hundreds of times what a newly awakened knight could handle—came pouring in like an explosion.
Dale's Aura Heart labored desperately to refine the mana into 'Aura.' The pain was immense, as if his heart would shatter at any moment, far exceeding his threshold.
"Young Master...!"
Sir Helmut was well aware of what was happening inside Dale's body. That was why the three swords were there, and he moved in a panic.
"Whoa, hold it right there."
Master Baro stopped him.
"Do you really want to see your Young Master tap out and drop dead?"
"......"
Sir Helmut knew it, too. As a loyal subordinate, he could not stand by while the eldest son of the Saxon House walked such a precarious tightrope.
"You have nothing to worry about."
The Wandering Sword, who had been silent until now, spoke.
"To our Lord, this is not even worth worrying about."
He spoke with conviction, without a shred of doubt.
Having experienced the World of Thought the Shadow Monarch had shown him, he finally understood: the vessel this being possessed was not of a nature to collapse from a mere tightrope walk.
Agonizing pain, as if his heart were being torn apart, swallowed Dale's consciousness. Yet, the knight's heart he possessed would not break so easily.
While the five circles ceased their rotation and fell silent, the Aura Heart operated desperately, spewing out 'Aura.'
Before long, it went beyond seeping into every bone and nerve cell, reaching the point of piercing through his skin and pouring outward.
In the case of knights, the distinction of Aura is not as strict as it is for mages.
The first stage of using Aura, which is to circulate the Aura within the body to strengthen the physique, is Aura Beginner.
The next is Aura Knight, where one can emit Aura outside the body to coat a sword or utilize it in the form of a shield.
And the final stage is Aura Master, who can use an 'Avatar' by coating their sword, armor, and body with Aura.
In other words, the fact that Dale's Aura was emitting outside his body meant only one thing.
The stage of Aura Knight.
Along with the creation of the Aura Heart, he was refining his first Aura, unfolding in mere seconds the ultimate technique that even talented individuals dedicated their entire lives to attain.
The emitted Aura began to wrap around the jet-black magic sword in Dale's hand.
"Aura is...!"
Sir Helmut gasped as he saw the color imbued in the energy.
"Is our role here just to be surprised and provide the commentary?"
"It certainly seems so."
"Oh, holy shit! This is fucking amazing. As expected of Young Master Dale."
Master Baro shrugged exaggeratedly, his voice devoid of emotion. Sir Helmut ignored the rudeness.
He could not hide his wonder as he watched the 'Aura Blade' wrapping around Dale's sword.
It was not a single color.
Black, red, and blue (黑赤靑) Aura—primordial darkness, flames sizzling like magma, and the cold of the apocalypse.
Three colors of Aura were imbued in Dale's magic sword.
The three colors did not exist in an interlocked state. It was black, then shifted to red, then to blue, and back to red again.
'He is controlling the color of the Aura like magic power, shifting it according to his needs...'
Sir Helmut gasped.
The Shadow Monarch adjusted his grip on the hilt, pursuing the Sword (劍) thoroughly, without using magic power or accelerating his Mana Circles.
He entrusted his body to the flow of Aura surging within him.
"Stop talking nonsense and draw your sword, Master Baro."
"Oh my, I've been waiting for those words."
Master Baro finally drew his sword.
He was at the stage of Aura Knight, not yet the stage of Aura Master who could use an 'Avatar.' Although Dale could use an Avatar, that was a power of magic and the dark arts derived from the 『Book of the Black Goat』.
Therefore, there was only one thing Dale had to pursue to prepare for the Sword Trial.
The stage of Aura Master.
Not the Shadow Monarch's Avatar, but projecting 'Dale's Avatar' purely.
'Fortunately, I managed to generate an Aura Blade, but this is likely the limit of self-training.'
Dale adjusted his Aura Blade. The three swords of the Seven Swords of the Continent were present. Self-study could only take one to the stage of Aura Knight.
To open up a stage beyond this, it was necessary to risk one's life and walk the tightrope of death with strong opponents.
"Come at me with the intent to kill."
Dale said. Master Baro nodded.
"W-wait, Young Master Dale!"
Sir Helmut intervened.
"Wouldn't it be more appropriate for me, Sir Helmut, to volunteer as the Young Master's first training partner!"
"Clashing with Sir Helmut's sword would also be an indispensable part of the training process."
Dale nodded.
"However, as Sir Helmut said, Master Baro bears the name of the Slaughter Sword; he is far from the nobility of a knight. He unfolds all sorts of despicable swordsmanship to kill his opponent."
"Whoa, I'll take that as a compliment."
"Right now, that level of threat is just right for me."
"...Please forgive my ignorance, Young Master."
Sir Helmut, finally understanding Dale's intentions, bowed his head.
"It's alright, Sir Helmut. Protecting me when things get dire will be your role."
Dale smiled and turned his head toward Master Baro.
As a knight, Dale did not lack experience with a sword. There was no need to mention his days as a Hero of the Otherworld; as the eldest son of the Saxon House, he had held a sword and fought countless enemies countless times.
Dale needed something else: to revive the sensation of Aura.
He needed the sensation and memory of fighting while deploying Aura as a Hero of the Otherworld. To revive that, he needed a strong opponent worthy of the challenge.
Not a pleasant formality, but a strong opponent who posed a genuine threat to his life, forcing him to fight desperately.
In that regard, the Slaughter Sword Master Baro was the perfect candidate as Dale's 'first training partner.'
"Clench your teeth tight. I won't be held responsible if you suddenly cross the Sanzu River."
"That is what I desire."
Dale adjusted his black-red-blue Aura Blade. Before he finished speaking, Master Baro had already drawn and swung his sword without a preparatory motion.
Whoosh!
Although the distance was great, he felt it vividly: the killing intent (殺氣) swirling around his throat.
He quickly kicked off the ground, widening the distance. He moved by exploding the Aura imbued in his body, but—
'...!'
His body wobbled, losing balance due to the absurd power of the Aura and speed that far exceeded his expectations. Seizing the gap, the Slaughter Sword swung his blade again.
"Whoa, do you really want to get your neck sliced off like that? You'd better move a bit faster."
He stood in place, swinging toward the empty air as if conducting an orchestra.
Every time he did, the space twisted across the distance between them, and Master Baro's sword flashed with a blue glint right in front of Dale's nose.
As he wobbled, countless bursts of sword energy (劍氣) exploded and swirled toward him. He rolled on the floor, clumsily avoiding the Slaughter Sword's wind, and regained his stance.
"Phew, holy shit. Did you really intend to cut my throat?"
"Whoa, isn't it a knight's duty to bow his head to the orders of his Lord, who is like the heavens?"
Master Baro replied with a giggle. Dale focused his consciousness on his body again.
'Now I get it.'
He felt like he was finally getting the hang of how to use Aura—how to wield this power that threatened to explode inside him.
"Clench your teeth, you bastard."
Dale lunged. Before the words even finished, the distance to Master Baro had narrowed.
'...!'
The black sword (黑劍) imbued with primordial darkness was swung.
He swung his sword; it was too fast. But—
Just before the swinging sword could sever Master Baro's neck, an explosion swirled.
He had temporarily caused the Aura to explode and emit, which meant only one thing.
"Whoa, my. If I take it easy, it looks like my neck is going to get sliced off."
The Avatar of Master Baro—the Slaughter Sword, one of the Seven Swords of the Continent—blocked Dale's black sword.
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* * *
The Avatar of the Slaughter Sword, Master Baro.
A Pierrot stood there.
He wore a ridiculous clown mask, and countless threads dangled from his fingers. They were blood-red wires, imbued with a crimson aura.
One of those wires coiled tightly around Dale's Aura Blade, locking it in place.
"A Pierrot, huh. In a way, it's quite fitting."
Dale offered a bitter smile, but Master Baro remained impassive.
"From now on, you really won't know if your head will go flying off."
The Pierrot spoke, his clown mask devoid of a smile. Ink-drawn tears of black and white stained the space beneath his eyes.
Master Baro moved both arms. The blood-red wires attached to his fingers swirled, radiating a chilling, murderous intent.
"Yeah, this is how it should be."
"Young Master......!"
"Both of you, keep me alive if things go south."
Dale said. Even he could not guarantee survival against one of the Seven Swords of the Continent who had manifested their Avatar—especially the Slaughter Sword. It was even more precarious while he attempted to recall the unfamiliar sensation of aura without the aid of his mana or the Avatar of the Armor of Dark Blood.
But this level was perfect. Without standing on the boundary between life and death, he could not recall the sensations of those days.
He needed to reclaim the self he had been as a Hero and obtain the Avatar of the 'Black Prince' in place of the Shadow Monarch. Without becoming an Aura Master, he would never survive the powerhouses at the 'Sword Trial'.
Just like the Slaughter Sword, the Pierrot standing before him.
The blood-red threads swirled around the Pierrot's hands. There was no doubting their cutting power. A creeping sensation, as if death itself were coiling around him, brushed down his spine. He could not rely on magic or the Armor of Dark Blood to block the strike.
Only his sword remained. He had no choice but to trust in it, and in the aura and physical strength dwelling within every one of his cells.
Ka-ang!
Blood threads coiled from all sides, and Dale danced through them. A magma-like red glow inscribed itself upon his black Aura Blade; every swing carried the destructive power of an exploding flame, severing the threads.
Chwa-a-ak!
No sooner had he severed the wires than new threads descended from the Pierrot's hands, rushing toward him like wriggling snakes.
They were fast, leaving no gap for a counterattack. Then, it happened.
As he swung his sword to block the threads inches from his nose, murderous intent surged from behind.
'Spatial manipulation......!'
Dale squeezed every last drop of mana from his Aura Heart, the mass of aura swirling as if it had detonated.
Ka-ang!
Condensing his blue aura into the form of Gang-gi, he narrowly blocked Master Baro's surprise attack.
'He is truly not ordinary.'
An assassin's sword that combined spatial manipulation with cunningly swirling blood threads. If Baro attacked with a 'must-die' mindset, a few seconds would be enough to sever Dale's head, provided he didn't use mana.
"As a knight to a knight, do you have no advice for me?"
Dale asked, readjusting his grip on the hilt.
"Heh, you still call yourself a 'knight' after seeing my state?"
Master Baro chuckled, as if the notion were absurd.
"Everyone calls me a disgrace to knighthood. They say I'm a world-class piece of shit who stabbed his own lord in the back. So I thought, since it's already turned out this way, I might as well show them the sword of a real piece of shit."
The Pierrot was the physical manifestation of Master Baro's own ideology.
"Are we any different?"
Dale replied. Though he could not speak of his true identity, he finally understood the strange kinship he felt toward the man.
So that was it.
Dale burst into a hollow laugh.
"What is so funny?"
Master Baro's words had provided the trigger; the sensation of aura was finally within Dale's grasp.
He wasn't a knight.
Using aura wouldn't change that. From the beginning, Dale and the Slaughter Sword, Master Baro, were the same.
A Hero of the Otherworld, the Empire's greatest assassin.
A hunting dog and a Pierrot.
From the start, the Hero of the Otherworld was not a knight, just like the Pierrot before him. Likewise, the aura and mana Dale wielded were not for the nobility of a knight or the magic path of a mage.
From the beginning, they were meant solely for hunting the Empire's enemies.
Simultaneous with this realization, the mana in his Aura Heart began to churn as if it were exploding.
"......!"
Dale readjusted his grip on the hilt, finally realizing the purpose of his sword.
It was a sword for the hunt.
"Ho-oh."
In the tense air, Master Baro held his breath, seemingly intrigued.
The air shifted. He couldn't pinpoint what had changed, but he was certain that something had.
Ta-at!
Exploding the aura within his body, Dale kicked off the ground.
The hunting dog swung his sword toward the Pierrot.
* * *
Meanwhile, in the Lancaster Duchy.
Grand Duke Lancaster, the Heavenly Sword, stood there. He was the final pillar of the Lancaster family, a house defeated in the Rose War, having lost his second son, Mikhail, and now destined to walk the path of ruin as a puppet of the York family.
Recalling the image of his reliable son, Mikhail, he drew his sword.
Seureung.
The Heavenly Sword was said to be the knight closest to the legendary Divine Sword, Vadel. The edge of his blade still emitted a cold, blue light.
"The proud history of Lancaster ends with my generation."
Grand Duke Lancaster murmured bitterly.
"Was this the price for offering my loyalty to the Empire?"
The face of an old friend surfaced unbidden. The Lancaster family had drawn their swords as the Empire's vanguard, and he had been forced to watch as the homeland of the friend who had walked the path of the sword alongside him was trampled and destroyed.
The most noble knight in the world, Sir Vadel Orhardt, the Divine Sword.
Loyalty to one's country was more important than friendship, but this was the price of that loyalty.
In the Rose War, the Imperial family had turned a blind eye to the Lancaster family's downfall, leaving them to lose everything after their defeat by the York family. From the beginning, the forces the Imperial family sent to the Duchy were nothing more than a token gesture.
Even realizing later that the 'Black Prince' had played the active role for the York family in the Rose War changed nothing.
"It must all be my karma."
He had been forced to watch his friend's homeland turn into a wasteland and the sword he had pursued his entire life disappear. What Grand Duke Lancaster experienced now was his own burden to bear.
"I don't know how much atonement this sword will be for you."
Grand Duke Lancaster spoke bitterly, the tip of his sword shining with a pale, sharp edge.
Officially, all records of the Divine Sword Sir Vadel's swordsmanship had been erased. Officially, at least.
But those memories could not disappear.
"You have found your way here, daughter of the Divine Sword."
The Heavenly Sword said. Charlotte Orhardt, the daughter of the Divine Sword, remained silent, her expression complex.
She had left Dale's side, embarking on a solitary journey with no promises. The place she arrived at was the land of the Heavenly Sword, Grand Duke Lancaster. It was not only Dale who grew; even away from her lord, Charlotte was no different.
Ironically, Charlotte's journey ended in the territory of the Lancaster family, where the 'Black Prince' had once left an irreparable wound.
The Heavenly Sword, Grand Duke Lancaster, knew this, but it changed nothing.
"Are you prepared to inherit your father's sword?"
"......Yes."
Grand Duke Lancaster asked, and Charlotte nodded.
A lush purple hue began to dwell upon the Heavenly Sword's blade.
It was the Sword of Blossom, the strongest swordsmanship of the Divine Sword, Vadel Orhardt.
* * *
He swung his sword, and swung it again.
He did not care when the blisters on his fingers burst and blood poured out.
From the moment the morning sun rose until the darkness of dawn fell, and until the light of twilight poked its head from beyond the eastern sky.
Since the day he lost his father, the Count family's good-for-nothing, Philip Brandenburg, had not missed a single day of sword training.
Most of the Saint Magdalene Knights, having lost their center, had left the organization for new lords. Because of this, the Count family truly embodied the term 'fallen nobility'.
However, there were those who stayed by his side until the end.
They were the ones who had offered a vow of loyalty to the Holy Swordsman, and they willingly stood by Philip's side.
Philip had no talent and possessed nothing, yet he did not stop swinging his sword.
Some time later, news arrived that a new Holy Sword had been forged, and that it had chosen the resurrected, ash-covered Holy Maiden as its wielder.
The Count family's good-for-nothing, Philip, did not despair.
The final opportunity to grasp the Holy Sword, the 'Sword Trial' to be held in the Teutonia Knight Kingdom, still remained.
He would prove it there: the one worthy of the Holy Sword was not some fake Holy Maiden, but the son of the Holy Swordsman—himself.
* * *
"The Sword Trial will begin in the Teutonia Knight Kingdom."
The one who stood at the pinnacle of the White Magic Tower and the Church, the Lord of Heaven and Light, the 'Duke of the White Magic Tower', spoke.
A fake vanguard loyal to the Emperor.
At those words, the fake Holy Maiden holding the Holy Sword Durendal nodded quietly, wrapped in pure white armor that had no equal.
"May the mercy and compassion of the Sister Goddess be with you."
The Duke of the White Magic Tower said. The pure white Holy Maiden, Orelia, smiled quietly, leaving behind the blue spiderwebs tied to her body to carry out her conviction.
* * *
Some time later, around the time Dale's sixteenth birthday passed.
To prepare for the 'Sword Trial', swords from all over the continent began to gather in the Teutonia Knight Kingdom.
To perform the ritual to determine the strongest swords on the continent—the seven positions of the Seven Swords.
This was no exception for Dale, who had regained the realm of the sword, nor for the three swords under his command and 'Lady Shadow'.
At the same time, the Heavenly Sword, Grand Duke Lancaster, and his vision-inheritor Charlotte Orhardt, the good-for-nothing Philip, and the Holy Maiden Orelia...
Finally, including the vice-captain of the Iron Cross Knights, the Ghost Sword Sephilia, and the Empire's 7th Prince Mordred and 1st Prince Lancelot, all announced their intention to participate.
Swords with their own agendas gathered, and the curtain of the trial finally rose in the 'Blade Mountains', where the traditions of the old Teutonia Knight Kingdom were imbued.
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* * *
The 'Black Prince' and his subordinate swords had finished their preparations to depart for the lands of the former Teutonia Knight Kingdom.
Early in the morning, as usual, Dale stepped out into the courtyard of the Duke's castle.
"Sepia-nim, and Lise."
"Brother!"
As soon as Dale appeared, his young sister Lise beamed with a bright smile.
"I heard, Brother! Everyone in the Duke's castle is talking about how you've become an 'Aura Master'!"
"Right, I told them to keep their mouths shut, but it ended up reaching your ears after all."
Dale smiled quietly and turned his head.
An Aura Master. It was the pinnacle of swordsmanship, attained with the help of the three Seven Swords. He had endured hellish training to prepare for the 'Sword Trial' in the former Teutonia Knight Kingdom, and in the end, Dale had proven himself once again.
He had proven that the title of the Empire's greatest genius was no empty name.
His talent was impossible to conceal, no matter how hard he tried. Dale offered a bitter, resigned smile.
"It seems you've finally grown accustomed to operating your Circle and Aura Heart."
"I've only just reached the starting line."
Sepia, the wise elf who was now Lise's magic tutor, smiled, and Dale nodded.
"Then, Brother, does that mean you can use both sword and magic at the same time?"
"Yeah."
Lise, who still didn't know much about the world, asked innocently, and Dale nodded silently.
"Sepia-nim said you're on the verge of completing your 1st Circle."
"I suppose you cannot deceive bloodline."
"Hehe."
Dale laughed while stroking Lise's hair, and Sepia smiled quietly. Lise just smiled triumphantly at the praise from the two.
"By the time I return from my journey, our Lise will have become a proper mage."
Dale's journey was to the Sword Trial in the Teutonia Knight Kingdom. He planned to join the gathering of swords from across the continent—not as a mage, but as a swordsman who had attained the realm of an 'Aura Master'.
There was no need to become a Knight. Not everyone who holds a sword is a Knight.
That was the realization given to Dale by the clown, the Killing Sword Master Baro.
However, the current Dale was no longer the Empire's Hunting Dog. Because the one doing the hunting was, after all, Dale's own will.
"Return safely."
"Thank you, Sepia-nim."
"Come back quickly, Brother!"
Following Sepia, Lise said with a bright smile, and the 'hunter' holding a sword nodded.
"Yeah, I'll be back soon, so Lise should study magic hard...."
"Ah, what the fuck."
The interruption came abruptly.
"To think that at my age and with my seniority, I'm in a position where I have to go through all this shit for some Sword Trial. Man, it's so fucking pathetic...."
At the voice heard from somewhere, the expressions of Dale and Sepia froze, and Master Baro finally revealed himself from behind a pillar. The profanity flowing from his mouth stopped dead.
"Oh, shit."
Perhaps he was at least aware that it wasn't good for a child's education, as Master Baro's expression froze.
"Oops, what the fuck. No, ugh...."
"......."
Master Baro spat out profanity in his embarrassment, then swallowed his breath again. An awkward silence descended.
"No, you..."
To be precise, Dale was about to open his mouth to say, 'No, you crazy bastard, what are you saying in front of my sister...,' but he also hurriedly swallowed his breath. Along with the killing intent rising to the back of his throat.
"What's 'fuck', 'so', and 'shit', Brother?"
Lise asked back, tilting her head innocently.
"Uh-huh, little lady, that is...."
"Hmm."
Master Baro trailed off, and Dale also kept silent. After the silence, Dale answered.
"It's a word."
"What kind of word?"
"A word that gets you beaten up."
* * *
'In the future, when you call for me again, I will run to you and the Saxon House without hesitation.'
She remembered the oath she had made for her lord that day. Charlotte, who had taken the Knight's oath, never forgot that fact.
With the distance that had grown between them, she knew their relationship could never return to what it once was.
It wasn't about the nobility of their origins.
In front of the Empire's greatest genius who grew by the day, the existence of Charlotte Orhardt was merely a princess in need of protection.
This had been true from the day he first reached out to her, a naive girl who knew nothing of the world, until now.
Even after officially holding the title of Lady Black, who guards the side of the 'Black Prince', nothing had changed.
Dale was not the type of person to cast Charlotte aside, saying she was no longer needed. But because of that, his kindness was all the more painful for Charlotte.
Because she knew better than anyone that her sword was not worthy of the rank of a Knight guarding the 'Black Prince'.
That was why Charlotte left the Saxon Duchy of her own volition and began her journey.
As a young girl, she did not yield to the various taunts of mercenaries and proved her sword in various territorial wars, and in one city, she even subjugated a monster that no adventurer dared to touch, proving her skill.
She sought to face the harshness of the world alone, away from Dale's care.
The place where the daughter of the God Sword arrived was the castle of Grand Duke Lancaster, the Heavenly Sword, who had once been her father's close friend and had lost everything to the 'Black Prince'.
He was a swordsman who held the title of the First Sword among the remaining Seven Swords of the Continent, and the only close friend her father had trusted above all others.
The darkest place is often right under the lamp. When the Empire scoured the Teutonia Knight Kingdom and burned the 'records of the Plum Blossom Sword' without a trace, no one suspected that the Empire's loyal subject, the 'Heavenly Sword' Grand Duke Lancaster, possessed that very sword.
As a result, the prediction of the God Sword Badel was spot on.
What Charlotte held in her hand was still the two-handed greatsword of the Saxon House. However, the aura dwelling in that greatsword was no longer the Black Sword of Saxony. Nor was it the red and white that symbolized the House of Grand Duke Lancaster.
"......As expected, you can't deceive the bloodline."
Watching the blooming purple, the Heavenly Sword Lancaster nodded quietly.
It was the Plum Blossom Sword, known as the strongest swordsmanship on the continent.
The speed at which Charlotte absorbed those sword techniques was monstrous—a pace the Heavenly Sword himself had never imagined.
As if it were a 'sword that existed for her' from the very beginning.
"The scent of plum blossoms is spreading. Ah, the image of my old friend is as vivid as if I could reach out and touch it."
Watching the purple hue dwelling in her sword, Grand Duke Lancaster smiled ecstatically.
When the God Sword passed his sword to the Heavenly Sword, it had been a struggle for Grand Duke Lancaster to comprehend it—like trying to mix oil and water.
However, Charlotte Orhardt was not like that. Like a fish in water, she absorbed the sword techniques taught by the Heavenly Sword and grew stronger by the day.
For the despairing Grand Duke Lancaster, the growth of his 'disciple Charlotte' was, without exaggeration, his only joy.
That was why Grand Duke Lancaster, after a silence, spoke quietly.
"......Charlotte."
"Yes, Master."
"There is something I want to tell you."
"Please, speak."
Charlotte gripped her purple sword and smiled.
In front of that smile, Grand Duke Lancaster hesitated for a moment. But the hesitation did not last long. He simply overlapped the image of his friend Badel with Charlotte and quietly steeled his resolve.
"I want to pass on to you everything of our House of Grand Duke Lancaster, which I and my ancestors have built up."
"......!"
Charlotte Orhardt swallowed her breath at the unexpected words.
"My second son Mikhail was killed in battle, and my eldest son Richard is broken and out of his mind. As it is, our Lancaster House will disappear and be recorded as a loser in history."
Titania of York says that the eldest son Richard was driven mad by the 'Red Magic Tower'. At the same time, Lady Scarlet of the Red Magic Tower claims that it was the work of the 'Blue Magic Tower' and York.
But even if it were either side, for the current Grand Duke Lancaster, it was a matter of no consequence.
"Everything of Lancaster that I have built will be yours."
"B-but I am of the Orhardt House..."
"There is nothing to worry about."
After saying that much, the Heavenly Sword continued, his voice carrying a weight unlike anything before.
"At the Sword Trial, I will announce you as the adopted daughter and 'official successor' of our Lancaster House."
* * *
Among the nameless swordsmen who gathered to make a name for themselves, the numbers were countless. To be blunt, most were merely greenhorns who didn't know the ways of the world.
The sword is like magic. It is a cruel world that advocates thorough meritocracy, but at the same time, one's skill is defined by the school and master from whom one learned.
The idea that a talented person can reach the pinnacle of the sword through self-study is literally a dream.
Therefore, it was not very difficult for Dale to count the list of swordsmen to be wary of through the blue spiderweb he possessed, the information network stretching across the entire continent.
And among those swords, there was one that caught Dale's attention the most.
The daughter of the God Sword Badel, the continent's greatest sword who was once defeated by the hero.
Charlotte Orhardt.
Dale also knew that she was residing in the territory of the Heavenly Sword Lancaster, learning the sword.
Nevertheless, nothing would change.
The land of the former Teutonia Knight Kingdom, specifically the Blade Mountains where the Sword Trial would be held.
There, Dale would willingly defeat his opponent and obtain the sword position of one of the Seven Swords.
Even if it didn't matter who was blocking his path.
* * *
Some time later, in the former Teutonia Knight Kingdom.
A territory that, as of now, is ruled under the name of the 'Count of Brandenburg', a hero of the conquest war.
It was there that the carriage symbolizing the Saxon Duke's house finally arrived.
It was a territory of the Empire that could no longer be called by the name of the Knight Kingdom, having fallen into the hands of the Count Brandenburg family.
Dale stepped out of the carriage with his subordinate swords, and there was an unexpected face welcoming them.
"I have been waiting, Sir Helmut. And Prince Dale."
At those words, Sir Helmut bowed his head quietly and paid his respects.
A woman still dressed in all black that reminded one of a funeral parlor. How could he forget that face?
The widow of the God Sword Badel, who fell at the hands of the former hero, and at the same time, Charlotte Orhardt's mother.
It was Vanessa Orhardt.
* * *
"A report arrived that the 'Black Prince' and three of the Seven Swords of the Continent had arrived from the Saxon House to participate in the Sword Trial."
Malbork, the capital of the former Teutonia Knight Kingdom, which was once taken by the holy swordsman, a war hero of the Empire.
Hearing the report there, the head of the Count Brandenburg family... Philip nodded.
"My father's hateful enemy has finally reached my territory."
Since that day, he had practiced the sword and whipped himself without missing a single day. But as his father had said, the 'Black Prince' of the Saxon House was never a being that could be caught up with by ordinary effort. Fairness was irrelevant.
No matter how ugly and cowardly it was, it was time to show every card he could use.
The former Teutonia Knight Kingdom was conquered by his proud father, and as proof of that, the Count Brandenburg family and Philip had taken the heart of this Knight Kingdom.
Therefore, as the lord of this Teutonia Knight Territory, Philip smiled quietly.
Because it was time to show the blade he had sharpened for this very day.
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* * *
"Please, forgive the rudeness of hosting the guests of the House of Saxony in such a shabby place."
The Orhardt family mansion had been on a path of decline ever since the fall of the Teutonia Knight Kingdom.
It was a crumbling monstrosity, barely worthy of the name, yet the pride of the Orhardt family remained etched into every corner of the ruins. It was the legacy of a house once hailed as the greatest martial family of the Teutonia Knight Kingdom—and by extension, the entire continent.
"......I hear Charlotte is training under the Heavenly Sword at the Grand Duchy of Lancaster."
"That is correct."
Officially, the name of the Duke of Saxony protects Charlotte. Even after leaving Dale's side to embark on her own journey, that remained true. While he could not shield her from every danger, the 'Saxony' name backing her was far from meaningless.
"Lady Charlotte is no longer a girl who must be unilaterally protected by me."
"I suppose that is true. One cannot deceive the blood flowing through that child's veins. It is all thanks to you, Gongja-nim."
Vanessa smiled quietly at Dale's words.
"Lady Charlotte will also participate in the Sword Trial that will take place in the territory of the former Knight Kingdom. And I, of course, will be no exception."
"......."
Vanessa, having grasped the meaning of those words, remained silent, looking troubled.
"I heard that the Heavenly Sword, Grand Duke Lancaster, shared a deep friendship with your late husband."
"He did. And yet, the Heavenly Sword willingly acted as the Empire's vanguard, casting aside that friendship until the very day my husband and the Knight Kingdom perished. I wonder if he feels any pangs of conscience now, at this late hour."
"He is surely seeing a shadow of his friend in Charlotte's talent for the sword."
"He didn't even spare a glance when my husband died and the Orhardt house collapsed; it's truly laughable."
Vanessa Orhardt said with a sneer.
It is not as difficult as one might think to understand the minds of those who pursue the sword. The same applies when such people witness the brilliant sword talent Charlotte possesses.
"In any case, for her to set foot in this land again to take the Sword Trial is......"
"Many things have changed."
Dale said to Vanessa, who could not hide her worry.
"The Holy Swordsman is dead. His son, the scoundrel Philip who rules the territory of the former Knight Kingdom, is, as everyone knows, not fit to lead the Count's house."
"I owe you a debt that I could not repay even in a lifetime."
That day, the Holy Swordsman was officially declared to have suffered irreversible injuries in the Rose War and died in battle. It was the 'Black Prince' of Saxony who had carved those wounds into him—and broken his sword.
"Even so, the fact that the child left the House of Saxony and left your side is, for me......"
Vanessa bowed her head as if she had no words to say.
"I respect Lady Charlotte's decision. And at the upcoming Sword Trial, I will be able to hear that decision."
"In the letters she sends from time to time, she always speaks fondly of you, Gongja-nim."
Vanessa said. At those words, Dale quietly held his breath.
"When she became the guardian knight serving you, she spoke of that fact with such pride. She said she had found a lord she could serve with loyalty, and that she would become as strong as her father."
"......."
The events before Charlotte left the Duke's house came to mind. Charlotte had ambition. Perhaps that was why her pride could not tolerate being unilaterally protected by Dale.
She truly wanted to become a sword that could protect Dale. Paradoxically, that was likely why she decided to leave his side.
"You must know her heart as well, Gongja-nim. Perhaps the reason she decided to leave your side to train was......"
Vanessa said, hesitating. But as if to say there was no need to speak further, Dale quietly shook his head.
"I am merely respecting Lady Charlotte's will until the end. However, I cannot do the same at the Sword Trial."
"I know full well that I am being shameless."
Vanessa Orhardt bowed her head apologetically.
"But may I ask one last favor?"
"Please, speak."
"Be careful of the new Count Brandenburg, the lord of this Knight Kingdom territory."
Philip of Brandenburg. Once the scoundrel of the Count's house, he was now its head, having succeeded his father.
"Since the Sword Trial is officially being held in his territory, there is no telling what kind of schemes he might be plotting."
"I will keep that deeply in mind."
Hearing those words, Dale nodded silently. That was the end of the conversation.
* * *
The Sword Trial was held in the Blade Mountains.
The first stage of the trial was to head toward the summit of the incredibly rugged Blade Mountains—specifically, to the 'Temple of Sword,' which held the traditions of the former Teutonia Knight Kingdom.
As the name suggested, the Blade Mountains were said to be the highest and most rugged on the continent. They crawled with monsters left there intentionally; for an ordinary knight, the mere act of climbing could easily cost them their life.
The first stage of the trial was to climb that mountain range 'alone.' The ascent took several weeks even for the swift, and not a drop of water or a scrap of food was provided.
However, for those of a certain level of strength, it was not a particularly difficult process. Dale was no exception.
Several weeks passed.
Dale climbed over a snow-covered field on a highland that rose above the clouds. He hunted animals and monsters along the way, weaving pouches from their hides to store water and securing enough food to reach the peak.
In the distance, at the edge of the horizon, a towering structure finally came into view. As the paths merged into one, the figures of the examinees—nowhere to be found at first—began to appear. The trial to determine the greatest sword on the continent had finally begun.
* * *
A few dozen people. That was the number of those who had climbed the mountain and gathered at the Temple of Sword. People had gathered from all over the continent to prove their swords, but the majority were familiar faces.
They included five of the Seven Swords of the Continent, alongside other strong individuals who, while not reaching that level of martial prowess, had already proven their fame time and again.
Among them, the one who captured everyone's attention most was, without a doubt, the newly reborn wielder of the 'Holy Sword Durendal'.
The pure white holy maiden who had been defeated by the 'Black Prince' on the island of Britannia and reduced to ashes, only to be resurrected by the goddess's miracle.
Few knew her true identity.
And that was not all.
The most noble bloodline in the Empire was also there.
Lancelot, the First Prince of the Empire and leader of the Iron Cross Knights—the Imperial direct knight organization—was there, as was the 7th Prince, Mordred.
'To think that even the First Prince would show his face in person.'
Sephilia, the Ghost Sword, the strongest of the Iron Cross Knights and vice-captain, was guarding their side.
"Oh my, I'm glad to see you again, ma'am."
Master Baro, the Killing Sword who also guarded Dale's side, chuckled. Sephilia, the Ghost Sword, radiated a chilling cold—the ghostly energy emanating from the magic sword 'Soulbringer' at her waist.
"......You are in the presence of the Prince. Shut that insolent, vulgar mouth of yours."
"Ah, I am truly sorry."
"......."
The First Prince, encased in full plate armor, remained silent within the steel. The 7th Prince, Mordred, was no exception.
Like the First Prince, Mordred remained silent inside his armor.
Dale tried to gauge his presence from beyond the armor, but felt nothing. It was an ominous, empty sensation, as if a hollow shadow resided within. It was like looking at an empty suit of armor.
Perhaps without the prior knowledge that the 1st and 7th Princes would personally participate in the Sword Trial, he wouldn't have known their identities. Distinguishing the two was, after all, only possible thanks to the Imperial hierarchy markings engraved on their armor.
'Suspicious.'
Leaving the faint sense of discomfort behind, Dale turned his head. At that very moment, a familiar face caught his attention.
It was a female knight he could never forget—a disciple training under the Heavenly Sword, Grand Duke Lancaster.
"I greet Your Excellency, the Heavenly Sword, Grand Duke Lancaster."
Dale bowed politely, and the Heavenly Sword replied coldly.
"Gongja-nim Dale."
He was the master who taught Charlotte the sword, and the father who had lost his son, Mikhail, at the hands of the 'Black Prince'.
"If Mikhail had been alive, he would probably have been able to test his sword against yours here."
"It was a truly regrettable event. However, Mikhail Gongja-nim and I have already determined whose sword was superior on the battlefield that day."
The Heavenly Sword spoke, and Dale replied coldly. A complex ripple of emotion flickered across the Heavenly Sword's expression for a moment.
It lasted only a split second. The Heavenly Sword turned his head without a word, and Charlotte spoke, her expression complex.
"Dale."
"......Charlotte."
She was the knight who once went by the name Lady Black, guarding the Viscount of Saxony; now, she stood before him, having grown beyond recognition after leaving her lord's side.
Dale didn't know what to say.
"You're still using the sword of Saxony."
"Yeah."
Dale smiled as freely as if he were treating an old friend, and Charlotte also smiled quietly.
"I'm glad to see you again."
After smiling, Charlotte spoke. The remark still carried an inexplicable awkwardness and distance.
"Ah, it looks like everyone has gathered."
At the same time, knights in mithril armor appeared; they would be presiding over the trial at the Temple of Sword.
Furthermore, the leader of the Saint Magdalene Knights—the lord who ruled the territory of the former Teutonia Knight Kingdom, waving the flag of the Count's house—was also there.
'Oh man, of all people, that bastard.'
The Teutonia Knight Kingdom had fallen, and ironically, it was the usurper who had brought down their kingdom that now inherited their traditions. Vanessa Orhardt's warning flashed through his mind.
"I'm glad to see you again. The greatest genius of the Empire."
The scoundrel Philip, now Count Brandenburg, smiled. What had changed? The only thing he could be sure of was that the idiot Dale knew so well was not in this place.
"No, should I call you the Shadow Monarch now?"
"......."
Swords, each hiding their own intentions, had gathered in one place, and the trial began in the land where the traditions of the old Knight Kingdom were imbued.
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* * *
The Sword Trial, the arena for determining the greatest sword on the continent.
It wasn't particularly difficult for those who wielded swords to gauge each other's skills. They simply crossed blades, and the stronger one would emerge victorious.
However, ranking the seven strongest swords from the dozens gathered here was no simple task.
For instance, in a single-elimination tournament, if the Slaughter Sword and the Ghost Sword faced off in the first round, one of the Seven Swords of the Continent would be eliminated immediately.
Conversely, a round-robin format would devolve into a war of attrition, undermining the purpose of testing pure swordsmanship.
Thus, victory or defeat does not dictate elimination in the Sword Trial. A match between unskilled combatants might see the winner eliminated, while a clash between powerhouses could allow even the loser to advance.
This is known as culling.
At this level, Avatars were prohibited, but other abilities—and the sword itself—were unrestricted.
As the first participant in the culling, Dale tightened his grip on his hilt.
Dale did not recognize the knight, but the crest engraved on his armor marked him as a swordsman from a prominent noble house.
That was all.
Ta-at!
Dale kicked off the ground. His swing, fueled by exploding Aura, overwhelmed his opponent's blade. Ka-ang! The swords collided, and in an instant, Dale's blade spun and drove vertically into the ground.
One Sword (Il-geom).
"H-how......!"
The knight stared in despair at his sword, now embedded in the earth.
"B-but the young master of the Saxon House is a mage!"
He shouted, unable to accept the reality.
"You must have accelerated your Mana Circle! To think someone who uses magic instead of Aura would participate in the Sword Trial......!"
Poo-uk!
A shadow lunged. A blade drove straight down, tearing through the protesting knight's chest and protruding from his back.
"......!"
The First Prince, Lancelot, withdrew his blade. His breastplate bore the double-headed dragon of the Imperial family, and his golden-threaded surcoat fluttered in the air.
Poo-uk!
Blood sprayed, staining the Prince's golden surcoat and steel armor crimson.
"Ugly and pathetic."
"......!"
"And above all, boring."
Spinning his hilt, Lancelot spoke.
"Is it worth waiting to watch these bugs fight one by one?"
Lancelot turned his gaze toward Dale.
Through the visor of his blood-soaked steel helmet, a cold pupil glinted—a vertical slit, like a snake's.
"I agree, brother."
The 7th Prince, Mordred, spoke. Behind the two princes, the Ghost Sword, Sephilia, bowed her head. A silence that threatened to freeze the air descended.
The Imperial faction, the Empire's two princes and the Ghost Sword.
The Lancaster faction, the Heavenly Sword and Charlotte.
The Saxon faction, Dale and his three subordinate swords, the Mad Sword, the Slaughter Sword, and the Wandering Sword.
With the 'Holy Sword' added to the five vacant seats, the four major factions glared at one another.
It was no exaggeration to say that six of the Seven Swords of the Continent had already been decided.
Only one seat remained.
The position of the strongest sword, vacant since Bardel Orhardt fell to the Hero of the Otherworld.
The God Sword (Shin-geom).
The Heavenly Sword, Grand Duke Lancaster, and the First Prince, Lancelot, were undoubtedly eyeing that position. The 'Black Prince' was no exception.
As the four factions engaged in a war of nerves, the remaining knights trembled, finally grasping the weight of that seat. They were no mere riffraff, yet they were incomparable to the monsters gathered here.
Even Charlotte Orhardt, who faced the wall of Dale's talent daily, was one of those monsters.
"Prince Lancelot is right."
Dale smiled quietly.
"I, too, am not very pleased to watch the pathetic fights of dozens of riffraff."
"I suppose so."
Before Dale could finish, Lancelot kicked off the ground and rushed forward.
Ka-ang!
The swords clashed. It was Lancelot's blade, but it did not meet Dale's.
"Please restrain yourself, Your Highness."
The greatsword of Sir Helmut Blackbear, the Mad Sword, blocked him. A berserker's blade, at least two meters long—it was Madness.
"Do you dare point your sword in front of a Prince, you mad dog of Saxony......!"
Simultaneously, the Ghost Sword, Sephilia, drew 'Soulbringer', only for the Slaughter Sword, Master Baro, to intercept her.
Ka-ang!
"Heh, this lady has quite a temper."
"Baro, you bastard......!"
A silent war of nerves unfolded between the Imperial and Saxon powerhouses, while the Heavenly Sword and the Holy Sword remained silent.
Numerically, the Saxon faction was the most powerful. Furthermore, in an emergency, Dale possessed the blue spiderweb capable of manipulating the 'Holy Sword' and Charlotte. To put it crudely, they had nothing to fear.
"Rather than dying a useless death, I will give you a chance to withdraw right now."
The 'Black Prince' addressed the swordsmen gathered at the Pavilion.
"It would be better for all of you to know your place and withdraw."
"Ha, haha! This bastard's way of talking is a masterpiece, a real masterpiece."
The 7th Prince, Mordred, burst into laughter. He was a defeated general who had participated in the holy war alongside the 'Black Prince' in the Northern Demon Territory long ago, surviving only by fleeing after his entire unit was slaughtered by the Undying Duke.
"Ah, Prince Mordred. It seems you have successfully overcome the defeat and nightmares of that day's battle."
"......!"
Murderous intent swirled, more menacing than before.
"Everyone, stop at that."
Ku-ung!
The Heavenly Sword drew his blade and drove it into the ground. An impact echoed out, as if the mountain's axis were twisting.
"Count Brandenburg, as the one presiding over the Sword Trial, would you please control this disorder?"
The Heavenly Sword asked Philip directly. Among the Saint Magdalena Knights, Philip smiled coldly, as if this were someone else's concern.
"The 'Black Prince' before us killed my proud father."
"And he killed the beloved son of the Heavenly Sword Grand Duke Lancaster, Prince Mikhail."
"......."
"At the hands of this evil 'Black Prince', we have lost countless beloved family members!"
"Above all, was the life of the Holy Maiden Orelia, the next wielder of the Holy Sword, not taken away?"
"So what do you intend to do, Count Philip?"
Dale asked coldly.
"I don't care about the traditions of the long-collapsed Teutonia Knight Kingdom. But there are things I must reclaim here!"
Philip revealed the 'trump card' he held in his heart.
"──Holy Maiden-nim, I wish to propose marriage to you!"
Toward Orelia, the wielder of the Holy Sword and the false, pure-white maiden who should have died as ashes in the frozen lands of Saxony.
"......?"
Dale gasped in disbelief at the unexpected words.
"My father was a former Holy Swordsman; by joining with the Count family, the Holy Maiden's status will be further solidified!"
"Is that not the same for the Heavenly Sword, Grand Duke Lancaster? I know the sorrow of losing a beloved family member at the hands of that 'Black Prince'! And the Imperial family—how threatening Saxony is, and how much it has taken from us!"
Silence descended, but Philip of Brandenburg did not care.
"Right here, I propose a triangular alliance to eliminate the 'Black Prince'! Only then shall we divide the seats of the Seven Swords peacefully. Once the 'Black Prince' of Saxony and his three subordinates are gone, the seats will be divided among us generously!"
"......."
"And I am satisfied with the seat of the Mad Sword (Kwang-geom)!"
"......."
"......."
After Philip's words, the coldest silence in the world descended.
"Wow."
At the end of the silence, the 7th Prince, Mordred, spoke.
"I've seen all sorts of assholes in my life, but this is the first time I've seen someone as phenomenally retarded as this bastard."
"P-Prince Mordred......?"
"What kind of trash like you thinks you have the right to claim to be the son of the Holy Sword?"
"They say people don't change, and there's truly no truer saying than that."
Dale shrugged, mocking him, unbothered by Philip's hostility.
"Did you really think such a pathetic strategy would work?"
"W-what did you say......?"
Philip's expression stiffened. The Heavenly Sword, Grand Duke Lancaster, remained silent. Only Charlotte showed a faint sense of bewilderment. Seeing that, Dale knew: in an emergency, Charlotte would take up her sword at her master's call.
"Ha, you've become a rat cornered by my genius strategy!"
"Let me ask you one thing."
"Do you even know what your father, the Holy Sword, did to the Holy Maiden on the island of Britannia?"
"Ha, do you even have to ask? Did he not defeat her and win as a fair and square knight!"
Philip shouted, devoid of doubt. Dale was left speechless.
He glanced away.
Not to mention the pitch-black Orelia in the shadows, the pure-white Holy Maiden there was no exception.
Behind their shock and absurdity, they were swallowing cold hatred.
"Is there any reason we can't?"
After the silence, the Ghost Sword, Sephilia, spoke, drawing 'Soulbringer'.
"Setting aside the nonsense of that stupid boar, is there any reason we cannot kill the 'Black Prince' here?"
Her voice carried a cold, ghostly aura (Gwi-gi) incomparable to anything else.
"The 'Black Prince' of Saxony is dangerous. Even if we kill him here, it won't be difficult to disguise it as an unfortunate incident during the Sword Trial. What do you think, Your Highness?"
At those words, the murderous intent in the air tightened.
The Heavenly Sword, Grand Duke Lancaster, remained silent, while Charlotte looked at Dale, waiting for her master's command.
The pure-white Holy Maiden gripped the Holy Sword and turned her head.
"Oh my, this lady. Are you still saying such things even after seeing our numbers?"
Master Baro asked coldly. Looking purely at the Seven Swords, it was three against two, and the fact that the neutral Holy Sword was bound by the 'blue spiderweb' was a fatal ambush they were unaware of.
"The number of the Seven Swords is indeed that."
The 7th Prince, Mordred, looked around.
"By the way, I don't think the number of 'examinees' here is like that."
Regardless of the Seven Swords, the number of knights gathered here at the Sword Pavilion for the 'Sword Trial' was quite different.
"Anyone who defies the orders of myself and my brother right here will be treated as a 'traitor to the Empire' and their entire family will be exterminated to the third generation."
"So, do you have a bit of an idea of what to do now? You proud swords of the Empire."
Furthermore, as long as a Prince carrying the blood of the Imperial family was there, it was a foregone conclusion which side they would take, without needing to be said.
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* * *
A sword can only truly shine when backed by a good teacher, proper education, and financial support. In other words, the powerful individuals gathered here must have poured astronomical investments into forging their own swords, which meant only one thing.
They were all from prominent, well-known noble families of the Empire.
Because of that, there were very few among these nobles who could defy the direct order of an Imperial Prince. The Empire's culture of violence demanded as much.
"Ah, don't get me wrong, 'Black Prince' of Sachsen."
The 7th Prince, Mordred, said with a cynical smile.
"About what, exactly?"
"This, you see—it's not like we're forming an alliance just to stab you in the back."
Mordred shrugged his shoulders.
"Just as you and my brother said, it's a desperate measure to make this boring, tedious trial proceed a little more 'quickly.'"
"......."
"To the one among you who takes the head of the 'Black Prince,' I will immediately bestow a seat among the Seven Swords of the Continent, and grant unimaginable glory to that knight and their entire family. How about it? Does that sound good? Any bastard who refuses to carry out this offer can pack their bags and head down the mountain right now."
A tacit threat. Mordred had placed a bounty of a thousand gold and honor on Dale's head. Grasping the implication, Dale smiled coldly.
"Young Master...!"
"There is no need for you to move."
He stopped Sir Helmut Blackbear, who had stepped forward to claim the Sachsen faction, and shook his head. The Mad Sword and the Wandering Sword were no exception.
They weren't even worth borrowing power from.
"I shall accept Prince Mordred's proposal. After all, I cannot sit by and watch the fights of dozens of mediocre rabble one by one."
With that, he provoked the examinees and drew the sword at his waist: the jet-black magic sword, Despair.
In truth, Dale considered this situation a stroke of luck.
Adjusting his grip on the sword, Dale absorbed the three-colored Aura pulsating from his 'Aura Heart' into his body.
Knights are not ignorant of the human body and its structure. However, they could not possibly understand the microscopic concepts of genes and cellular tissues.
The human body is a combination of countless particles, and therefore, the process of Aura dwelling within the body is simply the process of filling and absorbing the gaps between those particles.
The projection of an otherworldly mental image is not limited to magic alone. It is no different for swords and the body.
That day, Dale, who had attained the realm of an 'Aura Master' through the harsh, relentless training of three swords, tightened his grip on the hilt.
From all sides, a dozen or so examinees rushed forward, simultaneously unleashing their Aura Blades.
Klang!
He blocked the sword strike of one examinee and slid into his guard like a shadow.
"......!"
Thwack!
The blade tore through his chest and burst out the other side. But it didn't stop there.
It pierced through the back of the first victim and plunged straight into another examinee.
Two knights were killed in a single strike.
Yet, the number of those surrounding the 'Black Prince' remained significant.
"He is only one! Everyone, combine your strength and take him down! Even if you forget about the seat of the Seven Swords, I will bestow upon you all, in the name of the Imperial family, a thousand gold and honor that will be yours to keep!"
The 7th Prince, Mordred, smiled cynically as if fanning the flames, and the knights gulped.
It was just like that time.
Back when he took the 'Tower Examination' at the Black Magic Tower, when all the examinees of the Life Point Battle Royale joined forces to make Dale the common enemy.
"Would you not like to use your Avatar?"
Amidst the standoff, Dale spoke up.
"Even if this is just a culling, these examinees are also fighting for their lives. However, is it not absurd to deny them the full power of a knight?"
He remained composed, as if this situation were in the palm of his hand.
"Do you intend to use your Avatar as well, you bastard?"
"I am no exception when it comes to risking my life."
Dale smiled coldly.
"And from now on, I will use 'Mana.'"
Dale shouted coldly. Gasps erupted from all around.
"Wh-what did you say...?"
"Mana! You despicable bastard!"
The examinees raised their voices in disbelief, and Dale turned his head straight toward them.
"Using an Avatar is the same as using the full power of a sword. And for those strong enough to contend for the rank of the Seven Swords of the Continent, that power is by no means just 'Aura alone.' Isn't that right, Sir Sephilia?"
He addressed the 7th Prince, Mordred, and furthermore, the 'Ghost Sword Sephilia' behind him.
"......."
"I do not intend to face you as a mage. I am a swordsman who uses Aura, after all. I am simply using Mana as well. Just as Sir Ghost Sword Sephilia does."
"How do you know that...!"
"Walls have ears, and fields have eyes."
There was no way for Dale of Sachsen to know the true identity of the Ghost Sword Sephilia. But the Hero of the Otherworld was different. That was why he spoke of the nature of her power, and a cold, ghostly aura clouded Sephilia's expression.
"He is right."
With that, the 7th Prince, Mordred, nodded.
"Everyone here, I permit you to use your full strength in facing the 'Black Prince.' Even if it is a despicable and cowardly evil path, I will not hold you responsible."
"I am truly grateful."
Hearing those words, the 'Black Prince' smiled coldly. Soon, the dozens of examinees facing him began to project the culmination of the philosophy their swords had built.
"The truly fortunate thing about the Sword Trial is that you don't necessarily have to 'prove your victory in front of everyone.'"
Dale smiled as he adjusted his grip on his sword.
"......!"
Instantly grasping the meaning, the Ghost Sword Sephilia's expression froze in shock. But faster than that, the figures of the examinees who were deploying their Avatars around Dale vanished.
Into the world of philosophy that the 'Black Prince' was unfolding—a world of white and darkness.
"Your Highness...!"
Left behind, Sephilia started to speak in panic. But then—
"Oh, my, this lady is quite something."
Master Baro chuckled. Before anyone knew it, he was imbuing his drawn sword with blood-red Aura, exuding a spirit that seemed ready to scatter killing intent at any moment.
"As everyone saw, Young Master Dale is holding a sword and using Aura, isn't he? For fuck's sake, he's already an Aura Master, so who gives a shit if he unfolds a world of philosophy or summons ghosts?"
"That is true. It's not as if all of us Seven Swords rely purely on the sword alone, is it?"
The Wandering Sword shrugged his shoulders and chimed in.
The Ghost Sword Sephilia tried to say something, but then kept her silence.
A powerhouse of her caliber—or at least, the Seven Swords present here—would not find it very difficult to infiltrate the 'World of Thought' Dale had unfolded. The World of Thought is by no means a Colosseum that completely excludes outside interference.
Anyone who can imbue their sword with their philosophy can easily tear it open and enter.
However, the Ghost Sword Sephilia did not do so.
It wasn't difficult to guess the outcome that was unfolding inside that world right now.
At the same time, while it is easy to enter, it is not so easy to leave. It was an abyss that even the world-renowned Ghost Sword could not casually peer into. Paradoxically, as a fellow mage, she could understand just how much power the Shadow Monarch currently standing before her possessed.
It was of a nature that far exceeded the vessel Sephilia had imagined when Philip first brought up the proposal.
A monster that even the title of the Empire's greatest genius could not fully describe.
That was the existence of the Shadow Monarch, and that very existence was unfolding its own world.
* * *
It was of a nature that could no longer even be called a battle.
A white and dark winter night. A fortress rose within the cosmic winter, where primordial darkness and biting cold dwelt.
It was a fortress made of jet-black tentacles, and that very fortress was acting as a weapon, ravaging the knights who had reached the realm of the Avatar.
Just as the Immortal Duke Frederick had once annihilated the 1st Holy Division led by Prince Mordred.
A god was there.
It was not a god that did not love humans. The existence of the god there clearly loved them.
However, there was an indescribable difference between the 'humans' that god thought of and the humans within the biological definition.
Even if Shub was a god who loved humans, to her, they were never truly human.
"H-help me!"
"Aaaaaaargh!"
"Oh, Sister Goddess! Hehe, hehehe!"
The Shadow Monarch sat upon that throne of black gold.
With his sword plunged into the floor, not even moving a muscle.
He merely looked down at the uninvited guests of the castle with an expression devoid of even a shred of emotion.
The countless Aura Master knights in the castle's Great Hall were being reduced to prey, one-sidedly. It wasn't Dale's sword. It wasn't even a creation of mana or necromancy.
They were simply becoming playthings for the god beside the Shadow Monarch.
─ Kya-hahahaha!
Screams echoed, and there were even those who burst into tears after a desperate, miserable resistance. But the Shadow Monarch did not care.
"Foolish ones."
On the black gold throne, the Shadow Monarch opened his mouth. As if he could not understand.
"Was this really all there was to you?"
In a voice devoid of even a shred of emotion.
"Are you truly the powerful ones who claim to be the best swords in this continent?"
No answer came. The stone, carpets, and every single decoration of this fortress were ultimately the 『Book of the Black Goat』, and as long as Dale existed as a knight who used 'Aura,' there was no room for rules to be broken.
Resistance was meaningless. Even if they had reached the culmination of the sword, the Avatar, it was the same.
Those participating in the Sword Trial, and among them, the five swords that remained.
Their realm was by no means achieved by the sword alone. Just as the Slaughter Sword Master Baro had the supernatural ability to manipulate space. The Ghost Sword Sephilia was the same, and the Mad Sword Helmut would be no exception.
Therefore, this fight was by no means purely a 'fight between swordsmen using Aura.'
Because he knew this, Dale was willingly demonstrating his capabilities as a mage.
In any case, there was no one who cared about their lives or deaths.
Ultimately, the ones who would truly test each other's skills in the Sword Trial were the powerful ones you could count on your fingers, and the role Dale had taken on right now was simply to filter out the vermin outside of those fingers.
"Kneel."
On the black gold throne, Dale said. At the same time, the tentacles and malice that were supposed to trample them all stopped at once.
Those who survived—the number would not even reach 30 percent.
And they must have understood, to their very bones, that there was no chance of surviving here if they defied the 'Black Prince.'
Thud!
"P-please, spare me!"
One knight knelt and begged. Plunging his sword vertically into the ground, he declared his submission as a knight.
Before them, the Shadow Monarch maintained a calm silence.
"What can you do to live?"
After the silence, Dale asked back.
"A-anything you say...!"
"I will do anything! Please, please spare my life!"
"I-I will pledge my lifelong loyalty! Please, forgive me!"
Leaving behind the despair from which they could not escape, the knights shouted as if begging. At those words, the Shadow Monarch finally smiled.
It was a very ominous smile.
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* * *
The World of Thought vanished, and the Shadow Monarch stood in its place.
At the peak of the Blade Mountains, in the Pavilion of Swords erected to determine the continent's greatest blade.
"......!"
As the Shadow Monarch spoke from the throne of black gold, the Empire's swords knelt in loyalty.
However, not a single one was alive. To swear loyalty to the Shadow Monarch and the 'Black Prince,' one did not need something as trivial as life.
Death Knights.
They were bodies of flesh and bone imbued with cold and darkness, an army of Death Knights harboring the winter of the cosmos.
"H-how......! Those countless Aura Masters!"
Philip of Brandenburg collapsed, powerless. The Ghost Sword, Sephilia, caught her breath, but she and the two princes remained unperturbed, as if they had expected this all along.
"So it ends this way."
"......I apologize, Your Highness Prince Lancelot."
"No, it is not your fault, Sir."
The Ghost Sword Sephilia bowed her head, and the First Prince Lancelot shook his. The Seventh Prince Mordred took up the conversation.
"I don't know which moron spewed such ridiculous nonsense, but the blame should be laid on that bastard."
"Y-Your Highness!"
Philip swallowed his pride and looked around.
The Saint Magdalene Knights, who were presiding over the Sword Trial by his side, could not hide their resignation as their last shred of hope crumbled.
The silence broke.
"S-Saintess!"
Philip raised his voice, clutching at straws.
"The Saintess is merely of serf origin!"
"......."
"But our proud House of Count Brandenburg is not! We possess a deep-rooted tradition of wielding the Holy Sword Durendal for generations! By entering into a betrothal with me, the Saintess will secure an alliance without equal!"
The Count shouted at a woman he deemed a mere serf.
"The Saintess and I, we will be the perfect match, worthy of the vessel of the Holy Sword! Our child will be as well!"
"......."
"So please, allow me to become your savior! The prestige of this Count family shall become yours!"
It was a disgraceful display, one that made even Dale hang his head in shame. However, for the pure-white Saintess, it would certainly not end as a mere disgrace.
Seureung.
"Hiiik!"
The Holy Sword Durendal leveled at Philip's throat.
"If you spew any more nonsense, you will end up like a boar hanging in a slaughterhouse."
The voice was devoid of mercy or compassion, and Philip's expression froze pale.
"H-Heavenly Sword! What of the Heavenly Sword, Grand Duke Lancaster!"
Philip shouted again, desperate.
"We have a common enemy! That evil 'Black Prince' took our beloved family! Prince Mikhail, and my father! How can you remain so composed before such a hateful wretch!"
The Heavenly Sword remained silent, his expression devoid of emotion. He did not deign to answer, yet his killing intent warned that he would not tolerate further insolence.
"I have no desire to waste my strength on meaningless strife."
At the end of the silence, Grand Duke Lancaster, the Heavenly Sword, spoke.
"We are gathered here to prove our worth and to determine who is suitable to claim the two vacant sword-ranks."
"That is correct, Grand Duke Lancaster."
Dale nodded, and the Heavenly Sword glanced around.
He was the strongest knight remaining, the continent's greatest blade since the God Sword's passing.
"I, here and now, challenge the rank of the God Sword."
He drew his blade—the Sword of the Sky. Even when the Rose War broke out and his son died, and even when the 'Black Prince' sided with York and led the House of Lancaster to ruin through his schemes, the Sword of the Sky had kept his silence.
He was no fool. He had watched his only close friend, the 'God Sword', die during the Unification War, and he had sworn never to use his blade for glory or greed again.
Even if that oath had driven his son to his death, nothing would change.
"Four swords remain. Does any among you wish to cross blades with me?"
Grand Duke Lancaster, the Heavenly Sword, looked around. The Ghost Sword Sephilia, along with the Light Sword, the Slaughter Sword, and the Wandering Sword, remained silent.
Only those who held the name of the Seven Swords could challenge the position of the God Sword. However, no one dared to oppose Grand Duke Lancaster.
"Oho, I shall bow my head humbly before the new God Sword."
The Slaughter Sword, Master Baro, shrugged exaggeratedly.
"Then, the positions of the Heavenly Sword and the Holy Sword are vacant once again."
'Grand Duke Lancaster', who had somehow ended up leading this situation, asked.
"Is there anyone among the existing swords who desires a new sword-rank?"
"Hehe, seeing those who already have everything fighting to snatch up another title is quite heartwarming."
Master Baro chuckled. It was just as he said. For the existing four swords, there was no reason to contest their positions.
"Then, are there any who wish to claim the two vacant sword-ranks?"
The God Sword, Grand Duke Lancaster, asked again.
He looked toward the remaining examinees: Saintess Orelia, the two princes, Dale, and Charlotte.
The silence broke.
Seureung.
"I, Charlotte Orhardt."
Charlotte Orhardt drew her sword.
"As the daughter of the proud God Sword Bardel Orhardt, I claim the right to challenge for the rank of the Heavenly Sword."
Finally, a bidder had appeared. Dale glanced at the two princes. Neither intended to snatch Charlotte's sword-rank.
"Dale of Sachsen."
Dale broke his silence.
"I, too, challenge for the rank of the Heavenly Sword."
"......!"
She was the knight who had crossed swords with him in the Sachsen Duchy since they were children, and who had sworn loyalty to him. She had left his side to hone her own blade.
Even if the selection process was hasty, the weight of bearing the name of the Seven Swords was not.
Even without a formal venue like the 'Sword Trial', one would inevitably face challenges from knights who wanted to prove their worth against the Seven Swords. It was a foregone conclusion that eyes would be drawn to them on the battlefield as well.
Charlotte Orhardt, who carried the blood of the God Sword, would be no exception, just as the Empire's greatest genius, the 'Black Prince', was not.
She had the qualifications to hold the sword.
"Sir Charlotte Orhardt and Young Master Dale of Sachsen have challenged for the rank of the Heavenly Sword."
Grand Duke Lancaster spoke.
"Then next, is there anyone who will put their name forward for the position of the Holy Sword?"
Without a moment's hesitation, the wielder of the Holy Sword, Orelia, drew her sword.
At the same time, another voice was heard.
"First Prince of the Empire, Lancelot."
The prince ranked first in the Empire, who bore the mark of the twin-headed dragon, opened his mouth.
"I, too, challenge for the rank of the Holy Sword."
The Sword of the Goddess, said to have been blessed by the Goddess Sistina.
'Was this his goal from the beginning?'
Only then could he understand why the First Prince Lancelot had participated in the Sword Trial.
His martial prowess needed no introduction; he led the Iron Cross Knights, the Emperor's personal guard. Although he had not personally coveted the name of the Seven Swords, everyone agreed that his sword was on par with the Seven Swords.
And finally, that man broke his silence.
He understood the meaning of claiming the Sword of God.
"It seems two will contend for the Heavenly Sword, and two for the Holy Sword."
Grand Duke Lancaster, who had obtained the name of the God Sword without resistance, spoke.
"No, wait."
The silence broke.
"I see no reason to sit on my hands."
The Seventh Prince Mordred, who had been silent, spoke mockingly.
"I shall challenge for the position of the Heavenly Sword as well."
His intentions were clear. He had intended to watch until Dale's course of action was decided, then intervene.
"Honestly speaking, I have no interest in some wench who claims to be the daughter of a God Sword."
"......!"
"But I do have some business with the 'Black Prince' over there."
"With pleasure."
Dale smiled calmly, as if he had expected this.
"You know the rules for conducting the trial when there are an odd number of examinees—specifically three remaining."
"Rule of Three."
Grand Duke Lancaster, the God Sword, said, and Dale replied without delay.
"Two of the three fight, and the remaining one faces the God Sword directly, forcing them to exhaust their stamina."
After that, the winner of the duel and the one who faced the God Sword face off to determine the final victor. So that no one can unfairly conserve their stamina.
"Then I shall determine who faces the God Sword and who duels."
"There is no need for that."
Dale shook his head coldly. Leaving Charlotte, who was quietly steeling her resolve, behind, he turned toward Mordred.
"How about it, Prince Mordred?"
"I knew you'd say that."
Dale calmly drew his sword. The black magic sword, Gia.
At the same time, just as the other Seven Swords did, for swordsmen of this level, their weapon was never just about Aura alone.
The Death Knights of darkness and cold, sworn to the 'Black Prince,' tightened their grips on their hilts.
The circles in his heart began to rotate, unleashing his full power without restraint.
At the same time, through the mana circuit connected via Shub's tentacles, his Aura Heart began to boil.
Black, red, and blue magic power and Aura swirled like a vortex centered beneath the Shadow Monarch's feet.
He recalled the Seventh Prince Mordred from the Crusade in the Demon Territory of Sachsen. Mordred had been no match for him then, and in truth, little had changed.
Even so, that could never be a reason for carelessness.
"I hope you have overcome the trauma of that day."
Because Dale knew that fact, he sneered coldly.
"The nightmare where you lost your entire unit to the darkness of the Demon Realm, and you alone survived, fleeing in misery."
"......."
At those words, emotion vanished from Mordred's expression for an instant.
The image of the Evil God he had encountered at the edge of the Demon Territory flashed through his mind.
An existence that had slaughtered his entire unit with a single gesture and dragged them beyond the heavens.
─ Why do you not reveal your true form, child of the dragon?
─ Ah, my, my. Was it not a dragon...? That's not bad either.
─ The silence of the shadows ends here. Return, child of the shadows. And wait for the time for us.
Amidst the madness, he recalled the Immortal Duke Frederick watching him. He remembered the sensation of terrible tentacles sprouting from his mouth, sliding into Mordred's throat like leeches.
Chwaaak!
A pitch-black tentacle burst from the throat of the Seventh Prince, Mordred.
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* * *
"Whoops, what the hell. Did you swallow a live octopus for breakfast?"
Chwa-a-ak!
Jet-black tentacles erupted from Mordred's throat. Master Baro muttered as if it were someone else's business.
"......!"
Gasps of shock erupted from the crowd. The Imperial faction, however, remained unsurprised, as if they had anticipated this from the beginning.
The mass of tentacles surging from his throat wrapped around Mordred's entire body, mirroring how Shub had once enveloped Dale.
The Avatar of the Shadow Monarch—the Armor of Dark Blood—was enveloping the 7th Prince.
It lacked the magma-like glowing red or the chilling blue. Instead, it was absolute pitch-black, imbued with a golden light that shone with unmatched brilliance.
It was armor of Black Gold.
As the armor and helmet encased him, he began to radiate a darkness incomparable to anything else in this world.
"Ha, haha."
Mordred, clad in the black-gold armor, let out a low laugh.
"Shadow and gold—both powers are in my hands."
"The power of the shadow, you say?"
"Ah, yes. It is the power 'Immortal Duke Frederick' bestowed upon me that day."
Mordred muttered.
"I will be honest with you, you damn brat of Saxony. I have yet to overcome the defeat and nightmare of that day."
"......."
"Every day, I suffered as this damn pitch-black darkness wriggled within me, struggling through hellish days. But... my father, the Golden Emperor, never abandoned me!"
Clad in black-gold armor, Mordred drew his sword—a golden blade of unparalleled quality.
"I will subdue this shadow power and finally be reborn as the rider of the Golden Empire!"
"Oh, is that so?"
Dale laughed.
"You certainly have big dreams."
Simultaneously, the 『Book of the Black Goat』 fused into Dale's heart churned violently. The dark blood flowing through his veins exploded, wrapping around him as armor.
It was not the Avatar of an 'Aura Master', but the Avatar of the Shadow Monarch, with magma-like, glowing blood-red patterns engraving themselves upon it.
Along with the chilling cold that heralded the end of the world, red-blue mana layered over the Armor of Dark Blood.
"For a powerhouse on the level of the Seven Swords of the Continent, it would be absurd to claim you have no abilities other than Aura."
The Shadow Monarch smiled coldly.
"Even if that power was obtained from elsewhere."
The curtain rose on the first duel at the Sword Pavilion, the site meant to determine the greatest sword on the continent.
* * *
The Shadow Monarch drew the jet-black magic sword 'Gia', and Mordred, encased in black-gold armor, rushed forward.
However, blocking his sword was not the Monarch's task.
The Monarch had knights. The Empire's leading swords, who claimed to be the Shadow Monarch's knights, were present. Once, they had sought to prove themselves through the Sword Trial; now, they were death knights dancing to the tune of primordial darkness and the cold of the apocalypse.
Dale's Death Knights rushed toward Mordred.
Furthermore, the Shadow Monarch's 'Eye of Truth' began to illuminate the area.
1st Prince Lancelot, Ghost Sword Sephilia, Grand Duke Lancaster the Heavenly Sword, and 7th Prince Mordred.
"......!"
The Eye of Truth revealed the secrets they hid. However, human history was long, and the secrets Dale could perceive were not things he could pick and choose at will.
A headache, as if his brain were splitting, struck him. Amidst the pain, Dale desperately turned his gaze toward his opponent's shadow.
On a dark, wintry night, Immortal Duke Frederick stood before a trembling, terrified Mordred.
The watchers of the heavens looked down, and the madness Mordred felt tore through the Shadow Monarch's mind.
But he had to see—what the black-gold knight before him had witnessed, and what had become of him.
The mass of jet-black tentacles rising from the Immortal Duke's mouth slid toward Mordred's body like a leech.
Then—
Ka-ang!
Mordred swung his golden sword to meet the Death Knight's strike.
"Our lies are more truthful and beautiful than the truth."
His resolve, leaving no room for doubt, was contained within the strike.
From within Mordred's shadow, a voice spoke once again.
─ Your Majesty, is it true that I am of the bloodline of the Holy Swordsman, Count Brandenburg?
Young Mordred trembled before a truth he could not handle. The Golden Emperor, however, remained unflustered.
─ Is 'truth' such an important matter to you? Is it so important that I cherish you like a son, and that you serve me as your father?
The Golden Emperor, the Monarch of Lies, whispered affectionately with a smile as kind as a father's.
─ You are my proud son. Even if our dragon's blood does not flow in you, nothing changes. You are, without a doubt, my son and the golden rider who will carry this great Empire of Fire and Light.
─ B-but Prince Philip is......!
─ That child's truth is more false than your lies.
Emotion vanished from Emperor Arthur's expression. Regarding the son who truly carried his blood, there was no sign of fatherly affection when he spoke that name.
─ Incompetent, weak, and without a shred of talent or value. Just because that child carries my blood, do you think he is more suited to be the 'Emperor's son' than you, who stand here?
Emperor Arthur said.
─ Remember: our lies are more truthful and beautiful than the truth.
Finally, the vision of Mordred's truth faded. The Shadow Monarch, possessing the Eye of Truth, turned his head.
The knight of lies and gold, clad in black-gold armor, stood there, hardening a resolve incomparable to anything else.
Watching him, Dale simply waved his hand. The Death Knights of cold and darkness halted in unison. Amidst them, Dale, wearing the Armor of Dark Blood, stepped forward.
He glanced at Philip, who sat slumped over—the real prince, who believed without a doubt that he was the son of the Holy Swordsman.
It was a fact that didn't matter.
To obtain the seat of the Heavenly Sword, Dale simply had to defeat the 7th Prince, Mordred.
Nothing would change.
"Ignite."
The Shadow Monarch muttered. The magma engraved on the Armor of Dark Blood glowed bright red, as if to burst, and 'two heat engines' layered onto his Mana Circle and Aura Heart.
A mechanical device capable of converting thermal energy into mechanical energy.
Along with the five circles, this mental image from another world—the essence of mechanical engineering—layered onto the Aura Heart in his lower abdomen and began to operate.
It did not stop at merely processing mana energy into magic and aura; it began to convert the thermal energy supplied by the red mana into magic and aura.
Exploding with two types of power, the Shadow Monarch rushed forward. Although the Avatar Dale was layering originated from the 『Book of the Black Goat』, it was not yet his Avatar as an 'Aura Master'.
However, one cannot unleash all their strength from the very beginning.
The sword of magma-like glowing flames, the red Aura Blade, swung toward the black-gold knight.
Ka-ang!
The shining gold and the glowing flame blade collided. However, the Shadow Monarch's attack did not end there.
What could no longer even be called a 'Shadow Cloak'—a part of his body, his shadow prosthetic arm, and the shadow itself—began to wriggle.
Right before his eyes, a barrage of darkness poured down like rain.
Amidst the baptism of shadow bullets, Mordred, encased in black-gold armor, gasped.
The armor wrapping his body began to wriggle like a living creature.
Chwa-a-ak!
Just as Dale had done, tentacles rising from the Armor of Dark Blood wrapped around Mordred's body, acting as a shield.
Against the relentless rain of shadow bullets, the tentacles served as meat shields.
'......He is using the power of the shadow.'
He recalled what Immortal Duke Frederick had done to him, and what followed. However, the Eye of Truth did not show things one could pick and choose at will.
The existence before him was simply imitating the power of the Shadow Monarch that Dale had displayed.
He did not know what Immortal Duke Frederick aimed to achieve by planting the power of the shadow in him. It changed nothing.
A fake can never defeat the real thing.
Ka-ang!
Their shadows intertwined; gold and flame clashed. No sooner had they met than the Shadow Monarch's Aura Blade scattered chilling cold, glowing with a blue light. A cluster of cold, containing the winter of the universe, swirled along the tip of the blade.
Ka-ang!
The two swords clashed.
Gold and ice.
"......!"
Jjeojeok, jjeok!
The blades crossed, and the cold imbued in Dale's sword began to swallow the golden blade Mordred held.
With the blades locked, they began to freeze.
Mordred tried to pull his sword back, but it was too late.
The cold of winter, from which there was no escape, swallowed the golden blade and slid toward the hilt.
"Can you not let go of the sword?"
Watching the scene, Dale sneered. Mordred, encased in black-gold armor, finally showed a flicker of bewilderment.
In a fight between swordsmen, letting go of one's weapon—he knew how shameful and miserable that act would appear.
"Wouldn't it be better to be covered in ugly disgrace and survive, rather than upholding a knight's pride and becoming an ice statue?"
He did not hide his mockery.
"Don't make me laugh...... I, the proud 7th Prince of the Empire, Mordred, will never fall......!"
Mordred was still desperately shouting.
Jjeojeok.
The cold of the apocalypse finally wrapped around his fingers, which gripped the hilt.
Though he struggled desperately, the winter of the universe began to creep from the sword and hilt, up his fingers and onto his wrist.
"Why did you not let go of the sword?"
Dale asked.
He spoke to the knight of lies, who layered gold and shadow.
"Beg for your life."
Dale said to the fake prince, who was being swallowed by the cold.
"If you accept your defeat and beg for your life, I will gladly withdraw this cold of death."
He did not hide his blatant mockery.
Silence descended. Even then, the cold of the apocalypse steadily swallowed the armor of shadow and gold.
The cold rose to just below his throat, but until the very end, Mordred did not beg for his life.
The black-gold knight was reborn as an ice sculpture that shone with a desperate beauty.
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* * *
A frozen wasteland where nothing existed. A knight in black gold stood upon the frigid snowfield that stretched to the horizon.
"Where on earth is this...?"
He recalled his memories from just moments ago. The Pavilion of Swords, where he had clashed with the 'Black Prince' of Saxony for the seat of the Heavenly Sword. Immediately after, the coldness dwelling at the tip of his blade had swallowed Mordred whole, and then he lost consciousness.
That was how it should have been.
But right after that, a horrific cold, as if skinning him alive while he was still conscious, began to wrap around Mordred's existence. It was no metaphor; it was a gale tearing through his flesh.
"Huk, it's cold, it's cold...!"
In the midst of agony, the knight of black gold and 7th Prince, Mordred, trembled. With every breath, the cold seeped through his throat and deep into his esophagus, beginning to crystallize painful frost within his body once again.
He felt as though he were freezing to death.
The biting cold permeated every single bone and organ in his body, and the pain was so intense that even breathing felt overwhelming.
Mordred knelt, the pain akin to his flesh and bones being flayed. Yet, terrified of the cold seeping into his body with every breath, he couldn't even manage a scream.
He could only writhe in agony.
"Imperial 7th Prince Mordred."
A voice cut through the silence, and Mordred jerked his head up.
On the desolate, empty frozen wasteland that had been there just a moment ago, the Shadow Monarch had appeared, carrying the cold and darkness of an inescapable apocalypse.
"Do you wish to be liberated from this cold?"
"......!"
Mordred gasped at Dale's question.
"What can you offer to achieve that?"
"Wh-what?"
"Can you kneel before me and pledge your loyalty?"
Dale asked, his face devoid of emotion.
"For the Shadow Monarch, are you willing to discard your gold and claim the title of a shadow rider?"
"How dare a wretch like you...!"
"Suit yourself if you don't want to."
As Mordred began to mutter, Dale reached out his arm, as if the response weren't worth hearing.
Fwoosh!
A mass of cold, incomparable to anything before, surged forth. The previous chill felt like a spring breeze by comparison. Dale spoke to Mordred, who screamed without a sound.
"Where do you think this place is?"
There was no room for an answer, yet Dale's voice dug into Mordred's consciousness.
"Your physical body in the outside world has frozen into a shining ice sculpture."
Dale said.
"But your consciousness is not."
"......!"
The body frozen, the consciousness free. Mordred grasped the meaning of those words and gasped.
"You are prepared to face the cold for the rest of your life, imprisoned in this frozen cage of a body, aren't you?"
Dale asked. Leaving the bone-chilling pain behind, Mordred hurriedly tried to speak.
But the Shadow Monarch was already gone, as if there were no need to wait for an answer.
"W-wait! Wait...!"
Left alone in the apocalyptic winter, Mordred howled in a desperate struggle.
However, no answer came until the very end.
* * *
Dale opened his eyes.
The Pavilion of Swords, the stage for determining the Seven Swords of the Continent. Before him stood a statue, frozen in tragic beauty: the 7th Prince Mordred, who had challenged Dale for the Heavenly Sword and refused to accept defeat.
"How dare you lay a hand on His Highness's noble body...!"
The Ghost Sword Sephilia unleashed killing intent as she placed her hand on the hilt at her waist. Likewise, the Three Swords of the Saxon side—Sir Helmut, Master Baro, and the Wandering Sword—also reached for their hilts.
"There is no need to worry."
Dale broke the hair-trigger standoff.
"Prince Mordred is still alive like this, is he not?"
"......!"
"If I set my mind to it, it is not difficult to withdraw this cold and return the Prince to normal."
Dale said.
"Then return the Prince's body at once. If even a single hair of his is harmed, your entire House of Saxony will have to bear the responsibility."
"Ah, I cannot do that."
Sephilia raised her voice, threatening, but Dale quietly shook his head.
"Prince Mordred has not yet accepted his defeat."
"What did you say...?"
"The consciousness within his frozen body is still telling me that it will not submit and will continue to fight."
"......!"
Blue magic governs more than just ice. It is the magic of lies and stratagems, capable of manipulating and brainwashing a person's consciousness and spirit.
Just as the Blue Mastermind 'Arachne' once did, binding or manipulating a person's consciousness to a single location was trivial.
As a full-fledged blue mage, entering Mordred's consciousness using the apocalyptic cold as a medium was simple.
"We are engaged in a fair and square match for the seat of the Seven Swords. If the challenger does not accept defeat, is there any reason for me to stop my 'attack'?"
Even now, Mordred's consciousness remained imprisoned within his frozen body. It was a pain slower, more tedious, and closer to eternity than anything he could feel in the outside world.
"Because the match is not over yet."
Knowing that fact, Dale smiled quietly.
* * *
While Dale and Mordred dueled for the seat of the Heavenly Sword, another match unfolded in the Pavilion of Swords according to the rules of the three.
Grand Duke Lancaster, who now held the name of the God Sword, was facing his prized disciple, Charlotte.
She was the young daughter of an old friend. The blood of the God Sword flowed through her veins, yet no matter how excellent the lineage, drawing out that potential remained one's own responsibility.
In that regard, Charlotte Orhardt was truly worthy of the title 'sword genius'.
After arriving alone at the territory of the Heavenly Sword Grand Duke Lancaster, it didn't take long for Charlotte to realize her 'true potential' under his tutelage.
And above all, she had tenacity.
A desire to become stronger.
The emotion dwelling within that delicate girl was incomparable to the simple competitive spirit or resolve of ordinary swordsmen.
It was a tenacity bordering on madness.
He had asked why she sought such strength. Perhaps to take revenge on the Empire that destroyed her father and country? Charlotte's answer, however, was unexpected.
'To become a knight who can protect the side of my liege.'
There was no room for doubt as to whom Charlotte's liege referred.
It was the hateful existence who struck down the son of the Heavenly Sword Lancaster: the 'Black Prince' of Saxony.
When she finally received her father's sword from the continent's greatest swordsman—one who understood the Divine Sword Vadel—Charlotte's growth became unparalleled.
Seeing Charlotte reach the realm of an 'Aura Master', Grand Duke Lancaster felt hope.
An opportunity to revive the House of Lancaster, which was on the path to ruin.
In the face of that, personal feelings were irrelevant.
At least for now, Charlotte Orhardt was Lancaster's sword, and there would be plenty of opportunities to settle debts in the future.
He had accepted even the death of his son Mikhail as an unavoidable fate. In fact, by now, there were no personal feelings of hatred left for the 'Black Prince'.
Nevertheless, after seeing the talent dancing at the tip of Charlotte's sword, a new ambition began to rear its head in Grand Duke Lancaster's heart.
* * *
The struggle for the seat of the Heavenly Sword was not the only clash occurring in the Pavilion of Swords.
The Holy Maiden Orelia, who claimed to be the wielder of the Holy Sword, was there.
A creature of the three demons, an existence of lies; even knowing she was a fake, nothing would change.
The pure white Holy Maiden gripped her sword, the Holy Sword Durendal, tighter.
And before her was a man clad in golden armor.
The 1st Prince of the Empire and head of the Imperial Iron Cross Knights, the Sword of the Lake, Lancelot.
He had long been known to possess skills comparable to the Seven Swords of the Continent, but officially, he had never participated in the 'Sword Trial' to prove his rank.
He had finally stepped forward to claim the title of the Seven Swords after a long silence.
"I heard that Sister Goddess Sistina brought the Holy Maiden, who had turned to ashes in the frozen lands of Saxony, back from the dead."
The Sword of the Lake remarked.
"It seems certain that the Holy Maiden received a revelation from the Goddess, but the independence of the Britannia Kingdom was by no means the will of the Sister Goddess. That is why the Holy Maiden was defeated by the 'Black Prince' and burned in the frozen lands of Saxony."
"......How could the likes of us dare to fathom the deep will of the Goddess."
"That is true."
The 1st Prince Lancelot smiled coldly.
"Therefore, for instance, even if the Holy Maiden were to be defeated here and I were to obtain the Holy Sword... there would surely exist a 'will of the Sister Goddess' that we cannot understand."
The pure white Holy Maiden Orelia did not answer.
Humans cannot know the will of the Goddess. Yet, if the Goddess were truly a mysterious existence transcending human will, why should humans have any reason to believe in God?
Surely, the Goddess must be preparing some plan to love and save humanity.
Believing this without doubt, and affirming her own existence—which was nothing more than a fabrication—the Holy Maiden gripped her sword.
"Prepare yourself."
Believing without doubt that her lie would be more truthful than the truth itself.
* * *
A storm of aura raged throughout the Pavilion of Swords.
However, in this place where powerful ancient artifacts and magic functioned as a barrier, the simultaneous battles could not affect one another.
Holding the Holy Sword Durendal, the pure white Holy Maiden kicked off the ground.
Charlotte Orhardt rushed forward, gripping the greatsword of Saxony.
The God Sword Grand Duke Lancaster drew his sword to face her, and the Sword of the Lake was no exception.
Clang! Clang!
Four swords clashed, each with their own purpose.
In the midst of that, in silence, the 'Black Prince' closed his eyes.
He turned his attention toward Mordred's body, frozen before Dale, and the consciousness trapped within.
Using the cold dwelling in Mordred's body as a medium, he connected their consciousnesses.
The apocalyptic winter was unfolding there.
"Hi, hihi, hihi......!"
There, Mordred—stripped of even his black-gold armor and left nude—trembled. In the midst of unspeakable pain, he curled his body, unable to do anything but laugh.
The Shadow Monarch revealed himself before him.
"Please, please forgive me!"
There was no pride or dignity left for him to protect. Like a begging slave, he could only bow his head at Dale's feet and kiss them.
"Please, liberate me from this hell!"
Mordred buried his head and begged desperately. Watching that sight, Dale asked.
"Are you prepared to become a loyal shadow rider?"
A reply returned—more than desperate, it was tragic. As if the time had come, Dale quietly flicked his finger.
Blue butterflies flew up from behind his back.
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* * *
Dale and Mordred, Charlotte and the God Sword, the pure white Orelia and Lancelot.
Of the three duels unfolding simultaneously in the Sword Pavilion, two had come to an end.
It was a battle between four swords, fought over the position of the Heaven Sword.
Following the 'rule of three,' the God Sword, Grand Duke Lancaster, had volunteered to be the opponent for the remaining match, sharpening Charlotte's senses for the final showdown. Meanwhile, Dale of Sachsen had easily secured victory against Mordred.
"Prince Mordred has just accepted his defeat."
Dale replied coldly, extending his arm. At the same time, the cold of the apocalypse that had been enveloping Mordred began to move in reverse, as if rewinding time.
It was as if he were defying the providence of the irreversible, the law of the world that could never be turned back.
The cold that had been wrapping around the 7th Prince Mordred finally seeped into Dale's body, and at the same time, Mordred collapsed powerlessly to his knees.
"Huk... huck......!"
Unable to even maintain consciousness amidst the pain, he crumbled right there. His body was still trembling, frozen pale.
"I, I have not been defeated yet......!"
Mordred shouted, desperately gripping his sword again.
"I am the proud son of the Empire, the rider of gold......!"
It was as if everything that had happened within the prison of his frozen body until a moment ago had been a lie.
"Is that so."
However, Dale did not care.
A blue butterfly had taken flight, and at the same time, the blue spiderweb was already wrapped deep within Mordred's soul.
The most important thing for a spy of the Blue Magic Tower is that they never realize they are a spy of the Blue Magic Tower.
"Stop there, Prince Mordred."
The Ghost Sword Sephilia opened her mouth toward Mordred, who was trying desperately to struggle.
"As one of the Seven Swords of the Continent, I, the Ghost Sword Sephilia, accept that the winner of this match is 'Dale of Sachsen'."
"Sephilia......!"
"Do not be reckless, Prince."
Sephilia replied coldly to Mordred, who was trying to protest, unable to accept the outcome.
"As you are now, Prince, you can never defeat that 'Black Prince'."
"......!"
At those words, Mordred bit his lip. Once again, an insurmountable wall stood there.
A monster who was more than just the Empire's greatest genius, the Shadow Monarch.
"......I will accept your judgment."
Mordred bit his lip and bowed his head. He did not even realize what had transpired within the prison of ice moments ago.
Another butterfly had been caught in the blue spiderweb, and controlling that web was no longer the exclusive domain of the Blue Mastermind, 'Arachne'.
She was a loyal rider of shadows and a cunning strategist, and the monarch she served was right here.
* * *
"Huck, huck......!"
Under the martial prowess of the dancing God Sword, Charlotte Orhardt finally caught her breath.
As soon as the duel between Dale and Mordred ended, the fight between the two also came to an end according to the 'rule of three'. Even if the God Sword was not fighting with his full strength, the sword swung toward a disciple before the final battle was never to be taken lightly.
Nevertheless, Charlotte steadied her breathing and maintained her composure.
"Thank you, Master."
"What you think of Sachsen's 'Black Prince' is not important. And that goes for me as well. Even if he defeated my son on the battlefield."
Grand Duke Lancaster, the God Sword, spoke calmly to the smiling Charlotte. Charlotte's expression froze for a moment.
"However, since you truly wish to serve him as your lord and have sworn an oath of loyalty...... you must become strong enough to protect him. Do you know what that means?"
"To prove with my own hands that I am stronger than my lord."
Charlotte replied in a low voice, filled with determination.
When she first saw Dale, Charlotte was a young, immature girl who knew nothing of the world.
The young girl, knowing nothing, had recklessly challenged the Empire's greatest genius, claiming she would protect the Orhardt family with her sword.
To prove herself by defeating Dale.
However, Charlotte was defeated, and ironically, it was Dale himself who reached out a hand to her.
Even in a situation where his own life was at stake, Dale had risked his life to stand against the danger to protect her.
That was why she thought that man was truly the lord worth serving.
After that, every time the Empire's greatest genius and 'Black Prince' grew stronger through immeasurable growth...... Charlotte realized that her existence was never strong enough to protect him.
Furthermore, even being in the closest position to Dale was beyond her reach.
Charlotte was not so dense that she couldn't perceive the feelings Dale showed toward his teacher, the elf mage.
Even so, nothing would change.
"I am prepared."
Charlotte quietly bit her lip.
It had come full circle, back to the starting point.
Once again, Charlotte Orhardt would challenge the Empire's greatest genius and Sachsen's 'Black Prince' with her sword, and this was no longer the recklessness of an immature girl.
"I am prepared to defeat Sachsen's 'Black Prince' with my own hands."
* * *
Two of the three duels had ended, and another duel had begun.
What remained in the Sword Pavilion were two duels once again.
The match between Dale and Charlotte over the position of the Heaven Sword.
And the fight that had been continuing over the position of the Holy Sword since earlier.
The Holy Maiden and the Knight of the Lake clashed.
A fight where each poured 100% of their strength into a single sword position. At least for the pure white Holy Maiden Orelia, that was never a lie.
Wielding the Holy Sword Durendal, she had been reborn as a Seraph with six wings shining with holy light.
The pure white Seraph kicked off the ground and rushed forward. No, she was about to rush forward.
"Your lies are beautiful."
The Knight of the Lake opened his mouth.
"......!"
The Holy Maiden's sword, which was being swung, stopped dead in its tracks. Just moments before the tip of the Holy Sword Durendal's blade was about to strike Lancelot's golden armor.
"Why did you stop your sword?"
Lancelot asked back.
"Father once said. Our lies are more truthful and beautiful than the truth."
"What are you trying to say?"
"Ah, there are too many birds listening here right now."
Walls have ears, and fields have eyes. They were the blue birds and mice.
That was why the Knight of the Lake extended his arm.
Whoosh!
The world in the area was completely inverted. Orelia swallowed a low breath. It was no longer the Sword Pavilion.
The place where the two were standing was on top of a lake.
A world of water stretching endlessly beyond the horizon.
Lancelot was standing on the water of the lake. That was no exception for Orelia.
"Those who are not noble cannot stand on the land of this lake."
Lancelot said.
"But it seems the Holy Maiden is not one of them."
"......Can the birds and mice not hear the whispers here?"
"That is correct."
Lancelot smiled.
"If the Holy Maiden defeats the 'First Prince of the Empire' here and obtains the position of the Holy Sword...... that fame will spread throughout the entire continent."
The Knight of the Lake took a step. Splash. Ripples spread gently along the water of the lake.
"What do you want from me?"
The Holy Maiden asked back again.
"Please defeat me."
The Knight of the Lake said.
"Then, as I said, no one will be able to deny the Holy Maiden Orelia. It will become a lie that is even more truthful than the truth of being reborn as the Shadow Monarch's sword."
"......!"
At Lancelot's words, the Holy Maiden of Lies swallowed her breath.
"What on earth do you want?"
"I do not wish for the Shadow Monarch to win."
The Knight of the Lake replied.
"But at the same time, I do not wish for my father, the Golden Monarch, to win either."
At the absurd words popping out of his mouth, the Holy Maiden Orelia swallowed her breath.
"I am sick and tired of the ugly, shameful struggle between gold and shadow. That is why I simply wish for the most noble to win."
Nobility.
"Those who deserve to win."
Saying that, the Knight of the Lake laughed.
"However, as I said, defeating me will never be easy."
Saying that, he gripped his sword again.
At the same time, his Aura finally surged, and the 'Avatar' of the Knight of the Lake revealed itself.
The most noble knight in the world.
The strongest knight who, after being defeated by the Hero in the past, was said to have officially disappeared with his body gone missing.
──Sir Bardel Orhardt, the God Sword, was there.
* * *
"Dale."
"Charlotte."
Charlotte Orhardt spoke his name, and Dale also spoke her name.
"You have grown wonderfully."
Dale smiled as if celebrating his daughter's growth, but Charlotte did not smile.
"Yeah."
She just muttered calmly with an emotionless expression.
"Because I have to become strong enough to protect my lord."
"I see."
At those words, Dale smiled quietly. As Charlotte's lord, facing the sword of a grown knight.
However, there is only one position for the Heaven Sword. One of the two must be defeated here and cannot hold the sword.
Dale could simply give up his greed for the sword and call out his defeat. But Charlotte Orhardt would never accept that concession. Because that was the girl Charlotte was.
The daughter of the most noble knight in the world.
"I won't go easy on you."
That was why Dale drew his sword. The jet-black blade shone with a dark edge in the pouring sunlight, and Charlotte Orhardt also drew the greatsword of Sachsen.
"You promised. That I would become strong enough to protect you. And......."
Saying that, Charlotte trailed off for a moment.
Her strength. The object of her hateful revenge was gone, and the Orhardt family under Sachsen's protection was no longer in danger. Even so, Charlotte did not stop obsessing over strength. There was only one reason.
To be by Dale's side.
"That you would come back when you needed me, you promised."
And to do that, for Dale to need her, Charlotte had to prove it.
That her sword was better than the Empire's greatest genius, Sachsen's 'Black Prince'.
For that very reason, Charlotte gripped her sword again.
Dale also released his three-colored Aura following his Aura Heart, and his sword began to shine darkly like the black sword of Sachsen.
At the same time, a purple hue began to ripple along the tip of Charlotte Orhardt's blade.
It was a sword that carried a scent.
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* * *
A profusion of purple hues wrapped around Saxony's greatsword, and a fragrance scattered through the air.
"......!"
Seeing this, Dale held his breath.
"How did you get that sword......!"
"Because I swore to become stronger for your sake."
Charlotte replied, and she swung her sword.
Flowers bloomed along the tip of the blade.
The flower of the blade, the Sword Blossom (劍花).
As the greatsword swung, countless blade-flowers bloomed, their petals rushing toward Dale.
Blade-petals, imbued with fragments of purple aura. How could he ever forget that sight?
It was the sword of the Divine Sword Vadel Orhardt, the strongest knight of the Teutonia Knight Kingdom, who was once struck down by the Hero of the Otherworld...... the Plum Blossom Sword.
When the Dale of the past defeated him, the Empire, fearing someone would inherit the blade, burned all records of the Plum Blossom Sword. Yet, Sir Vadel, the Divine Sword, would surely have anticipated this.
The most noble knight in the world would not have allowed the sword he had spent his entire life pursuing and perfecting to simply vanish.
That was why the sword must have traversed time and space to return.
With Charlotte Orhardt, the daughter of the Divine Sword.
"The Plum Blossom Sword......!"
At the sight of it, the expressions of the remaining Seven Swords—including the Ghost Sword, Sephilia, who was watching the duel—froze. They were well aware of its significance. In fact, they were the ones who truly understood the weight of that blade.
"How on earth did you get your hands on that sword!"
"Ahem, missy. Have you forgotten that we are in the middle of a duel?"
Master Baro, the Killing Sword, extended his blade to restrain Sephilia as she tried to interrogate Charlotte.
The Ghost Sword, Sephilia, turned her head, looking toward the Grand Duke of Lancaster—the 'Heavenly Sword' and Charlotte's master—who watched the duel in silence.
"......Was it you, Your Grace?"
To the Ghost Sword's cold question, the Grand Duke of Lancaster did not answer.
"The head of the Lancaster family, more loyal to the Empire than anyone else, secretly smuggled out the taboo of Vadel Orhardt."
"I was more loyal to the Empire than anyone else."
The Grand Duke of Lancaster sneered coldly.
"Yes, look at my current state."
He laughed, then continued calmly.
"My eldest son, Richard, was driven mad by the Red Magic Tower, the executors of the Empire's will. My second son, Mikhail, lost his life on the battlefield at the hands of the 'Black Prince.' Even knowing he had defected to the York side, the Imperial family offered no warning. They said nothing. This is the result of that loyalty."
"So, you betrayed the Empire?"
The Ghost Sword Sephilia asked coldly, once again placing her hand on her sword hilt.
"Did you say betrayal? I am merely trying to protect the House of Lancaster."
"Is that so."
With those words, the Ghost Sword turned away, her gaze fixed on the blade-petals blooming profusely from Charlotte's greatsword.
The purple petals began to scatter all at once.
It was as if the petals of a plum tree were being swept away by a spring breeze, filling the air.
"Here I come, Dale."
Charlotte whispered. Dale steeled his resolve and tightened his grip on his sword.
"With pleasure."
A duel fought over the rank of the Heavenly Sword. The two swordsmen, called the greatest talents of the Empire, finally began to exert their full power.
Whoosh!
The blade-petals scattered, rushing toward Dale. It was not a simple barrage; it was a swarm of petals scattering freely from all directions, each imbued with a purple sharpness capable of slicing flesh and bone with a mere graze.
It was indistinguishable from high-level black magic.
Just as knights could obtain supernatural powers like mages through an Avatar—the Armor of Thought.
Now, standing before Dale was the product of a knight who had reached the pinnacle of the blade.
The scattering petals and the aura imbued within them began to alter the landscape.
Much like a World of Thought unfolded by a mage... the sword pavilion, where the Seven Swords watched and where Charlotte and Dale stood, began to fade.
By the time they realized it, they were in a world that existed solely for the two of them.
A spring breeze was blowing, and countless plum tree branches were blooming endlessly all around.
Blood-colored petals scattered.
A plum orchard from which there was no escape. And those blood-colored petals meant only one thing.
"To think it would go this far......."
"You know of this realm?"
Dale muttered, and Charlotte asked.
"There isn't a soul who doesn't know of the Plum Blossom Sword of Sir Vadel Orhardt, the Divine Sword."
Dale lied nonchalantly, sheathing the pitch-black magic sword 'Gia'.
Instead, he drew another sword.
"......!"
Charlotte's expression stiffened. She could not be unaware of its meaning.
Peacemaker, the beloved sword of the Hero who struck down the Divine Sword Vadel Orhardt.
The Arbiter of Peace.
"How ironic."
Seeing that, Charlotte smiled bitterly.
"What is?"
"Because it feels just like the fight between the Hero of the Empire and my father, Sir Vadel."
Dale holding the Hero's sword, and Charlotte wielding the Plum Blossom Sword. It was exactly as she said.
There was the Hero, and there was the daughter of the father who had fallen at the hands of that Hero.
"You are my most precious knight, more than anyone else."
"You are also my most precious lord, more than anyone else."
Dale said, and Charlotte replied.
""So, I absolutely cannot lose here.""
Their resolve intersected, and Dale kicked off the ground.
The petals of death scattering in the plum orchard began to swirl toward Dale as if led by the spring breeze.
At the same time, the light of peace imbued in the Hero's sword scattered amidst the blood-colored petals. The 《Force of Peace》, which renders all attacks in the area void, emitted a brilliant light.
A power that nullifies all physical attacks, though it is by no means absolute. It was the same in the fight against the Divine Sword Vadel.
Clang!
However, it was enough to serve as a shield, deflecting the momentary attack of the swirling petals of death.
Crash!
'Already......!'
Amidst the endlessly swirling blood-colored petals, the light of peace wrapping around Dale faded. A sound like shattering glass rang out, and the blade-petals swirled toward his flesh and bone.
'The rate of growth is unbelievable.'
Squelch!
But before they could strike, he overlaid the Avatar of the Shadow Monarch.
Furthermore, the pitch-black blades rising from the Armor of Dark Blood deflected every one of Charlotte's scattering petals.
The distance closed, and the petals scattering toward Dale changed direction.
The plum petals wrapped directly around the body of their Flower Master (花主), Charlotte Orhardt.
After wrapping around her, a purple aura exploded. Beyond it, Charlotte—who had finally reached the pinnacle of the sword—revealed herself.
She was the Knight of Blossom.
* * *
On the surface of the endlessly stretching lake, the First Prince of the Empire, Lancelot, finally donned his Armor of Thought.
However, when Sir Vadel, the Divine Sword, fell, and when the Empire launched the Unification War, Orelia was nothing more than a country girl. She could not possibly know what the most noble knight in the world looked like.
"This appearance is that of Vadel Orhardt, the Divine Sword, who was once struck down by the Hero's sword."
"......!"
However, she could not be unaware of that martial name (武名).
"Is Sir Vadel, the Divine Sword, the destination of the thought you pursue?"
That was why Orelia, the six-winged Seraphim, asked. Just as the destination of the thought she pursued was to be the executor of God, claiming to be the rider of the sister god.
"Thought? Ah, certainly not."
The First Prince, Lancelot, smiled coldly.
"After the Unification War ended, the body of Sir Vadel Orhardt, the Divine Sword, was officially abandoned on that winter night and went missing."
"......."
"However, in truth, his body did not disappear."
There was no need to ask where that body had ended up.
"The Empire would not have left such material (素材) alone."
"That is correct. Under the name of His Majesty the Emperor, the Red Magic Tower obtained that body. A knight's body with that level of mastery would be useful in many ways."
Lancelot, wearing the skin of Vadel Orhardt, the Divine Sword, sneered bitterly.
"It is truly an unforgivable evil act."
"......Could you not bear the insult to his nobility?"
"Did you say his nobility? You are wrong."
Lancelot replied without a moment's hesitation.
"──Because what the Empire insulted was 'my' nobility."
"What did you just say......."
"After the body of the Divine Sword fell into the hands of the Empire, parts of his body, including his Aura Heart, were transplanted into the First Prince, Lancelot. Even the great Empire did not anticipate that a 'fragment of ego' would also be embedded within it."
"Are you saying that you are not the Prince of the Empire, but Sir Vadel?"
Vadel Orhardt, the Divine Sword, shook his head.
"Strictly speaking, I am neither the Prince of the Empire nor the Divine Sword. I am merely something that exists between the two, where their consciousnesses have fused. Or one could say I am 'both of them'."
"......Why are you telling me this fact?"
"Because I believe in your nobility."
Lancelot said.
"Please, take up your sword, Rider of the Goddess."
And Sir Vadel said.
At those words, Orelia, the false Holy Maiden, hesitated no longer. It was the same; the existence before her was not the real Vadel Orhardt either.
Those who try to become truer than the truth, even while knowing that they themselves are false.
"Prepare yourself."
Therefore, for the Seraphim with six wings, there was no such thing as hesitation.
* * *
She was the Knight of Blossom.
Strictly speaking, it was a little different from the Avatar unfolded by Vadel Orhardt, the Divine Sword. However, that did not matter. The Plum Blossom Sword Charlotte currently unfolded had reached a realm where it created 'a world' in itself.
All around was a scattering plum orchard, and within it, the Shadow Monarch stood, deploying his own Avatar.
He knew that with his current level of skill, he would never be able to defeat Charlotte.
"Show me."
The Knight of Blossom must also know that fact.
"The landscape held within your heart."
"......."
Charlotte Orhardt spoke. Dale hesitated for a moment, but it did not last long.
Whoosh!
At the same time, the landscape of a white and dark winter night began to spread out from beneath Dale's feet.
Bearing the darkness of the end and the primordial cold, the pitch-black citadel he had built as the Shadow Monarch rose up tall.
A mage revealing his world has two meanings.
Either it is an opponent to acknowledge and reveal everything to, or an enemy to be denied and excluded with all one's might.
If so, as a mage unfolding a World of Thought, which side does the Knight of Blossom before him belong to?
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* * *
To counter Charlotte's world, Dale manifested his own.
A landscape of the mind where only absolute positivity and negativity existed.
It was a world of cold and darkness, dominated by a towering, jet-black fortress.
Charlotte Orhardt stood within that fortress, facing her liege, the Shadow Monarch, who sat upon a throne of black gold.
Yet, centered on her position, another world unfolded behind her.
A world of flowers, where plum blossom petals scattered endlessly toward the horizon.
The two worlds interlocked. The Plum Blossom Knight tightened her grip on her sword; the Shadow Monarch rose from his throne of black gold, adjusting his own.
Peacemaker, the ancient Hero's beloved blade, glowed with the light of peace. In contrast, Charlotte held only a common greatsword of the House of Saxony.
At a high enough level, swordsmanship is indistinguishable from magic. The technique Charlotte currently displayed transcended the mere manifestation of a World of Thought.
It was incomparable to some elder holed up in a room, obsessed with training. She had honed her blade with the singular premise of the battlefield.
"......Charlotte Orhardt."
Dale spoke.
"As the liege to whom you have sworn your knightly oath, I issue you an order."
The Shadow Monarch spoke, and the Plum Blossom Knight remained silent.
"Regardless of this duel's outcome, or who claims the title of Heavenly Sword......"
Dale continued without hesitation.
"Return to me."
"......!"
The Plum Blossom Knight gasped from behind her helmet.
"You promised. That when I needed you, you would come running without hesitation."
"Yes."
Charlotte nodded.
"I shall uphold my liege's command."
"Good."
The exchange was brief. It was enough.
Plum blossom petals scattered, invading Dale's world, and the jet-black fortress was no exception.
The castle's bricks, marble floors, and structures transformed into Shub's tentacles, surging forward. In response, the petals Charlotte scattered swirled, leaving blood-red stains.
World clashed with world.
A world of flowers, possessing a beauty of scattered violet hues and a sharpness incomparable to anything else.
Opposing it stood the jet-black fortress, rooted in the earth of a winter night, composed of primordial darkness and the cold of the apocalypse.
Clang!
Sword clashed with sword.
The Plum Blossom Knight scattered violet sword energy and petals of blades; the Shadow Monarch swung Peacemaker, unleashing the 'Light of Peace.'
The brilliant barrier of light blocked the swirling petals before shattering with a jangling chime.
Charlotte closed the distance.
The greatsword of Saxony swung.
Clang!
He blocked the greatsword with the Hero's blade, but the massive weapon split into several distinct swords.
'Phantom Sword......!'
Each possessed physical substance, raining down like a bombardment, as if she wielded a dozen rapiers.
Clang! Clang!
The immortal knights loyal to the Shadow Monarch added their black blades to Dale's strike, blocking the dozen swinging swords.
Parrying her assault, Dale widened the distance.
"You've grown stronger."
Dale said after distancing himself.
"Truly stronger."
Dale was fighting to defeat Charlotte in earnest, but that was distinct from an intent to kill. Regardless, her martial prowess was undeniable.
"......."
Dale praised her honestly. The Plum Blossom Knight remained silent inside her armor of flowers.
"Bring out your Avatar."
The Plum Blossom Knight spoke after the silence.
"Show me the Avatar of your sword."
Not the Shadow Monarch's Avatar, but the one Dale possessed as an Aura Master.
Another philosophy Dale had constructed.
"......."
Dale did not answer immediately. He could not. But the silence was brief.
He spun the hilt of Peacemaker, the Hero's beloved sword. His Aura Heart erupted, spewing aura.
Hwooooong!
Amidst the storm of swirling aura, the Armor of Philosophy he had built as an Aura Master revealed itself.
A Black Knight, clad in the armor of the Night Crow Knight.
It was simpler than expected. Charlotte likely assumed the Night Crow Knight's armor was his Armor of Philosophy. She would never know the truth.
That the true Armor of Philosophy existed beneath that shell.
That the enemy of the father she hated so much existed inside this Black Knight's armor.
Beneath the black armor, the Hero of the Otherworld—the Empire's Hunting Dog—remained silent.
His past self, hiding within the shell of the 'Black Prince' of the House of Saxony.
He adjusted his grip on Peacemaker, his beloved sword from his past life, and lifted his head. Charlotte would never know the face behind the black helmet. Even if she did, nothing would change.
The Hero of the Otherworld had died before Charlotte Orhardt was even born, just as the Divine Sword Vadel had.
Charlotte would never know who stood before her.
Dale had no intention of telling her.
He kicked off the ground without a word.
Peacemaker emitted light.
A light incomparable to anything before.
The true Light of Peace began to swirl.
The petals of blades swirling throughout the area came to a dead stop. The same was true for Dale's world.
The world had stopped, but the Hero holding Peacemaker had not.
Strictly speaking, the world hadn't stopped; the hands of its clock were moving infinitesimally slowly.
Human history is a history of war; peace is an illusion. Yet, if peace truly existed, it meant only one thing: stagnation.
Stopping the wheels of history, the clock hands of the world itself.
Ironically, it was no different from the winter of the apocalypse. For the entire universe to be frozen at absolute zero, everything coming to a halt—that would be the 'ultimate peace.'
The peace of Peacemaker was no exception.
The clock hands slowed to a near standstill.
Amidst the slowed clock hands of the world, only one existence remained unaffected.
Ta-at!
The Hero of the Otherworld surged forward, alone and free within the stopped moment.
Tick.
The world's standstill was a fleeting moment. But for those of this level, a moment was an eon.
One second hand moved.
The Hero's sword was aimed at the Plum Blossom Knight. He moved freely within the stopped moment.
Even the legendary Divine Sword Vadel Orhardt had eventually been defeated by the Hero of the Otherworld.
──Right before this power.
However, even before this ultimate peace, Vadel Orhardt had driven the Hero of the Otherworld to the brink of death. That symbolized the level of knight he was.
Charlotte Orhardt was strong. But this was as far as she went.
"Ah......."
She likely didn't even realize what had happened.
She only came to her senses to find Dale's sword aimed at her throat.
"My victory."
The Hero of the Otherworld—Dale—said. The Plum Blossom Knight did not answer.
He reversed his grip on Peacemaker and drove it into the ground.
"What, what on earth is this......."
Charlotte burst into a hollow laugh, as if the situation were too ridiculous to bear.
"Once again, I cannot reach you."
Charlotte mocked herself. Dale deactivated his Avatar. The Dale of Saxony that Charlotte knew returned.
"Your sword certainly reached me."
Dale said.
"And the title of the Heavenly Sword will be yours."
"......Are you pitying me again?"
"Shall I be honest?"
Charlotte asked coldly, and Dale continued calmly.
"You are too noble."
"......!"
"You believe a Heavenly Sword obtained unfairly is meaningless. Because you couldn't beat me, you felt unworthy to be by my side."
Dale said. Charlotte did not answer.
"That is why you are weak."
Dale spat out coldly. Charlotte's expression froze.
"You lack the courage to become ugly. You lack the courage to get dirty, to be covered in mud. You are bound by empty ideals and nobility; no matter how much you grow, you cannot reach me."
Dale turned his head, leaving behind the world of primordial darkness and the cold of the apocalypse.
"I am an ugly human being."
"......."
"So ugly, dirty, and despicable that you could never imagine."
Dale laughed self-deprecatingly.
"That is what made me who I am today."
"......Why are you trying to become that strong?"
"To bring down the Empire."
Dale answered without hesitation.
"I defeated you. You will take the title of the Heavenly Sword and return to my side."
Dale said.
"To you, it must look like an ugly and ignoble act. But I don't care. And if you cannot accept my offer......"
Dale no longer needed 'Charlotte Orhardt.' Charlotte understood the implication.
"......I will accept."
Charlotte Orhardt nodded. It was just as Dale said. No matter how ugly and dirty it was, she didn't care. All she wanted was to be by Dale's side.
─ Yes, it's so fun! It's so, so fun! I just can't help but love the creature called human!
Shub giggled and raved. To Charlotte, it sounded like the jet-black fortress was letting out a monstrous cry.
Charlotte's ugliness, Dale's ugliness—that is humanity. Knowing that fact, Shub laughed and laughed again, delighted.
Leaving behind the endlessly echoing, manic laughter of Shub, Dale waved his arm. Charlotte did the same.
The world enveloping them vanished.
Finally, the Seven Swords, who had been holding their breath, were there.
The Hall of Swords.
The 'Black Prince' of Saxony knelt.
"Dale of Saxony, I accept my defeat before Charlotte Lancaster."
Dale said, and Charlotte and Grand Duke Lancaster gasped, as if he had known the Grand Duke's inner thoughts from the start.
However, it was not the turn of the Divine Sword, Grand Duke Lancaster, to preempt him.
Kneeling, Dale smiled coldly.
Charlotte did not smile.
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* * *
The Divine Sword, Vadel Orhardt, was there—the most noble knight in the world, the strongest swordsman on the continent. Before him, Orelia, the six-winged Cherub, knelt upon the calmly rippling lake, a vast expanse of water stretching beyond the horizon.
Blood-red plum blossom petals fluttered down onto the lake like dancing spirits. He was strong—unbelievably so.
Was this truly the continent's finest sword, the man said to have fought the 'Hero of the Otherworld' to a standstill, ending in mutual destruction?
"......It is my defeat."
Her six wings had been shredded by the fluttering, blade-like petals, torn to a wretched state. Her noble, pure-white plumage was stained with blood as Orelia muttered in pain.
The Holy Sword Durendal, held in her hand, emitted only a faint, powerless light.
"Lift your head."
The Divine Sword Vadel Orhardt—who was also the Empire's First Prince, Lancelot—spoke down to her.
"This is the victory of the Saintess-nim."
"......!"
"I believe you are the one truly qualified to wield the Holy Sword. Furthermore, I wish to respect your nobility."
The Divine Sword stated.
"What on earth are you hoping to achieve?"
The false Saintess asked. The Divine Sword replied with a meaningful smile.
"That our lies may be worth more than the truth."
* * *
The clash of the four swords had ended; both duels were concluded.
However, the titles of the Heavenly Sword and the Holy Sword were never meant for the winners. They were the share of the two losers.
"With this, having faced Dale of Sachsen, I appoint the winner, Charlotte Orhardt, to the title of the Heavenly Sword—."
The Divine Sword, Grand Duke Lancaster, continued, addressing the Lady of the Plum Blossoms who knelt quietly.
"Furthermore, as the head of the Lancaster house, I hereby proclaim to the Empire that from this moment on, I accept 'Charlotte Orhardt' as the adopted daughter of our Grand Ducal House of Lancaster and bestow upon her the name of Lancaster."
"Grand Duke......!"
At those words, a murderous aura flickered across the expression of the Ghost Sword, Sephilia.
"Do you understand the meaning of those words?"
"I understand it very well," Grand Duke Lancaster replied without a moment's hesitation.
"Charlotte Lancaster is, from now on, the sword that will lead the future of our Lancaster house, and my eldest daughter."
Charlotte Lancaster nodded silently. The Divine Sword lightly tapped Charlotte's head and shoulders with the back of his blade, concluding the modest ceremony.
Dale of Sachsen simply watched in silence, observing the most noble swordswoman in the world—a woman who would endure any humiliation to remain by her lord's side.
* * *
"Wielder of the Holy Sword Durendal, Holy Swordsman Orelia-nim."
The ceremony was modest. Count Brandenburg, Philip, who was officially presiding over the Sword Trial, spoke with feigned solemnity.
"I hereby order the appointment of the Saintess Orelia-nim as the wielder of the Holy Sword, continuing the legacy of my proud father, the Holy Swordsman!"
"......Thank you."
The pure white Saintess, the false Orelia, bowed her head silently, leaving behind the pitch-black Orelia who watched from within Dale's shadow.
Just then—
"B-but, there is one thing I would like to point out! Orelia-nim!"
Just as he was about to finalize the procedure, Philip interrupted.
"Speak."
"Orelia-nim is still the daughter of a mere serf! Would it not be problematic for someone of such a lowly lineage to wield the Holy Sword?"
Philip shouted, feigning a coercive air. It was a common scene—nobles flaunting their 'bloodline' to trample on common maids or the daughters of serfs.
"However, if you, Orelia-nim, were to unite with me, Philip, the proud son of the Holy Swordsman and Count Brandenburg......! As the wielder of the Holy Sword, you would have the most certain legitimacy......"
*Sreung.*
The silence broke. Orelia, still kneeling, drew the hilt of the Holy Sword hanging at her waist.
"If you dare to spout such nonsense again......."
Orelia trailed off, closing her mouth.
The pale edge of the Holy Sword shimmered silently; before it, Philip's expression turned deathly pale.
"I—it was merely a proposal! It was never coercion, I only wished for you to reconsider......!"
Stammering, Philip startled and shut his mouth.
Beside the Saintess, the Empire's First Prince, Lancelot, turned his head, his expression devoid of emotion.
He looked at Grand Duke Lancaster, who had newly obtained the position of the Divine Sword, and 'Heavenly Sword' Charlotte Orhardt, who had been reborn as his adopted daughter. His gaze crossed with Dale of Sachsen, who was quietly watching him.
For an instant, an indescribable, complex emotion flickered across Lancelot's expression, but that was the extent of his agitation.
"I swear to announce the above matters to the Empire in the name of the Empire's First Prince, Lancelot."
Finally, the carnage that had unfolded at the Sword Trial came to an end.
Only a few swordsmen and the small number of knights under Philip's command knew the truth of what had transpired.
However, by the time the events of the Sword Pavilion descended the mountain, were officially announced, and began to spread across the continent through people's lips....... like a butterfly's wingbeat causing a typhoon, it would bring about a vortex incomparable to anything else.
* * *
"Your Excellency, Grand Duke Lancaster."
The widow of the Divine Sword Vadel, Vanessa Orhardt, bowed her head quietly.
Before her stood the man who had been reborn as the new Divine Sword.
"As you know, quite some time has passed since my wife passed away," Grand Duke Lancaster said.
"This is, in every sense, a formal arrangement for Charlotte's sake; nothing will change."
What Charlotte Orhardt had to do to obtain the name of Lancaster was not difficult. After all, there was a widow who had lost her husband, and a man who had lost his wife.
"Even if it is a shell with nothing but formality, I do not mind. I simply wish to settle the debt of failing to help an old friend in the past."
"Did you teach the child her sword?"
"That is correct."
Grand Duke Lancaster replied, and Vanessa's expression clouded. Under the protection of Sachsen, the daughter of the Divine Sword had already grown into a fine knight. However, becoming a daughter of the Lancaster house and, furthermore, inheriting the sword of the Divine Sword Vadel was an act that carried a meaning far beyond that.
Even so, there was no turning back.
* * *
When the Sword Trial ended and the events that took place there began to spread across the entire continent through the mouths of gossips, Dale of Sachsen finally finished the trial and returned to his territory, leading four of the Seven Swords of the Continent.
"I'm glad to be back," Dale said. The Heavenly Sword, Charlotte Lancaster, did not answer.
"Did you know from the beginning that the Grand Duke and Mother would remarry?"
After a silence, Charlotte asked, and Dale nodded.
"There are those who bring me the secret whispers from all over the continent."
A blue butterfly flapped its wings behind him.
"Still, I never imagined that you would have obtained the Plum Blossom Sword."
"No one would have imagined it," Charlotte smiled.
"I kept watching your activities."
"Through those who bring the whispers from all over the continent?"
"Yes," Dale nodded.
"You left the Sachsen house, entrusted yourself to a mercenary group, participated in the territorial war of Count Baramir, stood as the standard-bearer of the right wing, broke through the enemy's left wing, and captured the opposing noble after a pincer maneuver."
"......!"
"After that, you were active in five territorial wars, then left the mercenary group to hunt monsters as an adventurer. You subjugated the troublesome troll pack in the Imperial Free City of Prona and became the hero of the city."
Charlotte's track record flowed from Dale's mouth without a hitch.
"To me, you are a sword that I would not trade for anything," Dale said. It was not the cold appearance shown at the Sword Trial, but the very same Dale that Charlotte remembered.
"......Dale."
Charlotte could not continue; she bit her lip. She wanted to voice the emotions surging in her throat, but Charlotte Lancaster only smiled quietly.
Because a sword does not think.
* * *
"Charlotte-yang has returned."
That night, in the Duke of Sachsen's office, the Lord of Death and Darkness—the man who stood at the pinnacle of the Black Magic Tower, Dale's father, the 'Black Duke'—spoke.
"And she has done so while obtaining the name of the Lancaster house."
"It was an event I did not foresee either."
"But now, you must foresee it," the Duke of Sachsen replied.
"She is no longer a fallen noble of a ruined nation. She is the eldest daughter of the Grand Ducal House of Lancaster, holding the title of the Seven Swords of the Continent."
"What is it that you wish to say?"
"She can no longer exist as a mere knight who protects you. Furthermore, the protection of our Sachsen has now lost its meaning."
The Duke of Sachsen replied with the coldness befitting one of the Empire's greatest nobles.
"If she wishes to stay in our Sachsen Duchy any longer, she must pay a price commensurate with it."
"Is this a noble's transaction?"
Dale asked. The Duke of Sachsen nodded silently. There are many ways for nobles to solidify and unite their cartels, but among them, there was only one thing that a man and woman of marriageable age could exchange at such a time.
"Could you give me some time to think?"
"Do so. Just......"
The Duke of Sachsen nodded. After nodding, he smiled as if the coldness from just a moment ago had been a lie.
"Please remember the fact that I have always supported your decisions."
"Thank you, Father."
Dale bowed his head and turned away.
* * *
Some time later, in the Demon Territory beyond the Sachsen Duchy and the Land of Darkness beyond that, the old heads of the Sachsen house, led by the Immortal Duke Frederick, began to gather at the 'Shadow Magic Tower.'
At the White Magic Tower of the Sistina Papal State, a secret covenant for 'Ecclesiastical Independence' was raised, led by the Saintess Orelia.
Of the Empire's three great Ducal houses, the Grand Ducal House of Lancaster and the Ducal House of Sachsen officially announced the betrothal of their eldest daughter and eldest son.
Finally, whispers came through the blue spiderweb that an envoy from another of the three great Dukes, the Drowned Duke, had contacted the White Magic Tower and joined the 'Independence Alliance.'
These were things Dale knew, things he did not know, and things he was directly involved in.
The political situation was fluctuating rapidly.
Amidst all this, the one thing Dale could be certain of was that it would not take long for the sparks burning in various places to cause an explosion.
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* * *
The following year, shortly after the eldest son of Saxony and the eldest daughter of Lancaster announced their engagement.
As Dale's seventeenth birthday approached, and with the couple's ceremony drawing near, the Saxony Ducal Castle was preparing for a festival more extravagant than ever before.
However, the heart of Dale, the person directly involved, was incredibly complicated. Charlotte was no exception.
The dawn of the night was deep, and Dale, unable to sleep, was lost in silence as he gazed out at the castle window.
His mother, Elena, was finally overjoyed by the fact that Dale was to be wed to Charlotte, who had been entered into the Lancaster family register as an adopted daughter. To her, unaware of the deep underlying circumstances, it was purely a source of joy that he was marrying the girl he had shared his life with since childhood.
It was then.
A knock was heard.
"Who is it?"
Dale swallowed his breath before opening his mouth.
"It's me, Dale."
It was Charlotte Lancaster.
Not in her usual Night Raven armor, but draped in a black silk nightgown. Charlotte hesitated as she entered Dale's room.
Silence descended. In the silence, Charlotte smiled in a complicated way.
"When you accepted the Lancaster proposal, I was so happy."
"......."
"Even if it was a decision made for political strategy."
Charlotte muttered bitterly, and Dale did not answer.
"I'm happy that you need me."
Simply because he didn't know what to say.
A sword does not think. However, the one who wields the sword needed to think.
Dale silently wrapped his arms around Charlotte's shoulders and hugged her. Charlotte caught her breath for a moment, but the bewilderment did not last long.
The dawn night sky was incredibly dark and pitch-black.
* * *
The next morning at dawn.
"Lise."
"Brother!"
Early on, his younger sister Lise and her mentor Sepia were practicing magic in the courtyard of the Saxony house.
"I heard that Charlotte-unni is going to be my sister-in-law!"
"That's right, so you should work even harder at your magic so you won't be ashamed."
Dale smiled silently as he watched Lise, who was smiling purely.
"Yes! I've already become a 1st Circle mage!"
Eight-year-old Lise—the same age Dale was when he first inscribed his circle after turning eight. Strictly speaking, one could not compare her to the Dale of that time, but it was an undeniable fact that Lise's growth was rapid.
A mana circle rotated along Lise's heart, and pure white, pale cold air scattered around her like jewels.
It was beautiful.
"It's very pretty."
After saying that, Dale glanced away. There was the elven mentor Sepia, keeping silent.
"Lise, I have something to discuss with Sepia-nim, so could you step away for a moment?"
"Okay, Brother!"
At Dale's words, Lise nodded without any suspicion. Watching Lise walk away, Dale opened his mouth after a silence.
"Sepia-nim."
"Is there something you wish to say?"
Sepia asked back with a smile. It was the smile of a gentle elven mage, as always.
"I am......."
It was when Dale hesitated to speak.
"You don't need to worry about me."
Sepia said. It was a soft voice, yet one with an unfathomable sense of distance.
"I am worried."
However, Dale did not back down either.
"What will you do about Charlotte-yang's feelings for you?"
"......."
"I do not wish to see Charlotte-yang in pain."
Sepia said.
"I have lived through ages you cannot even imagine. But human life is not so. It is short and fleeting, and I have seen the countless foolish decisions they make, swayed by the emotions of a mere moment."
"Then why are you staying at the Saxony Ducal house?"
"To teach Lise."
Sepia replied, feigning coldness.
"I only wish for you to be happy with Charlotte-yang."
"......."
"As a human, please do not forget the preciousness of the fleeting moment."
For the first time, he could feel a faint sincerity in her voice.
"Is that truly your wish, Sepia-nim?"
"......."
Sepia did not answer. She simply nodded silently. Because of that, Dale did not ask any further.
The conversation ended there.
* * *
At the Saxony Ducal Castle, the ceremony (禮式) where the eldest son of Saxony, 'Dale', and the eldest daughter of Lancaster, 'Charlotte', would be wed was announced.
The gathering of two of the Empire's three great ducal houses would undoubtedly capture the attention of the entire Empire.
Including the incredibly complex inner workings hidden behind it.
Charlotte Orhardt, daughter of the God Sword, Sir Badel. However, Charlotte's mother, Vanessa, remarried the Grand Duke of Lancaster, bestowing the surname 'Lancaster' upon her daughter.
Furthermore, that Charlotte Orhardt had been under the protection of the Saxony Ducal house until she came of age, and had now been reborn as a proper member of the Seven Swords of the Continent and a swordswoman bearing the name of the Heavenly Sword.
That very girl, bearing the name of Lancaster, was to be wed to the 'Black Prince' of Saxony.
Even if the prestige of Lancaster was not what it once was, they were still a great feudal lord forming one of the Empire's three great ducal houses. The fact that Lancaster and Saxony had united and joined forces held a significance that was by no means light.
As the date of the ceremony approached, the Empire's leading nobles flocked to congratulate the union of the two.
The Imperial family was no exception.
The Empire's First Prince, Lancelot, and the two siblings standing at the pinnacle of the Red Magic Tower, the Blood Duke Marquis Yuris and 'Lady Scarlet', were present. Along with Ray Yuris, the son of Marquis Yuris and the successor to the Red Magic Tower.
Countless powerhouses encompassing the entire Empire gathered, each with their own stated motives (名目).
They intended to grasp the 'order of power' that would change through the union of the two ducal houses.
The crossroads of an irreversible fate were approaching.
* * *
At that time, the Shadow Grand Court relying on the Saxony Ducal Castle. Furthermore, the hideout of the 《Grave Walker》, which had been reborn as Dale's direct intelligence unit, including the 'Assassins of the Mountain'.
Dale's swords were there. Except for the Duke of Saxony's loyal sword, the Mad Sword, Sir Helmut Blackbear.
Lady Shadow, Orelia of the pitch-black and truth who protects Dale from within the shadows.
The Killing Sword Master Baro and the Wandering Sword.
Finally, the swordswoman who had newly obtained the rank of Heavenly Sword, a member of the Seven Swords, and Dale's spouse-to-be, 'Charlotte Lancaster'.
Three swords bearing the fame of the Seven Swords of the Continent, along with the sword of shadows.
"Congratulations, Black Swordswoman."
The Shadow Saintess also spoke up beside Master Baro. With her eyes covered by pitch-black bandages, yet wearing a meaningful smile as if she could see things beyond them.
"However, my Shadow Monarch, it would be best to be careful."
"I am always careful."
Dale replied, and the Shadow Saintess shook her head.
"I know that the Monarch is careful. But I can feel that each time, the threats directed at the Shadow Monarch are also becoming ever greater."
"What are you telling me to be careful of?"
"At this place, the order of power placed between gold and shadow will be overturned in an irreversible form."
The Shadow Saintess said.
"At the place where my and Charlotte's ceremony is held?"
"That is merely a pretext. The Monarch has already been rooting your influence in this continent in an irreversible form, and the Gold is not unaware of that."
"The Saxony Duchy is my father's territory. Even if it is someone else, they would not easily dare to commit a foolish act."
"That is one way to look at it. However, you must not forget that the territory is simultaneously the 'Saxon territory'."
"......!"
The Shadow Saintess said, and Dale swallowed his breath low.
"Are you talking about the 《Eldritch》 beyond the Demon Territory?"
The end of the north, where the old masters of Saxony for generations fled after cheating death.
"The Immortal Duke is seeing the same scenery as I am. And I, too, can see the same scenery that the Immortal Duke is seeing."
"......What do you see?"
"The old masters of Saxony are gathering at the 'Shadow Magic Tower'."
"Aiming for this Saxony Ducal territory?"
"I cannot know that far."
The Shadow Saintess replied, and Dale furrowed his brow.
"The Imperial family, the Red Magic Tower Master, and the Empire's leading powerhouses are gathering for the ceremony of me and Charlotte."
After thinking for a moment, Dale opened his mouth. Calmly organizing the current situation.
"If the 《Eldritch》 of the Shadow Magic Tower move, one could say that now is actually the perfect time to welcome them."
"Do you intend to fight the old Shadow clan while posing as the vanguard of Gold?"
The Shadow Saintess asked back. Dale asked back sharply.
"Are you, Saintess, fighting for those old Saxon masters?"
For a moment, Master Baro's expression stiffened. In the rapidly worsening atmosphere, the Shadow Saintess continued.
"Don't worry, Baro."
"Lady Maria, no...... Saintess."
The Shadow Saintess's real name, Maria's somewhat softened voice, restrained her knight, 'Master Baro'.
"I only serve the Shadow Monarch. And the Immortal Duke Frederick and the old Shadow clan have lost that qualification."
"I hope that loyalty will continue to be directed at me."
The Shadow Monarch replied coldly.
* * *
A carriage departing from the Imperial Capital, heading toward the frozen land of Saxony in the north.
The Blood Duke Marquis Yuris was there, sipping wine. Along with Lady Scarlet, and furthermore, his son 'Ray Yuris'.
Existences that could not be called people who rule the Empire, the clan of Blood Elves who crave blood.
"You've quite filled out, my lovely sister."
"Because the time is slowly drawing near."
Lady Scarlet's belly was swollen as if she were a mother (産母) on the verge of giving birth. It wasn't a wrong statement, either.
The demon's seed, successfully conceived in Lady Scarlet's womb through the ritual of the Demon River that day.
"I can feel the child rejoicing."
Saying that, Lady Scarlet also sipped the wine.
It was blood-red wine.
* * *
Some time after that.
The Empire's leading nobles and powerhouses gathered to witness the 'order of power' that would change the Empire, but the majority, unaware of such inner motives, filled the Saxony Ducal territory.
In the grand hall of the Saxony Ducal Castle, the preparations for a ceremony more luxurious than any other began.
Not just in the name of the Saxony house alone, but with the Grand Duke of Lancaster house, which takes the red and white (赤白) rose as its family crest, also becoming one of the axes.
Finally, the curtain of the ceremony rose.
The Night Raven and the red and white rose overlapped, and in the center of the Ducal Castle's grand hall, the 'Black Prince' of Saxony raised his head.
Charlotte Lancaster was also in front of him.
Not in her usual armor, but dressed in a bright dress, like a princess dreaming of a rosy future.
There was his mother, Elena, watching her son with emotion, his younger sister Lise, who was purely happy, and until the very end, the elven mentor Sepia did not show herself.
At the same time, the sound of applause was heard.
The Blood Duke Marquis Yuris was raising the volume of his applause as if to bless the two.
With a very ominous smile.
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* * *
The Great Hall of the Saxony Ducal Castle.
The Duke of Saxony sat upon his throne, watching his eldest son, Dale, and the lady who was to become his wife.
Charlotte Lancaster.
Charlotte's mother, Vanessa Lancaster, smiled as she looked at her daughter. Behind that smile lay a complexity beyond words.
"Ah, what a truly beautiful sight to behold."
The Blood Duke, Marquis Yuris, who stood at the pinnacle of the Red Magic Tower, raised his voice in applause. The gesture was as exaggerated as a third-rate actor.
"May the mercy and compassion of the Sister Goddesses be with the two of you."
His applause rang out alone in the silence. Leaving that sound behind, the pinnacle of the White Magic Tower, 'Lord Heaven,' blessed the couple.
The pinnacle of the Black Magic Tower, the 'Black Duke,' did not move a muscle on his throne, maintaining a silent composure.
At the same time, blue butterflies took flight from the corners of the castle.
The blue spiderwebs hanging in every corner remembered this scene, reflecting it back to their mastermind.
Black-Blue and Red-White.
This was a gathering of those who stood at the peaks of four of the five great magic towers; Dale understood the weight of it.
The formalities meant to bless their future held no meaning.
Even with Lord Heaven, the pinnacle of the Sistina Goddess Church, personally presiding over the ceremony, nothing would change.
In the name of the Sister Goddesses, Dale and Charlotte were blessed. Charlotte, dressed in her gown, smiled quietly. She knew the gravity of the occasion, but her heart remained unchanged. Yet, that was the extent of it. Charlotte was no fool.
The air was stretched taut. Amidst an ominous tension that threatened to explode at any moment, the ceremony for Dale and Charlotte reached a safe conclusion.
The kiss between the two served as the token.
Dale and Charlotte's lips met for a fleeting moment. Once again, the distance between them widened.
To those unaware of the inner workings, it appeared as if two great noble houses were strategically uniting to reorganize the order of power.
In a sense, that was not incorrect.
* * *
Some time later, in the Duke of Saxony's office.
"Your Excellency, Grand Duke of Lancaster."
"Duke of Saxony."
Dale and Charlotte's fathers, the Black Duke and the God Sword, exchanged light bows.
"What is it that you desire?"
The Black Duke asked without a shred of hesitation.
"I have merely allowed my daughter, Charlotte Lancaster, to obtain what she desires most."
"......."
The Grand Duke of Lancaster replied. The Duke of Saxony spoke again.
"Is that truly all?"
"During the Rose War, the 'Black Prince' of Saxony secretly posed as a rider for York and struck down my second son, Mikhail."
As his son's epithet was mentioned, the Black Duke responded with caution.
"My eldest son, Dale, claims that it was your second son, Mikhail, who sparked the flames of the Rose War."
Mikhail Lancaster had started the war with the York family, claiming that his older brother, Richard, had his mind destroyed by the magic of Blue and York and had been reduced to a puppet.
However, the reality was merely Mikhail's scheme to cooperate with the Red Magic Tower, destroy his brother Richard's mind, and seize the position of heir to the Grand Ducal house by pinning the crimes on the Blue and the Marquis York family.
"At the same time, the Red Magic Tower claimed it was the strategy of Saxony and the 'Black Prince'."
Furthermore, Lady Scarlet of the Red Magic Tower told the story in reverse.
"I merely wish to know the truth."
The God Sword, Grand Duke Lancaster, said:
"Through the 'greatest black mage on the continent' who stands before me."
"......."
Realizing the meaning, the Black Duke's expression froze.
"After knowing the truth, what do you intend to do?"
The Black Duke asked directly. The God Sword glanced at the sword at his waist and replied in an emotionless voice.
"In accordance with the cruel nobility of the Lancaster house, they must pay the price befitting them."
Just as the symbols of the Lancaster house, the blood-red and white roses, signify.
The Duke of Saxony remained silent.
He left behind the mark of his clan's symbol, the Night Raven, embroidered on his attire as the head of Saxony.
* * *
The Empire's First Prince, Lancelot, was there.
He watched Vanessa and Charlotte, the mother and daughter who were no longer Orhardt but now bore the name 'Lancaster'.
Furthermore, Charlotte Lancaster would now be reborn as 'Charlotte of Saxony'.
He watched them in silence, then turned his head slightly toward a close friend who had obtained his old epithet.
The God Sword, Grand Duke Lancaster.
"......."
After a silence, the Sword of the Lake tried to speak, but he closed his lips and remained silent.
He simply did not know what to say.
* * *
"Oh my! What a truly cute little lady."
The red-haired witch smiled brightly. Young Lise smiled broadly and bowed.
"Step back, Lise."
"Se, Sepia-sensei?"
Her magic tutor, Sepia, who was protecting Lise, felt otherwise. An unprecedented sense of unease radiated from Lady Scarlet, whose belly was swollen like an expectant mother.
The chilling cold of Saxony gathered around Sepia, forming an air current. Instinctively feeling the weight of that magic, Lise grew frightened.
"Ah, how truly cold you are."
However, Lady Scarlet was not flustered in the slightest.
"Isn't the little lady scared, Princess of Crystals?"
"......Leave this place at once."
"Oh my, why should I do that?"
"That is enough, my lovely younger sister."
A voice cut through the air. The current of cold air swirling around Sepia dissipated instantly.
"......!"
Sepia felt a heat that made it difficult to breathe. She turned her head immediately, but young Lise merely tilted her head, oblivious to what had happened.
There was a man.
The greatest red mage on the continent, the Blood Duke, who stood at the pinnacle of the Red Magic Tower.
"Please, I ask you to graciously forgive the rudeness of my immature sister, Princess of Crystals."
"......I understand, Blood Duke."
"Blood Duke......! That name, I've heard of it too!"
Even if Lise was sheltered, it was impossible for her not to know the epithet of that man. The five mages who stood at the peaks of the five great magic towers felt like figures from fairy tales to her.
"You're one of the five most powerful mages in the Empire, just like Father!"
"Ah, I am merely humbled by the little lady's praise."
The Blood Duke, Marquis Yuris, bowed his head exaggeratedly and smiled.
"You were here?"
A man wearing pure white holy vestments appeared in the courtyard. Two tower masters who stood at the peaks of the five magic towers—the Blood Duke and Lord Heaven—were present.
And the lord of this Saxony Duchy, the Black Duke, joined them.
"Do you have anything else to say to my daughter?"
"Father!"
"Ah, I was just so curious about your daughter's brilliantly shining talent."
The Blood Duke shrugged his shoulders exaggeratedly and laughed.
"Is there any reason for the greatest red mage on the continent to feel interest in my daughter's cold magic?"
The Black Duke asked sharply.
"That is indeed the question."
Blue butterflies took flight, and the swarm of butterflies gathered to form a human silhouette.
"......!"
Sepia's expression froze. It was the silhouette of a woman wearing a blue hood.
"Ah, even if it is an illusion, to think the Blue Mastermind would personally grace us with her presence."
"Wouldn't it be more appropriate for me to teach magic to this lovely girl instead?"
Black, White, Red, Blue—the greatest mages on the continent stood at the peaks of the four magic towers.
Lise, unable to fully understand the meaning, merely tilted her head beside Sepia and her father.
"Useless talk is unnecessary."
The Black Duke replied coldly.
"Sepia-nim, please take Lise and leave this place."
"Ah, there is no need for that."
The Blood Duke cut off the Black Duke and reached out his arm.
"......!"
Simultaneously, pitch-black darkness swirled beneath the Black Duke's feet. The shadows raced forward, wrapping around the Blood Duke's body.
"If you try to lay even a single finger on my daughter, I swear by the name of Saxony that I will not let it pass easily."
"You speak as if I were going to eat your daughter."
From within the shadows wrapping around him, the Blood Duke smiled quietly.
"I am not so rude as to spill meaningless blood at the wedding of Prince Dale, which should be a celebration."
"Please conduct yourself with caution, Blood Duke."
"I am always conducting myself with caution."
The Black Duke warned him again, and the Blood Duke shrugged. Only then did Lise's expression freeze as she realized the gravity of the situation. She was an eight-year-old girl gripped by fear.
"Ah, I didn't intend to make the little lady cry. I sincerely apologize, Lady Lise."
The Blood Duke replied as if he were regretful.
"What have you done to my younger sister?"
Only then did Dale of Saxony appear with his lady knight. The dress attire, soaked in the dreams of a rose-colored bride, was but a fleeting daydream.
Lady Black, armed in the Night Raven armor of Saxony, was there.
The Shadow Monarch appeared, leading his swords. The God Sword, Grand Duke Lancaster, was no exception.
Titania of York, who had attended as a guest, and the 'Sorceresses' of the Blue Magic Tower stood silent behind their mastermind.
The Blood Duke and Lord Heaven were no exception.
The lords and their forces gathered at the Saxony Ducal Castle were converging in the castle's courtyard.
"Oh, come to think of it......"
Silence descended, and the Blood Duke broke it.
"A while ago, I heard news that is nothing short of tragic."
The Blood Duke said calmly, as if it were someone else's business.
"The first son of the Grand Duke of Lancaster, who is staying here at the Saxony Ducal Castle... Richard Lancaster, has met his end at the hands of an assassin's dagger."
Those words were the final trigger.
"I express my deepest condolences, Your Excellency, Grand Duke of Lancaster."
"Blood Duke, you bastard......!"
The air, stretched taut as if it would explode at any moment, was now a bullet ready to be fired.
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* * *
The taut, strained air finally shattered. The Grand Duke of Lancaster, the God Sword, drew the blade at his waist. The movement was lightning-swift; before anyone could react, the tip of his blade rested against the Blood Duke's throat.
"Ah, you startled me. Why did you stop your blade?"
Seeing this, the Blood Duke sneered coldly.
"Shouldn't you just swing your sword and cut my throat right now?"
Yet, the Grand Duke's sword drew no blood. He understood the weight of the blood flowing through their veins—a restraint Mikhail Lancaster had once shown before the 'Black Prince.'
"......So it was the Red Magic Tower's scheme from the very beginning."
"Oh, please, do not misunderstand."
The Blood Duke shrugged.
"I merely fulfilled the foolish, immature wishes of your second son, Mikhail-nim."
"......!"
Upon hearing those words, the Grand Duke's expression froze.
This truth would have been revealed by the Black Duke, the continent's greatest black mage, regardless. That was why the Blood Duke had moved first.
"My son, Mikhail, truly......"
York and the 'Black Prince's' claims had been correct.
The Grand Duke muttered, his voice devoid of strength. That such a reliable, proud son could possess the portrait of such a horrific monster—he could not believe it. Yet, he had no choice.
Four Magic Tower Masters and the Shadow Monarch—but they were not the only ones gathered there now.
Beside the Duke of the White Magic Tower stood the Holy Swordswoman Orelia, and the God Sword Grand Duke of Lancaster with his adopted daughter, the Heavenly Sword Charlotte.
Finally, the Shadow Monarch and the swords of Saxony, Sir Helmut the Mad Sword, Master Baro the Slaughter Sword, and the Wandering Sword were all present.
These were the masters of sword and magic who stood at the pinnacle of the Empire.
"I express my deepest condolences regarding your sons."
Amidst them, the Blood Duke laughed, never losing his composure.
"However, you have mistaken the person you should be holding accountable."
"......."
"To think you would even hand over the Grand Duke's only precious daughter to the very person who should be held accountable!"
The Blood Duke shrugged and laughed again. The expression of the Shadow Monarch, Dale, froze.
"Do you know why Mikhail-gongja-nim fell into such a reckless 'path of evil'?"
"Are you trying to shift the blame onto me even now?"
"I am merely stating the facts. The bone-deep jealousy and inferiority Mikhail-gongja-nim must have felt after being defeated by the Empire's greatest genius, the 'Black Prince,' that day!"
The Blood Duke laughed, spreading his arms wide in an exaggerated gesture. The Grand Duke remained silent, his composure unbroken.
"The despair and frustration of facing an insurmountable wall for the first time led the brilliant Mikhail-gongja-nim toward twisted evil!"
"That is enough of your nonsense."
The Shadow Monarch spoke coldly.
"Blood Duke-nim, you have practically confessed to assassinating the eldest son of the Lancaster Duchy. Even if you are the Red Magic Tower Master favored by the Empire, you will have to take responsibility for that."
"Responsibility, you say."
At those words, the Blood Duke laughed with interest.
"And how do you intend to do that?"
"......!"
At the same time, all emotion vanished from the Blood Duke's expression.
"Do you intend to start a war? Do you intend to stake your life and challenge me to a duel?"
The Blood Duke understood the weight of a clash between the Empire's greatest powerhouses. The God Sword was no exception. Yet, this man had whispered devilish words to the Lancaster sons, and here, with the Grand Duke staring him down, he had brazenly assassinated the eldest son of the Lancaster family.
"That doesn't seem like behavior befitting the Empire's greatest high noble."
The Grand Duke spoke, his voice cold.
"Charlotte Orhardt."
The God Sword Lancaster glanced over. His adopted daughter—but the surname that flowed from his lips was that of the God Sword Vadel.
"Charlotte Lancaster, and I suppose I should call you Charlotte of Saxony now."
"Grand Duke-gakha......"
Charlotte, armored in the gear of a Raven Knight, gasped softly.
"I had no choice but to watch my dear friend die. Because that was the 'behavior befitting the Empire's greatest high noble.' Taking you in and teaching you the Plum Blossom Sword was nothing more than an act of escapism, turning my head away from my past cowardice."
"I don't think so."
At those words, Charlotte shook her head.
"Grand Duke-gakha teaching me my father's sword required a courage that cannot be exchanged for anything else."
"Yes, I am glad to hear that."
Saying so, the God Sword Grand Duke of Lancaster smiled.
He turned his head back.
"The Lancaster family has, generation after generation, conducted themselves in a manner befitting the Empire's high nobles."
"I remember the loyalty of the old Lancaster family heads very well."
The Blood Duke laughed quietly. While countless Lancaster heads had come and gone through the ages, that man had been watching their rise and fall clearly.
He was a vampire, a member of the Blood Elf clan who had attained immortality.
"And this is the result."
The God Sword finally drew his blade. The Sword of the Azure Heaven, once called the Sword of the Sky. The blade, clear and transparent as if peering into a crystal-colored sky, held a sharp edge.
"Ho-ho."
"I have lost two sons, and my daughter, 'Charlotte Lancaster,' is under the protection of Saxony, not me. What do you think is the behavior I, as a high noble of the Empire, should take right now?"
"Do tell."
The Blood Duke waited. The answer came.
Ta-at!
The God Sword closed the distance, swinging the Sword of the Azure Heaven, disregarding the weight of the blood flowing through their veins.
This was his answer.
"......!"
Chwa-a-ak!
The Blood Duke's neck was severed clean, and blood gushed out in spurts. However, the God Sword's strike did not stop there; he swung his sword again to butcher his body.
Ka-ang!
But that second strike never landed.
The blood pouring from the severed neck writhed like a living snake, surging up as a stream of blood. It blocked the swinging Sword of the Azure Heaven.
The Lord of Fire and Blood, Marquis Yuris.
"Ah, well now......"
At the same time, the blood stream endlessly rising from the severed neck coagulated, forming the shape of a person.
It was another head.
Simultaneously, the Blood Duke's severed head lying on the ground melted into the form of blood, and that blood was absorbed into the ground beneath his feet.
"You have made a truly foolish decision."
The Blood Duke replied, his voice devoid of emotion.
"And now is the time to pay the price for that foolishness."
At the same time, centered on the ground where the Blood Duke stood, the world in the vicinity was inverted.
What he had shown Dale before was the ruins of the old Earth, which could never be forgotten.
But now, the 'World of Thought' that the Blood Duke was unfolding had a different form.
Just as a knight's Avatar can take many forms depending on their ideology, a mage's world does not necessarily have to have only one form, especially for a high-level mage like the Blood Duke.
As a weapon to thoroughly crush his enemy, the continent's greatest Red Mage unfolded his world.
"It is power."
No flames burned here.
"There is only one thing that rules this world: absolute violence that no one can defy."
And the Blood Duke's world did not just swallow the God Sword. It drew in everyone gathered in the area, revealing his world as if to show it off.
From the Duke of the White Magic Tower and the Black Duke, to the Blue Mastermind and the Shadow Monarch, and even their knights and the Seven Swords of the Continent—no one was an exception.
"Those who have power take from those who do not. And those who are taken from bleed. History only rolls forward through the wheel of blood, and every time it does, the sound of the flesh and bones of the weak being crushed and broken echoes out."
It was a sea of blood.
A sea of blood that stretched endlessly beyond the horizon. Marquis Yuris, the Blood Duke, was standing right on top of that river.
"In other words, the wheel of history is the history of violence. And this world is made of the blood of those who have been crushed, broken, and trampled by the Empire's wheel."
"I have no patience to listen to the ravings of a Red madman."
Within it, the God Sword Grand Duke of Lancaster adjusted his grip on his sword.
A sword that has reached a high level cannot be distinguished from magic, much like Charlotte Orhardt once was.
Just as his moniker suggested, the sky was spread out there.
However, the sky unfolded by the Grand Duke of Lancaster did not have the heavenly holiness, golden light, or wonder like the World of Thought unfolded by the priests of the White Magic Tower. It was not a sky filled with the Goddess's mercy and compassion.
It was simply a sky as clear and clean as crystal.
The God Sword Grand Duke of Lancaster was standing on that very firmament.
And facing him was the Red Magic Tower Master, Marquis Yuris, standing on the river of blood.
"Then, let us begin the trial by combat."
The Blood Duke said, smiling. A battle as defined by Imperial law, where the legitimacy of one's claim is determined through strength.
As he said, it was a fight where the winner takes all and the loser loses everything.
At the same time, it was a tactical move to prevent other powerhouses from interfering in this fight.
"I accept your terms."
The Grand Duke of Lancaster replied. It had been barely a few months since he had obtained the name of the God Sword.
Therefore, even though he now held the name of the God Sword, the path of the sword he pursued was only one.
The Sword of the Sky.
The place where the Azure Heaven and the Sea of Blood intersected was truly bizarre.
A landscape so strange that it felt as if one were walking on the heavens while simultaneously standing on a river of blood.
Regardless of what anyone said, the Grand Duke of Lancaster, the Heavenly Sword, was one of the few powerhouses on the continent.
Even if his opponent was the Red Magic Tower Master, it would be no different.
The God Sword, the Sword of the Sky, kicked off the ground and surged forward. And following his movement, the world of the sky began to expand and swallow the Blood Duke's world.
"Ah, the pathetic struggles of humans."
Watching this, the Blood Duke spat out a cold mockery.
As the continent's greatest Red Mage and the one standing at the pinnacle of the Red Magic Tower, the eight circles dwelling in his heart began to accelerate.
"『Book of Blood』."
At the same time, Marquis Yuris finally recited the name of the grimoire he possessed.
Chwa-a-ak!
The sea of blood in the area swirled like a storm and swallowed Marquis Yuris.
And the blood-drenched Blood Duke finally raised his head.
He was completely naked, knife marks carved into his skin. As if carving a relief with a chisel, these marks were etched across his entire body, and he began to write 'letters' densely.
They were letters written by tearing his skin, and blood began to flow down along the letters.
The Book of Blood.
Like its name, it was a book that used the body as pages and wrote with blood.
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* * *
There was one who walked upon a sky of crystal, and one who walked upon a river of blood.
The man was using his own flesh and skin as pages, carving dense lines of blood-red text into himself.
"......Must you really go that far?"
The Black Duke, previously silent, spoke up. Flap! Several night ravens took flight from behind his back, signaling his readiness to unleash his power should the situation demand it.
"This is not a matter for you to involve yourself in, Black Duke."
Blocking the Black Duke's path was another spectator, the pinnacle of the White Magic Tower: the Duke of the White Magic Tower.
"This is a duel agreed upon by both parties, and as such, it is protected by the laws of the Empire."
"......."
"Ah, I shall not stop you if you wish to join the fray."
The Duke of Blood laughed, unbothered.
"It would not be a bad thing for everyone here to wage war for their respective lords."
The faction of Shadows and the faction of Gold.
"There is no need for that, Black Duke."
Before the standoff could escalate, the Grand Duke of Lancaster, the Divine Sword, stepped into the Black Duke's path.
"This is karma that I must settle, through and through."
The Sword of the Azure Sky in his hand scattered pale, sharp glints.
"I wanted to reach the heavens."
"Your Grace, Grand Duke......."
The Divine Sword—no, the man truly worthy of the name Heavenly Sword—spoke, revealing his Avatar.
It was a Knight of the Sky. A knight with armor shining like crystal and wings of a bird. Yet, he was by no means an angel.
Charlotte, standing beside Dale, swallowed a low breath.
"But my life was merely a prisoner's existence, bound tight by the chains and shackles of the earth."
"Ho-ho."
"An Imperial noble, a father to a son, one of the Seven Swords—but to me now, those things hold no meaning. Only then did I realize. That from the very beginning, there was no meaning at all."
"Have you finally matured a little?"
The Duke of Blood laughed mockingly. By now, his body was so densely covered in carved text that it was as if his entire skin had been flayed away.
"It is simply time to return to the sky."
The Heavenly Sword said. At the weight of those words, the Black Duke finally stepped back quietly. The noisy cawing of the ravens behind his back subsided.
At the same time, the blood-red river upon which the Duke of Blood stood began to ripple. The text densely carved into his body spread out onto the river of blood, continuously writing itself along the entire area of the river.
"I merely, silently, turn the wheels of history with blood," the Duke of Blood said.
"Just as I have done until now."
With those words, the Heavenly Sword turned his back on the world of the sky and kicked off the ground. The Sword of the Sky swung toward the Duke of Blood and the river of blood; in response, the Duke of Blood extended his arm.
The Empire's greatest Red Mage ignited flames before everyone's eyes, as if to show off his power.
But the Heavenly Sword's blade sliced his body to pieces faster than those flames could bloom.
Slaaash!
A bloodline was severed. A human body was torn and shredded into pieces, to the point where one couldn't even tell if it had been a human body at all.
Its form collapsed before a single sword strike.
At the same time, blood splattered.
Simultaneously, the river of blood rippled, and the blood flow surged, beginning to form a human silhouette. As if the previous attack had been a lie, he stood perfectly fine, without a single wound.
The Heavenly Sword kicked off the ground once more toward that very silhouette.
"I don't need to preach the importance of history to you people here, do I?"
But every time, the Duke of Blood's flesh and bone were shattered, and they surged up again.
"The history of the earth is a history of war, and the history of war is, in short, a 'record of blood'."
He was not referring to just one human history. The non-human races that still rule the continent, and furthermore, even the elves of the past Second Empire were no exception.
Just like this Blood Elf standing before Dale.
No sooner had he finished speaking than the Heavenly Sword rushed in, but this time, the Duke of Blood did not fall as he had before.
Clang!
Steel met steel.
"The existence of mortals is as fleeting as a sandcastle. However, as long as history records them, their existence can finally grasp immortality."
"......!"
The Heavenly Sword's expression finally froze.
"Now, shall we return to the landscape of history?"
The Duke of Blood laughed slyly as he said that. By now, it was no longer a river of blood.
──It was a white and dark winter night.
And a mortal who should have died long ago stood before the Grand Duke of Lancaster, the Heavenly Sword.
Divine Sword Vadel Orhardt.
"It is a distant past, more than a dozen years gone."
Standing behind that very man, the Duke of Blood laughed.
"The fact that the Divine Sword was defeated by the Hero and fell, and that the Empire's war of conquest finally came to an end, is 'recorded' in the form of history. With the blood they shed."
At the same time, the text carved into the Duke of Blood's skin began to squirm and move like a living creature. And the text written there was not some incomprehensible alien script.
It was Imperial language.
「Third Imperial Calendar XXX, Divine Sword Vadel Orhardt was defeated by the Hero of the Otherworld.」
The text written on his chest changed as follows:
「Third Imperial Calendar XXX, Divine Sword Vadel Orhardt killed Grand Duke Lancaster.」
"......!"
At the very moment he understood the meaning, Dale's blood turned icy cold.
History is a record of blood. In other words, the grimoire the Duke of Blood possessed, 『The Book of Blood』, was.......
It was the power to read that very record of blood and, according to the mage's will, overwrite the record itself.
The power to pull out a landscape from history and manipulate it with his own will. It was literally no different from manipulating history.
Just as Dale's father had once overwritten the very concept of 'Death', the power this man controlled was not some mere flame.
"As you know, history is the record of the victor."
The Duke of Blood laughed coldly as he said that. A history of blood recorded by the victor making the loser shed blood.
He who rules the past rules the future.
He who rules the present rules the past.
The nightmarish landscape of the past, which he didn't even want to remember, was unfolding, manipulated according to the Duke of Blood's will.
Once the peerless close friend of Grand Duke Lancaster, the Heavenly Sword.
And Charlotte's father.
"Father......!"
The dead man from history, Divine Sword Vadel Orhardt, was swinging his sword.
He wasn't even a ghost of the past. Because that was by no means the 'truth' Dale knew.
He was nothing more than a fake, a false rider loyal to the Golden Monarch, created by manipulating and twisting the record of blood.
"Pull yourself together, Charlotte."
That was why Dale whispered to the girl beside him.
"That man is not your father."
"Even so......."
Her voice was devoid of emotion. At those words, Charlotte finally bit her lip.
"Ah, come to think of it, Lady Charlotte must not know yet."
The Duke of Blood laughed teasingly, as if he knew that fact. At the same time, he waved his hand, and the script written on his skin twisted once again.
Vadel Orhardt's 'helmet' disappeared. And beneath the helmet, the man's face was finally revealed. Charlotte's expression froze once again.
"It truly is a moving reunion that cannot be watched without tears."
The Duke of Blood said, and the Divine Sword kicked off the ground.
Toward his one and only old friend, Grand Duke Lancaster, the Heavenly Sword.
Clang!
The swords clashed. And a field of plum blossoms began to spread out beneath the Divine Sword's feet. Seeing that, he could intuit it.
It was true that the Duke of Blood was arbitrarily manipulating the past through 『The Book of Blood』. But the sword (劍) of that man, Divine Sword Vadel Orhardt, was a truth beyond doubt.
The sword of his peerless old friend was swung. A ghost of the past, and a ghost of history dancing to the ruler's will, had been revived and was dancing.
What Divine Sword Vadel Orhardt unfolded was a World of Thought indistinguishable from that of a mage, and at the same time, there was no one who didn't know about the Avatar he possessed as a knight.
He had no Avatar. Because his philosophy was the very existence that stood right there.
It was not for no reason that Divine Sword Vadel was called the most noble knight in the world.
And that nobility had now become a perjurer of history, dancing to the ruler's will.
"Truly......."
The Divine Sword's blade clashed with the Heavenly Sword.
"It is your sword, which leaves no room for doubt."
Grand Duke Lancaster, the Heavenly Sword, muttered bitterly.
The scattering plum blossom field was swirling into his sky. The Knight of the Sky swung his sword. It was a sword that yearned for freedom and the sky, and every time it did, the plum blossom petals unfolded by Divine Sword Vadel turned into blades and scattered.
The continent's greatest swords were clashing.
However, compared to 'Sir Divine Sword Vadel of those days', the Heavenly Sword Grand Duke Lancaster standing before him now was merely an aged swordsman. The scales of the match had been tilted from the start.
The Knight of the Sky swung his sword, refusing to kneel until the very end.
"Before I return to the sky, I am glad I could see your sword one last time."
Divine Sword Vadel's sword was swung toward the Knight of the Sky. No blood flowed. No body was torn.
Only the body vanished, and dizzyingly scattering feathers remained, dancing and rising into the sky on the wind.
"Your Grace, Grand Duke......!"
Charlotte's voice became intense again. Dale reached out his arm without a word and held her hand. But then.
Thrust!
Yet another blade tore through Divine Sword Vadel's back and emerged. How could he forget that sword?
The Hero's beloved sword, Peacemaker.
By now, the body of the Duke of Blood, who was controlling Divine Sword Vadel, was writing yet another record.
「Third Imperial Calendar XXX, Divine Sword Vadel Orhardt was defeated by the Hero of the Otherworld.」
"As I said, history is a record of blood."
The Duke of Blood laughed as he said that.
Defeating Grand Duke Lancaster, who had been reborn as the Divine Sword, was by no means his role. Because he was a ghost of history that the Duke of Blood had brought back from the past.
At the same time, Divine Sword Vadel knelt, and the Hero of the Otherworld was there. Clutching his own beloved sword, 'Peacemaker'.
"Father......."
Charlotte's expression froze.
Charlotte's 'two fathers' had met their end there. And the Hero of the Otherworld was looking this way with an emotionless expression.
It was only for a fleeting moment.
At the same time, the landscape of the area faded, and the river of blood was filling the surroundings once again.
That man was still there.
The continent's greatest Red Mage, who carved 'records of blood' into his own body while simultaneously executing the Empire's zeitgeist.
The Duke of Blood looked at Dale with an emotionless expression, and at the same time, there was a man blocking his path.
"The match has ended with this."
The Black Duke spoke, and the Duke of Blood smiled quietly.
The 『Book of Blood』 carved into the Duke of Blood's body disappeared. At the same time, he realized.
That the sea of blood (血海) filling this area was, in fact, the ink used to write that book.
And finally, the Duke of Blood withdrew his world, and they were back in the courtyard of the Duke of Saxony's castle.
A cool breeze blew. And no matter where one looked, the presence of Grand Duke Lancaster could not be found there.
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* * *
He was strong. Truly, overwhelmingly so.
Even the Grand Duke of Lancaster, known as the continent's greatest swordsman, would have been nothing more than a common foot soldier before him.
'Did my father truly win against such a monster?'
Yet, when he sought to enter the world of truth, the Black Duke blocked his path. And he had won. It was not that he doubted his father's words; he was simply trembling before the absurd power of those who stood at the pinnacle of the five Magic Towers.
The mages who manipulate death and history—the 'Blue Mastermind' and the Duke of the White Magic Tower present here were no exceptions. The Immortal Duke Frederick likely possessed a level comparable to that as well.
And the Golden Monarch who rules this Empire was no exception.
No matter how much he grew stronger, there existed an absurd gap between the current Dale and these beings; he could not fight them on equal footing.
Divine Sword Vadel Orhardt was strong, but he could be certain of one thing: his strength was not comparable to that of the Magic Tower Masters gathered here.
Even the previous master of the White Magic Tower, who was defeated by the Hero of the Otherworld, only fell because traitors within their ranks conspired against him. And that traitor was present here right now.
He claimed to be a White Mage bearing the title of the Duke of the White Magic Tower, the pinnacle of the Sistina Goddess religion.
"I express my deepest condolences, Charlotte."
Just then, the Duke of Blood bowed his head with a sly smile.
"To suffer the tragedy of losing your father once again at such a joyous wedding... it is truly regrettable!"
"Duke of Blood, you......."
Lady Black, clad in the night-crow armor of Saxony, felt her voice tremble.
"Step back."
However, it was Dale's role to block her path.
"Even if it was a duel, I believe you are well aware of the meaning your actions hold in this place."
"Ah, are you thinking of holding me responsible yet again?"
The Duke of Blood laughed coldly. Beside him, Lady Scarlet stroked her swollen belly and smiled silently.
"I am certainly capable of asking."
But just then, the ruler of the Saxon Duchy spoke up—one of the five mages standing at the pinnacle of the Empire.
A sudden flutter of wings. Night crows soared from behind his back, and ominous, pitch-black wings unfolded.
"......!"
This was no simple threat. It was a symbol of his resolve; he would not hesitate to exercise his power should the need arise.
The Angel of Death, the continent's greatest Black Mage, spread six black wings and continued.
"Leave this Duchy at once. If you do not, I will not hesitate to hold you accountable for the insolence committed in my territory."
"Ah, I am truly terrified."
Watching that sight, the Duke of Blood laughed as if amused. Once again, blood-colored characters began to be inscribed along his body.
"Black Duke, I have never liked you since long ago."
Just then, the Duke of Blood spoke. His voice finally carried his true feelings, devoid of the pretense he had shown until now.
"I have lived for an eternity of time that even the progenitor of Saxony, the Immortal Duke, could not imagine. To me, it is laughable to see a greenhorn whose blood is barely dry claim 'immortality'."
"......."
"And as for his descendants, mere mayflies living for a fleeting moment, I did not like that look in your eyes as you looked down on me."
"Is that so?"
The Black Duke replied calmly. He answered with the very look the Duke of Blood had described—one that looked down upon his foolishness.
"That is exactly the look."
A survivor of the Second Empire who lived before the current Empire was founded, before the nations of men were established. The immortal historian who proves the history of this continent itself said,
"To defeat you, which era's history should I unfold in this place?"
"That day, the 'truth of history' you gave me became a power and a lesson that I would not trade for anything."
The Duke of Saxony replied, even as blood characters were endlessly inscribed and erased upon his body.
"That which does not kill us, in the end, only makes us stronger. Quite ironically, at that."
At those words, the expression of the Duke of Blood, Marquis Yuris, twisted once more.
He could finally be certain. Even through his grimoire, the 『Book of Blood』, the Duke of Blood could not win against the Black Duke. In other words, Dale's father, the Duke of Saxony, possessed the power to oppose and overcome his ability.
"I will not speak at length, clansmen of Yuris."
And that very man, spreading his six black wings as if to display his dominance, opened his mouth.
"As the ruler of this Saxony, I shall command you to withdraw from my territory."
It was a unilateral order. At those words, Marquis Yuris's expression froze. As if to symbolize that agitation, blood-colored characters began to be inscribed and erased upon his body at an absurd speed, as if time itself were being accelerated.
However, the agitation was fleeting.
The 『Book of Blood』 vanished, and seeing that, the Black Duke's wings also dissipated, scattering crow feathers.
"I shall humbly obey the command of His Excellency, the Duke of Saxony."
In the silence, the Duke of Blood bowed his body exaggeratedly like a third-rate actor.
* * *
The wedding of Dale and Charlotte, which should have been a celebration, turned into an unprecedented disaster in the span of a single day.
The assassination of Richard, the eldest son of the Lancaster family, was carried out in the Saxon territory, and over the suspicion, the Grand Duke of Lancaster and the Duke of Blood settled the dispute through a trial by combat. According to the law, it was Marquis Yuris, the Duke of Blood, who proved his innocence.
There was no joy of being united with Dale, nor the sweetness of a wedding.
Having lost two fathers, Charlotte of Saxony sat on the edge of the bed, sobbing.
She was in Dale's bedroom.
"......Charlotte."
Dale reached out to her.
"It's all my fault."
Charlotte muttered through her sobs. Dale quietly shook his head.
He imagined the future of the Lancaster Grand Duchy, having lost its last eldest son and with its patriarch gone. A landscape where the families gathering around the Grand Duke of Lancaster would scatter, and hyenas would rush in to tear them apart.
He didn't particularly pity him. However, the Lancaster family was too valuable a card to be handed over as prey to the Empire and the hyenas just like this.
And above all, strictly speaking, the successor to Lancaster had not yet been lost.
"It is not your fault."
"Rather, because you were there, the Grand Duke of Lancaster was finally able to make that decision."
"Me......?"
Charlotte asked back, and Dale nodded.
"At dawn, we will head to the Lancaster Grand Duchy together."
"......!"
"And according to the Grand Duke's will, you must receive 'the things that a Lancaster ought to inherit'."
Charlotte, who understood the meaning, gasped.
"B-but I am......!"
She was not of pure blood. Moreover, not a drop of Lancaster blood was mixed in her lineage. Therefore, among those who would each claim succession over the vacant seat of the Grand Duke of Lancaster, Charlotte's standing would be tenuous.
"The Grand Duke of Lancaster said so himself. That you are the successor who should inherit the entirety of the Lancaster family."
Yet, nothing would change.
Dale said, and Charlotte recalled the Grand Duke. Another father. Furthermore, the mentor of the sword who had passed the sword of her true father to Charlotte. How could she ever repay that gratitude?
"......I understand."
Charlotte steeled her resolve and nodded quietly.
"Instead, make me one promise."
"A promise?"
"As the rightful successor of Lancaster, I will demand the seat of the Grand Duke that I ought to receive. And I will fulfill my duties as the head of the Lancaster and Orhardt families."
Charlotte said, and Dale nodded.
"But above all else, please do not forget that I remain Charlotte of Saxony."
"......."
"I am your sword, after all. Please do not forget that everything I possess will be a sword wielded for your sake."
Charlotte said. At those words, Dale smiled quietly.
"I will accept the will of my wife, Charlotte Lancaster."
Dale said, and at those words, Charlotte's expression turned red for an instant. But the shyness was only for a moment.
"Thank you, Dale."
She simply buried her head in Dale's neck and let out silent sobs. Amidst the sobbing, Dale wrapped his arms around her silently.
The reckless girl who knew nothing of the world that day had already become a proper knight with skill rivaling the continent's best.
However, Charlotte was still Charlotte. Because Dale knew that fact, he simply stroked her hair without a word.
At least to Dale, she was the same person who hadn't changed a bit since that day.
* * *
The next dawn.
Dale discussed the matter with Charlotte in his father's office, and the Duke of Saxony nodded silently.
"The situation will proceed very urgently. Yes, how many knights do you need?"
"If I were to lead the knights of Saxony, the Lancaster side would never welcome it."
Dale shook his head.
"However, there are those who will move in the shadows for my sake."
They were the Shadow Court and the Assassins of the Mountain—masters of covert operations whom Dale commanded as his own limbs, having gained their loyalty as the Shadow Monarch.
"The 《Grave Walker》 will be with me. And as it happens, Titania of York will also be a strength to me there."
"Do you intend to get your hands on the seat of the Grand Duke of Lancaster and pass it to Lady Charlotte?"
"......Whether I or Charlotte, whichever side gets their hands on the name of the Grand Duke of Lancaster, nothing will change."
The Duke of Saxony remained silent. For an instant, his thoughts deepened as a cold-blooded noble of the Empire. However, the hesitation was brief.
"I trust you will make the right decision."
* * *
Some time after that, the political situation of the Empire began to fluctuate over the vacant seat of the Grand Duke of Lancaster.
Charlotte entered the fray alongside Dale of Saxony as the 'most rightful successor to the Grand Duke of Lancaster', and at that point, most hyenas were busy tucking their tails and running away.
However, not everyone submitted obediently.
Immediately after, John Lancaster, the younger brother of the Grand Duke of Lancaster, announced the marriage of his eldest daughter, Linne Lancaster.
He did so by taking Ray Yuris, the adopted son of Marquis Yuris, the Duke of Blood, as his son-in-law.
After that, Ray Yuris began to claim legitimacy as a successor, bearing the name 'Ray Lancaster'.
Dale, too, participated in the succession fight, claiming the legitimacy of 'Lancaster' along with Charlotte.
Gathered together were those who called themselves by the name of Lancaster over a single seat. And that meant only one thing.
It was the prelude to the Third War of the Roses.
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* * *
With the throne of the Grand Duke of Lancaster vacant, various collateral branches of the Lancaster family had gathered to seize the seat.
"By what right does a wench who doesn't even have a single drop of Lancaster blood in her veins dare to covet my brother's throne?"
The Grand Duke's younger brother, John Lancaster, sneered, his expression frigid. Furthermore, the Lancaster collateral branches rallying behind him poured out mockery and jeers.
It was a futile display before the war had even begun.
"The Grand Duke officially designated me as the most rightful successor to the Lancaster family."
Before them, the girl who had obtained the rank of Heavenly Sword spoke up.
"I believe you are all aware that this was proclaimed in the name of the Imperial family during the Sword Trial."
He stated the truth, calm and unyielding.
"That very Grand Duke of Lancaster passed away. At that very wedding in Sachsen."
"That's right, that wench was nothing more than a puppet who relied on Sachsen from the very beginning! She must have seduced the Grand Duke of Lancaster with some suspicious, dark intentions!"
"From start to finish, the Grand Duke was played like a fiddle by the hands of Sachsen!"
"The assassination of the eldest son, Young Lord Richard, is also truly suspicious! That death, which occurred in the territory of Sachsen, is, no matter how you look at it, a cunning scheme by Sachsen!"
Outcries erupted from all over, and in the midst of it, Dale maintained a silent composure.
Likewise, among the heads of the Lancaster collateral branches, there was a familiar face who was officially bearing the name 'Lancaster'.
He was the adopted son of the Duke of Blood, the one who once bore the name Ray Yuris, and the successor to the Red Magic Tower.
That fact meant only one thing. The power they were relying on was, in the end, the Red Magic Tower.
Furthermore, with the golden opportunity at hand for the Red Magic Tower to practically swallow the Lancaster family whole, they would not act as passively as they did during the previous War of the Roses.
Compared to that, Dale moving the 'Sachsen military forces' directly was a politically volatile action. It would be seen as a scheme to swallow the Lancaster family from the start.
Nevertheless, war was unavoidable.
Having finished his thoughts, Dale spoke in a low voice.
"I have listened to your words and pondered them deeply."
The 'Black Prince' of Sachsen had spoken, and for a moment, the attention of everyone in the castle's grand hall was focused on him. Silence descended.
"And I cannot deny that there is even more legitimacy in the claims of my wife, Charlotte Lancaster."
"Don't make me laugh! This is a scheme from the very beginning for you bastards of Sachsen to swallow the Lancaster family──"
Fwoooong!
Centered around the ground where Dale stood, the Shadow Cloak spread out, covering the area in darkness. At that act, the heads of the Lancaster branches gasped in shock. Ray Lancaster still maintained his silence.
"I could just kill all of you here right now and take this seat by force, and there would be nothing you could do about it."
"......!"
「Kieeeeeek!」
From the lake of darkness, the shrieks of the 《Shadow Lurkers》, who had been reborn as beings beyond their adult forms, rang out. As Dale grew, his creations grew as well, and by this point, they were truly worthy of the name of monsters.
However, they did not reveal themselves. After a silence that felt like it would freeze the hall, he simply continued what he had to say.
"The reason I do not do so, however, is because I do not wish to tarnish the legitimacy the Grand Duke of Lancaster bestowed upon his daughter."
The Shadow Monarch said.
"The Grand Duke risked the threat of becoming a traitor to the Empire to personally pass down the Plum Blossom Sword of the 'Divine Sword Vadel' to Charlotte Orhardt, and furthermore, he accepted Lady Charlotte as his adopted daughter at the Sword Trial and designated her as the successor to the Lancaster family. That fact has already been proclaimed in the name of the Imperial family."
He spoke calmly, counting the political cards he held.
"And above all, it was not us, Sachsen, who struck down the Grand Duke of Lancaster in Sachsen. You all here know that well, don't you?"
Dale asked coldly, his gaze shifting to the Red executor who remained silent among them.
"That it was the 'Duke of Blood,' the father of that 'Ray Lancaster' standing there."
"......."
"Rather, the Grand Duke of Lancaster identified the Duke of Blood as the mastermind behind the assassination of his eldest son, Young Lord Richard. It is not as if you are unaware of that fact. Do you intend to cover the sky with your palms?"
Dale sneered coldly, and finally, the Red successor broke his silence.
"What is it that you desire? 'Black Prince' of Sachsen."
"Charlotte Lancaster has the legitimacy to inherit the head of the Lancaster family. That is all."
"I believe that my wife, Linne Lancaster, is by no means lacking in such legitimacy."
"Do you intend to go to war? Ray Lancaster."
"You, the Black Prince, said you did not intend to usurp Lancaster with the forces of Sachsen. How do you intend to wage war without a single soldier?"
Ray asked back, and Dale replied coldly.
"You need not worry about my soldiers."
And realizing the meaning contained in those words, the heads of the Lancaster collateral branches gasped.
"I will not fight for Sachsen, but for the honor and legitimacy of my wife, Charlotte Lancaster, to the very end."
"Even if the Prince of Sachsen were to take this castle by force, the Grand Duchy of Lancaster is very vast."
Ray Lancaster replied.
"It is not a fight that can be won by capturing a few castles or fortresses."
That was true. No matter how strong one's power was, this was a game that could only be won by obtaining the legitimacy of the entire Grand Duchy of Lancaster—in other words, the Heavenly Heart. In that regard, no matter how certain the legitimacy was, victory would never be easy as long as the collateral branches, lower nobles, and retainers who made up the 'Lancaster Grand Duke's Household' were turned into enemies.
"I am deeply mindful of that point."
Nevertheless, Dale nodded quietly.
"Now then, shall we take this castle by force as Lord Ray says?"
And as if there was no need to hesitate, he spoke.
"H, how dare you do such a...!"
Voices filled with bewilderment were heard from all over, but nothing would change. From the lake of darkness that was submerging the area, the 《Shadow Lurkers》 revealed themselves all at once. Reborn as absurdly massive monsters, they lifted their scythe-like limbs as if to show them off.
Those holding swords drew them, and those who could not simply trembled in shock.
Whoosh!
Flames bloomed. To protect Ray Lancaster and the heads of the collateral branches rallying around him, a barrier of flames enveloped them.
It was the Ark of Fire.
It was a scene as if the entire world were covered in darkness, and the final flame was burning.
And toward that very flame, blood-colored petals rushed from the darkness.
The petals of the blade swirled and tore the flames to shreds. The Ark of Fire was ripped away in vain, and the final survivors were trembling in fear.
"Lord Ray's words are correct. Even if I were to kill all of you here, there is no way I could obtain the Heavenly Heart."
The Shadow Monarch said.
"Therefore, I will gladly show mercy."
With a voice devoid of even a shred of emotion.
"From now on, I will continue the fight until every single 'Lancaster' who denies the legitimacy of my wife, Charlotte Lancaster, willingly changes their mind."
"......!"
"I will not stop until I have burned down all their territories, people, castles, and soldiers, and they scream for surrender. No matter how vast this land may be, or how many heads of houses may be hostile, I will not care."
Through the order of power that the Empire and the Red Magic Tower so revered.
"Therefore, this is your last chance. A chance to become the standard-bearer for my wife without a single scratch, and to obtain the glory and honor after victory."
It was, quite literally, an ultimatum. Those who resisted would pay the price, and those who complied would not.
"Do not worry, Lord Ray will not harm those who come to me."
Saying that, Dale smiled coldly.
"Because Lord Ray is not the type to commit such cruel acts in a fight to obtain the Heavenly Heart."
"......Very well."
Ray Lancaster nodded silently.
They were not people who did not know the notoriety and cruelty of the Black Prince, Dale of Sachsen. That was why even those who had been desperately claiming the legitimacy of Lancaster had to think in the face of this terror.
Because picking a side was the first step for a noble.
Ray Lancaster and the Red Magic Tower behind him—was this lifeline they were holding onto truly the right one?
In the end, it was not them who would sit on the throne of the Grand Duke. It was nothing more than a power struggle between Charlotte Lancaster and Linne Lancaster... in other words, between Sachsen and the Yuris family.
What they wanted was simply to pick the winner, fight for them, and then get a share of the spoils that would fall afterward.
Not some grand mission or anything of the sort.
Therefore, it did not take long for Dale's intimidation to flip their hearts.
Amidst their deep contemplation, the heads of the collateral branches and retainers gathered in the grand hall began to make their decisions and grab their respective lifelines.
"Young Lord Dale."
Just then, among the hyenas moving in an orderly fashion, Ray spoke up.
"I have always been blocked and defeated before the wall of the 'Black Prince'."
"......."
"Honestly speaking, I have no certainty that I will be able to defeat you in this fight either."
Ray said that, and hearing those words, a few more heads of houses rushed toward the 'new lifeline'.
"However, I have sworn to block the winter you will bring and to ignite the sparks of spring in this world."
─ Child of lies, shall I tell you the truth? You do not even reach the tips of the toes of that child, the Shadow Monarch.
The truth Ray Yuris faced that day in the winter of the universe. The fate that his existence would never reach the tips of the Shadow Monarch's toes. Even knowing it, nothing would change.
"Because I will not let this world end in ice."
"Regrettably, I have no interest in the end of the world."
Hearing that, the Shadow Monarch laughed. As if the existence of Ray Lancaster had never even entered his field of vision from the start.
"However, I do not intend to lose to you, Lord Ray, so easily either."
Because for the Shadow Monarch, the end of the world was truly a matter of no importance at all.
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* * *
'3 to 7, huh.'
More people than Dale had initially estimated had shifted their support to Charlotte Lancaster. A thirty percent share was a respectable harvest.
These were the family heads who remained in the convention hall, clinging to the lifeline of Sachsen.
Ultimately, they were bats—creatures that would betray Dale and cling to the other side the moment the tide of war turned. Even so, bats had their uses.
Dale had occupied the Lancaster ducal castle, while Ray Lancaster had gathered his forces at the viscounty where the former Grand Duke's younger brother, John Lancaster, resided.
They branded Charlotte, who occupied the ducal castle, a usurper and began appealing for legitimacy throughout the Grand Duchy.
An information war preceded the actual battle, and in that regard, Dale had a reliable ally.
The masters of schemes and lies: the Blue Magic Tower.
"Thank you for making such a difficult journey, Mistress Titania."
"I am simply delighted to see you again, Shadow Monarch-nim."
The true mastermind behind the Marquis York family and a sorceress of the Blue Magic Tower, Titania stood there with the daughters of York, who carried the blood of succubi.
"You must already have a rough understanding of the situation."
"Hehe, I am always listening to the whispers on the wind."
Mistress Titania laughed, and Dale nodded silently.
"This is not a war that can be won simply by striking down the enemy commander. What is important is the legitimacy for my wife, Charlotte, to sit on the seat of the Grand Duke of Lancaster, and at the same time, winning the Heavenly Heart (Cheonsim)."
Dale said.
"To win that Heavenly Heart, I need the power of your Blue Magic Tower."
"The Heavenly Heart, you say."
Titania asked back, as if amused.
"What power do we of the Blue Magic Tower have that you would think we could dare to win the heart of the heavens?"
"Because fanning the Heavenly Heart is always done through lies, deceit, and the whispers of dark spirits (Amgwi). The Heavenly Heart is like a reed, swaying at the slightest breath of false information. Isn't that what the Blue Magic Tower does best?"
"Ah, how truly brilliant you are."
Mistress Titania burst into laughter again, as if delighted.
"Fortunately, you have nothing to worry about, Shadow Monarch-nim. We are already scattering the whispers of blue."
"......Did you know I would come to you like this?"
"Fathoming a lord's intentions is the virtue of a loyal subject."
"Fathoming my intentions too deeply is not a welcome thing. Even if it stems from loyalty."
The Shadow Monarch replied coldly. There was no doubt the Blue Magic Tower was loyal, working in the shadows for Dale, yet they never easily revealed their own intentions.
It was no exaggeration to call them the continent's premier spy organization; their loyalty was as difficult to trust as it was valuable.
"My apologies, Shadow Monarch-nim. However, please, do not doubt our blue loyalty directed toward the shadows."
Titania bowed her head politely once more.
Blue butterflies took flight in unison, their wings beating as one.
* * *
Charlotte Lancaster had seized the ducal castle, claiming the legitimacy of succession, with the 'Black Prince' of Sachsen at her back.
With the death of Mikhail Lancaster, rumors that the 'Black Prince' had fought for York during the Rose War spread in secret. It was clear as day that the gazes directed at Dale within the castle were hostile.
That, too, was the Heavenly Heart.
The vassals, the servants, and above all, the Rose Cross Knights—the pride of the Lancaster ducal family—felt the same.
In particular, the knights who had witnessed the 'Black Prince' on the battlefield and seen their lord Mikhail fall had long since defected to John Lancaster's territory, offering new oaths of allegiance to Ray and Linne Lancaster.
However, some Rose Cross Knights willingly accepted the 'will of the Grand Duke of Lancaster' and chose to remain.
These were knights who remembered the bond between the priest and his daughter after Charlotte entered the Lancaster Grand Duchy.
Charlotte mingled with those Rose Cross Knights without hesitation, proving herself a disciple worthy of the Lancaster Grand Duke's sword. Furthermore, when the Grand Duke declared, 'Charlotte will be the successor of Lancaster,' they decided to remain by her side to fulfill their lord's oath.
They willingly accepted Charlotte Lancaster as their new lord.
On the top floor of the Lancaster ducal castle, Charlotte and Dale spread out a map of the territory. They had summoned all the knights, vassal nobles, and heads of collateral families who remained loyal to Charlotte.
The masters of covert operations, the 《Grave Walker》, who moved at Dale's command, were also present.
Master Baro of the Killing Sword, Aurelia of the Pitch Black, and the Assassins of the Mountain stood there as limbs of the 'Shadow Monarch,' their identities concealed beneath tight hoods.
"To secure the position of Lancaster, we must force Viscount John Lancaster to submit and obtain his unconditional surrender."
Dale of Sachsen spoke.
"However, the Red Magic Tower stands behind him; as proof, the successor of the Red, 'Ray Yuris,' is using the Lancaster name."
"The Red Magic Tower......."
"The Empire desires to reclaim the Lancaster Grand Duchy. That is why the Red Magic Tower, which executes the Empire's will, is moving."
Dale continued.
"Ray Lancaster will not move easily. He knows there is no need to engage in a struggle of force to win this war. Above all, he is afraid to face me."
Dale said.
He recalled the sight of Ray Lancaster steeling his resolve before the Shadow Monarch just a short while ago.
"We cannot charge straight toward the enemy's heart. But that does not mean... it is unnecessary to draw our swords."
"Then what are you going to do?"
Master Baro asked. Dale replied.
"Didn't I say? I would turn the 'hearts of all Lancaster' who deny the legitimacy of my wife, Charlotte."
"Ah, that is a truly easy task."
Understanding those words, Master Baro burst into laughter.
* * *
"Ah, I saw it! Lord Richard, brutally assassinated by the blood-soaked Duke of Blood, a man without blood or tears! And the Grand Duke of Lancaster, who grieved for his son's death and took up his sword!"
The man raised his voice as if singing. With every crescendo, passersby gathered in groups to listen.
"The continent's greatest sword and magic clashed! For seven days and nights, the sky roared and the earth shook as the battle raged!"
The man was a storyteller, a gossipmonger. He had never set foot in Sachsen and knew nothing of what had truly happened there.
Nevertheless, he spoke vividly, as if he were an eyewitness, stirring the crowd like a seasoned actor.
"But ah, the despicable ambush magic of the Duke of Blood struck the Grand Duke of Lancaster and... ahem."
A storyteller's job is to sell a tale. Every time he paused at the climax, people tossed coins into his basket.
"Ah, the evenly matched fight, where neither side retreated a single step, was overturned by a single act of despicable treachery!"
Listeners began to scream or burst into tears.
"And now, the son of that blood-soaked Duke of Blood tries to swallow all of Lancaster! But the Grand Duke's poor adopted daughter, 'Charlotte Lancaster,' has not yet given up!"
It was a common scene in the storyteller's trade. The Blue Magic Tower understood the power of stories better than anyone.
When the storyteller finished his tale, his 'consciousness' returned amidst the thunderous applause.
The startled storyteller looked around; the basket at his feet was full of coins. His bewilderment vanished instantly.
It was time to perform his next mission as a spy of the Blue, without even realizing it himself.
He was to cultivate the Heavenly Heart (Cheonsim)—to foster hatred for the evil deeds of the Red Magic Tower and the Duke of Blood, to despise Ray Lancaster, and to sympathize with Charlotte.
* * *
Turning the Heavenly Heart of the commoners was the work of the Blue, but the Heavenly Heart of the nobles could not be changed by a mere story.
Deep in the night, in the bedroom of a noble who supported John and Ray Lancaster...
"Hehe, from now on, you had better think very carefully before you answer."
Master Baro of the Killing Sword spoke. The blade in his hand emitted a sharp, chilling light, and the noble turned deathly pale.
Winning the hearts of nobles is not difficult. A sincere conversation in the bedroom in the dead of night is enough.
"I, I will willingly promise to support Charlotte Lancaster!"
"Yes, I will remember your loyalty to the successor of Lancaster."
Hooded, his identity remained hidden. The mansion's strict guards had been unable to stop his intrusion; if he chose, he could turn this place into a sea of blood.
"Please be well aware that your life is not yours alone."
Master Baro whispered, glancing toward the noble's side. His wife trembled in fear, and in another room, his precious children slept.
The noble had little room to decide otherwise.
* * *
The Heavenly Heart is like a reed. Aside from the commoners, those working in the shadows to sway the Heavenly Heart of the nobles were no exception for John and Ray Lancaster's side.
When their assassin came to visit the bedroom of a noble who supported Charlotte, intending to have a 'sincere conversation'...
"Oh my, this friend is quite something. Where are you visiting so cautiously at this late hour?"
It was not the noble who greeted the unwelcome guest.
It was the loyal limbs of the Shadow Monarch—the masters of covert operations, the 《Grave Walker》.
The invisible war had begun, and the Shadow Monarch had already captured the first high ground.
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* * *
"That goddamn brat from Saxony......!"
Kwoong!
This was the castle of Viscount John Lancaster, younger brother of the late Grand Duke and current regent for a portion of the Grand Duchy.
Inside the castle, John Lancaster slammed his hand against the table and roared. The subordinate nobles following him froze.
The Heavenly Heart swayed like a reed, shifting toward Charlotte Lancaster overnight.
Storytellers wandering the Grand Duchy spread rumors championing Charlotte Lancaster while disparaging John and the Yuris family. The ripple effect exceeded anything John could have imagined.
Above all, the nobles supposed to be under his direct influence were abandoning him one by one. John had belatedly sent assassins to handle the dirty work, but only their severed heads returned.
"Ah, Father......."
"Shut up! Where does a mere wench get the gall to open her mouth?"
His eldest daughter, Linne, sitting among them, tried to speak. John Lancaster shouted before she could even find the chance.
"I-I'm sorry."
Linne Lancaster flinched and bowed her head. Then, a voice cut through the tension.
"Please, speak your mind, Lady Linne."
"Ray-nim......!"
Ray Lancaster, who had remained silent until now, spoke up. Linne gasped, but Ray ignored her.
"As long as Lady Linne is participating in this meeting, she has the right to speak."
"I-I just wanted Father not to be so angry......."
Before Linne could finish, John raised his voice again.
"Have you forgotten that all of this happened because you were born a woman!"
"I-I'm sorry!"
Linne bowed her head again. Ray Lancaster continued.
"She is your daughter, Father. Choose your words more carefully."
"Ray, even if you carry the Lancaster name, do not mistake your position."
John Lancaster spat the words out coldly.
"I am grateful for the Red Magic Tower's favor. However, we have no intention of becoming your puppets."
His words were laden with blatant hostility.
"......."
'Ray Yuris' remained silent. Linne trembled, her slender shoulders heaving as she fought back sobs.
"Then, as an outsider who does not carry the blood of Lancaster, I shall take my leave."
Ray turned his back, pulling Linne Lancaster along with him.
* * *
A room in the lord's castle. Linne Lancaster was a foolish woman. A silly creature who would burst into tears over the most trivial things, helpless and lost.
"Hic, Ray-nim......!"
Ray looked down at Linne, who sobbed with her face buried in his chest, his expression emotionless.
"What are you so sad about?"
"I'm just so scared......!"
Linne sobbed.
"I heard the 'Black Prince' of Saxony is the most cruel and terrifying person in the world! I'm so afraid that Father, and you, Ray-nim, are fighting against that notorious man......"
At that name, Ray's expression froze. That name again.
"I-I heard the assassination of my uncle and Young Lord Richard under the pretext of the wedding was all the work of the 'Black Prince'!"
"That is correct. Furthermore, it was his doing that brought down Young Lord Mikhail."
A girl so innocent she knew nothing. She did not doubt that all the tragedies of the Lancaster Grand Duchy were the work of Saxony, as claimed by the Red Magic Tower, and she trembled at the thought of the terror the 'Black Prince' would bring.
"But you have nothing to worry about."
Ray smiled and quietly wrapped his arm around Linne's porcelain-white neck.
"I will never let the 'Black Prince' of Saxony harm my wife."
"Ah, Ray-nim......!"
At Ray's whisper, Linne smiled faintly through her tears.
"I-I'm so happy to be joined with you, Ray-nim, I can't believe it."
"I feel the same way."
Linne smiled, her cheeks blushing shyly. Ray hugged her without a word, his expression emotionless behind her back. Linne Lancaster was truly a foolish, stupid woman.
* * *
"It seems the Guild of Storytellers is successfully carrying out their mission."
At Mistress Titania's report, the Black Prince, in a room at the Lancaster Ducal Castle, gave a wry smile. This was the true nature of the spiderweb the Blue was weaving.
"Was this the 'unspeakable contribution' the Blue Magic Tower mentioned earlier?"
"Did I not tell you? We have been devoted to you even before the Shadow Monarch himself realized his own qualifications."
Titania laughed. It was just as she said.
Every time young Dale performed a feat in the remote northern regions, his exploits were carried by word of mouth across the continent. The same went for his performance as the Empire's greatest genius, and the Black and White Battle where Dale defeated Philip.
Logically, in a world without cars or airplanes, how could tales of Dale's valor spread so elaborately and quickly? Spreading such feats was the work of gossips, and the fact that they reached every corner of the Empire was possible only because those gossips formed a sophisticated 'organization': The Guild of Storytellers.
That this guild was the Blue's spiderweb was nothing new. It meant the Blue Magic Tower's secret maneuvers had been present from the very beginning, facilitating Dale's rise to fame and notoriety as the Empire's greatest genius and the 'Black Prince'.
"You people are becoming more and more suspicious."
Dale replied coldly.
"Before I even obtained the qualifications of the Shadow Monarch, how did you know such facts?"
"Well, I am merely a puppet of the Blue."
Mistress Titania hinted with a meaningful tone.
"I am just a tiny part of the spiderweb spread by our Tower Master, the Blue Mastermind. How could a mere puppet like me dare to fathom the thoughts of the Tower Master?"
"......."
Dale remained silent. Then, he broke it.
"Master Baro."
"Oh-ho-ho, I didn't hear anything."
Dale turned his head, and the Killing Sword, Master Baro, nonchalantly played dumb.
"Who asked you that? I told you to come quickly and report the situation."
"Oh my, how rude of me. I repeat, I have heard absolutely nothing."
Master Baro stood up and headed toward the map on the table. It depicted the Lancaster Grand Duchy and the surrounding vassal territories. Various places were marked with blood-red ink. Master Baro took a quill and placed blood-red dots on several points that had not yet been marked.
These marks signified that the Shadow Monarch's 《Grave Walker》 had shared 'sincere stories' in the bedrooms of the nobles on John Lancaster's side. Except for the Viscount's territory and its immediate surroundings, the majority of the strongholds were marked.
"The Heavenly Heart is like a reed, and as long as it leans toward us, they have no choice but to act."
Mistress Titania smiled, looking down at the map.
"The battle will begin soon, Shadow Monarch."
"Using force in the current situation is an act of abandoning the Heavenly Heart with one's own hands. We have no reason to refuse."
"Oh my, how truly brilliant you are."
Titania smiled, clearly enjoying herself. Dale did not.
* * *
"Charlotte Lancaster."
While Dale coolly assessed the war situation, Charlotte Lancaster performed her own role.
In this invisible war, it was Dale's role to sway the enemy's Heavenly Heart, but it was ultimately up to the head of Lancaster to capture and solidify those hearts that had tilted like reeds.
Among the Rose Cross Knights and vassals of the Lancaster Ducal Castle, Charlotte Lancaster turned her head.
She no longer wore the armor of the Night Raven Knight, but the clothing of the Lancaster family, engraved with the red and white rose.
"I have something to tell you."
Dale asked, bowing his head politely. Charlotte nodded silently.
"Excuse me for a moment."
Leaving her loyalists behind, Charlotte stood up.
The two headed to an empty room in the castle.
"Phew, it's exhausting."
Only then did Charlotte's stiff expression soften. The Charlotte Dale knew from other times emerged.
"Being a family head isn't easy."
"Yeah. I can't even imagine how much your father must be suffering."
Charlotte laughed, and Dale chuckled silently.
"Before long, Viscount John Lancaster will summon his troops."
"The time has finally come."
Charlotte replied, unsurprised.
"Behind him is the Red Magic Tower. Even if they cannot officially draw attention, they will move powerful figures that cannot be ignored to swallow the Lancaster Grand Duchy."
The Imperial Court moving blatantly to swallow the Lancaster family would raise suspicions and draw the wariness of the Empire's nobles. However, doing so through a proxy is a completely separate matter.
Viscount John Lancaster himself is no threat. Furthermore, the number of knights loyal to him is, in a sense, trivial.
Nevertheless, he can make such a reckless move only because the Red Magic Tower is behind him. And the Red Magic Tower will never stop at just appearances to swallow the Lancaster family.
For Dale, this was, without exaggeration, the first battle facing the full power of the Red Magic Tower.
During the Unification War, knights were called the flowers of war. However, when the Red Mages of the Red Magic Tower appeared in their fluttering red robes, soldiers revered them as something else: Gods of War.
This battle was a fight against those very Gods of War.
"I told you, Dale."
Nevertheless, Charlotte was not flustered.
"Because I am Charlotte of Saxony."
"......."
"Please don't forget that I am a sword wielded for you, no matter what."
"Yeah."
Charlotte said, and Dale nodded quietly.
The invisible war fighting over the reeds of the Heavenly Heart ended here.
From now on, the true, visible war would finally begin.
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* * *
Once the decision was made, the troops moved in an instant, as if they had anticipated this from the very beginning.
"His troops have begun their march from the Viscount Lancaster territory."
"What about the movements of the Red Magic Tower?"
"Officially, a unit of High Purifiers is appearing to support 'Ray Lancaster,' but it is difficult to accurately determine the number of those hiding their identities in the shadows."
The 《Grave Walker》 unit submitted their reconnaissance report, and Mistress Titania replied.
"Five hundred to one thousand. They are light cavalry disguised as squires of the Rose Cross Cavalry commanded by John Lancaster."
"......Did the Blue Whisper inform you of this?"
"No matter how much the mages of the Red Magic Tower try to hide their identities, they cannot conceal the movement of such a large force from the Imperial capital."
Hearing that, Dale nodded silently.
"A battle involving High Purifiers and a large-scale Purifier unit. Facing them with conventional combat doctrines would be tantamount to suicide."
"As expected of Young Master Dale."
Mistress Titania, who claimed the role of the Shadow Monarch's strategist, smiled at those words.
"However, please keep in mind that the Magic Tower participating in this fight is by no means only the Red."
"......."
"As a loyal subordinate of the Shadow Monarch, may I dare to suggest a strategy?"
At Titania's words, Dale remained silent. After a moment, Dale opened his mouth.
"Speak."
* * *
Wars do not begin overnight. Yet, once they start, the blitzkrieg of a single day determines their course.
Viscount John Lancaster, the collateral branches of the Lancaster family under his command, and the Red Magic Tower forces supporting Ray Lancaster began to mobilize.
An army whose end could not be measured began to stir.
* * *
Amidst the tyranny of the Red Magic Tower, rumors regarding the silence of the Blue Magic Tower varied.
Some claimed they were cowards silent out of fear, others that they were plotting in the shadows, or that the Blue Magic Tower had no interest in worldly conflicts.
However, the Blue Magic Tower had never been silent from the start.
──The night deepened, and John Lancaster's troops set up camp near the Lancaster Grand Duchy.
"Is the brat from the Sachsen side showing no movement?"
Inside the tent, where John, Ray, and other high-ranking officers were gathered.
"The York forces are moving toward the Lancaster Ducal Castle and have issued a conscription order throughout the territory. However, since they have gathered their troops at the castle and are making no other moves, they are likely planning a long-term defensive strategy."
"Hmph, a defensive strategy against the Red Magic Tower? So the world-renowned 'Black Prince' is nothing more than a brat who doesn't know how the world works."
John Lancaster sneered. Dale of Sachsen was a mere babe who hadn't even been born during the Empire's continental unification war; he could never understand the power the Empire's Red Magic Tower displayed in that conflict.
"No matter how much they call him the Empire's greatest genius, he is ultimately a greenhorn who cannot overcome the wisdom of time."
John Lancaster spoke as a veteran of the unification war. Ray Lancaster remained silent.
"It would be best not to take the Black Prince too lightly."
After the silence, Ray Lancaster said.
"Do not worry, Ray Lancaster. I am by no means a fool."
Just as John was about to continue,
"......!"
An absurd pressure, as if crushing his very consciousness, swept over him.
"Be careful, Lord Ray!"
The High Purifiers assisting Ray simultaneously accelerated their Circles, generating blood-red mana. They rushed out of the tent, only to be left speechless by the scene before them.
The landscape before them was not the Lancaster Grand Duchy.
A land of crystal stretched endlessly beyond the horizon.
A freezing, biting cold swirled across the land, and the soldiers preparing for camp panicked, running about in confusion.
"Do not panic! Get out of the tents immediately and move to your respective units! Establish a defensive formation!"
Officers' voices rang out everywhere.
However, the enemies were nowhere to be seen.
Even for a surprise attack, the majority of Sachsen's troops were stationed at the Lancaster Ducal Castle. No matter how strange his power, it was impossible to move troops within seconds of receiving a report.
"Stay calm! The enemy's main force is stationed at the Ducal Castle! Even if it is a surprise attack, the enemy's forces are limited to a very small number!"
Regardless, this force included the Rose Cross Knights of the Aura Master and the Purifier units of the Red Magic Tower. They were not a rabble that would collapse like fallen leaves at the hands of two or three elite enemy soldiers.
"Th-there! Over there!"
He revealed himself beyond the horizon. Despite the distance, his presence was unmistakable.
He wore clothing engraved with the night crow emblem, the symbol of death. It wasn't even armor.
"Th-the Black Prince......!"
"Stay calm."
Seeing that figure, Ray replied in a low voice. The High Purifiers assisting his side were all condensing blood-red mana, waiting for the order to fire.
In the panic, the enemy's movements were obscured. The confused soldiers established a defensive formation, and the knights donned their armor to join the ranks.
"To step out alone in this war, what on earth is he planning?"
They were not unaware of the power of Dale of Sachsen, the Black Prince. However, no matter how powerful Dale was, it was impossible to overwhelm this military force alone. Were Ray and the High Purifiers not present?
The blood-red mana of one of the High Purifiers guarding Ray's side simply faded away.
"......?"
After it faded, his Circle began to accelerate once again.
Generating cold blue mana around his feet.
"!"
Seeing that, Ray did not hesitate. A being who could barely be called human ruled the Empire. The young vampire kicked off the ground and lunged, his hand plunging straight toward the heart of the High Purifier.
Puk!
"Ugh, ughhh......!"
However, that was only the beginning.
The High Purifiers, who should have been the most trustworthy, began to glaze over, one by one, as if possessed.
Blue butterflies soared up.
"Wh-what is this......!"
At the same time, another set of shadows revealed themselves from the side of the Black Prince.
They were mages draped in blue robes.
The Sorceress Council, those who rule the Blue Magic Tower of schemes and lies.
In reality, they were not physically present to conduct this war; their bodies were performing their roles in their respective places.
However, depending on the need, binding the target's mind and gathering them into one place was by no means a difficult task.
As the pinnacle of the Five-Colored Magic Towers, Marquis Yuris, the Duke of Blood, can overwrite the history of this world through the 『Book of Blood』.
Dale's father, the Black Duke, has the power to manipulate death itself.
Then, among them, what about the master of schemes and lies, the Blue Magic Tower Master?
Ultimately, what her ability meant was exactly this.
Mind Snatch.
It didn't stop at binding the consciousness of the Sorceress Council members. She could go further if necessary. No matter the distance, she had the power to treat a person's consciousness like a mayfly caught in a spiderweb and toy with it.
"Sp-spiders!"
At the same time, screams erupted among the soldiers.
"Spiders are covering my body! Aaaaaah!"
Hundreds, thousands of baby spiders covered their bodies, burrowing into their throats, ear canals, and even between their eyes. Soldiers went mad, twisting their bodies, and with each convulsion, hundreds of baby spiders fell off with a thud.
However, Ray Yuris could tell.
There were no such things as spiders.
It was merely a cruel illusion unfolded by the sorceresses.
The full strength of the Blue Magic Tower was gathered to eliminate the enemy of the Shadow Monarch they served.
The five mages standing at the pinnacle of the continent, the Five-Colored Magic Tower Masters.
For a Tower Master to directly exert influence on the war—Ray understood the implications. He clearly remembered the power his father, the Duke of Blood, had displayed.
"The Blue Mastermind......."
Amidst the shock, his heart froze.
At the same time, the 'Black Prince' began to take steps among them.
While the blue riders following the Shadow Monarch were active, leaving his subordinates to their tasks, he walked calmly alone.
"Ah, ahhh......!"
There was John Lancaster, unable to hide his shock out of fear.
"Ray Yuris."
Dale spoke. The High Purifiers whose consciousness had been snatched were sprawled everywhere. There were no subordinates left to protect him.
"Unfortunately, I have no intention of losing to you."
"......."
"However, a match between you and me would be worth fighting fair and square, without the power of the Blue."
At Dale's words, Ray smiled quietly.
* * *
At that time, the top floor of the Blue Magic Tower.
It was a damp, gloomy room covered in dark spiderwebs on all sides.
"Ah, poor mayflies."
The Blue Mastermind, Arachne, smiled quietly. Her tactile sense registered something, and she froze.
She realized an uninvited guest was approaching her room.
─ Do not resist, and let him into my room.
The Blue Mastermind spoke, and before long, the fighting on the floors below subsided. Soon after, the uninvited guest revealed himself at her spiderweb lair.
"Arachne, my old love."
The uninvited guest opened his mouth.
"......Yuris."
There are not many beings who can deceive her spiderwebs and tactile senses that stretch across the continent.
For instance, the continent's greatest Red Mage, the Duke of Blood.
"Why did you break the agreement?"
The Duke of Blood asked, facing the Blue Mastermind. Arachne laughed, as if amused.
"Was it not the Red and the Gold who broke the agreement from the start?"
"Withdraw the Sorceress Council immediately, and step back from this battle."
The Duke of Blood said, his voice devoid of formality.
"Because I absolutely cannot tolerate anyone harming my son."
"Ah, please do not worry. Even I am not so lacking in reason as that."
Arachne said.
"However, we of the Blue have already broken the silence, and there is nothing that can be undone."
"......."
Flames began to burn around the feet of the Duke of Blood.
"My, have you forgotten that this is my spiderweb house? Even if you are the world-renowned Duke of Blood, if you fight here, wouldn't it be difficult to guarantee your life?"
Arachne laughed as if she were enjoying it.
"At least it would be possible to focus your consciousness here."
The Duke of Blood replied.
As a father protecting his son, it was a risk worth taking.
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* * *
A vortex of hellfire swirled around the feet of the Duke of Blood, and simultaneously, blood-red characters began to etch themselves onto his flesh. It was the symbol that the Master of the Red Magic Tower was finally unleashing his full power: the grimoire, the 『Book of Blood』.
"My, are you planning to show us our beautiful old days once again?"
"......."
Arachne asked with a sly tone, but Marquis Yuris did not answer.
"Why do you remain loyal to the Lord of Truth? You, the master of deceitful schemes."
"Have you never considered that those of you who pursue lies more beautiful than the truth are, in fact, the ones most obsessed with the truth of all?"
Arachne countered.
"At the moment you pursue a 'truthful lie' over the truth itself, your existence can never be free from the shadow of the Shadow Monarch. In other words, aren't we all nothing more than slaves to the truth?"
"Do you truly believe that a mere brat from Saxony is fit to be the 'Lord of Truth'?"
"Who knows."
Arachne laughed as if amused.
"Just as you said, I and the sorceresses of the Blue Magic Tower have all stepped back from the War of the Roses. With only one exception: 'Mistress Titania,' who is participating as an interested party."
"......I see."
As he said this, the Duke of Blood's Circle stopped rotating. The swirling magical power of the flames subsided.
"Even for you, to shoulder this much risk for a mere heir of your bloodline. It was truly unexpected."
"......."
The Duke of Blood did not answer immediately.
"It was an experiment where over a hundred children with aptitude for blood magic were thrown into the sewers to filter out the final survivor."
After a silence, the Duke of Blood spoke.
"That child, Ray, survived until the end. And after surviving, he looked at me and smiled when I came to find him."
"......."
"──I was waiting for you, Father. That was the child's first word."
"So you volunteered to be that child's father? Ah, my. What a truly tear-jerking display of fatherly affection."
Arachne burst into laughter, as if she found the notion uncontrollably amusing. However, the Duke of Blood never laughed.
"We can never become the truth. The world will end in ice. You are right. No matter how much we cry out for the value of lies, we are merely imitations that can never become the truth."
Arachne remained silent.
"This world is filled with cruel truths that we mortals cannot handle, and we are merely fakes trying to run away from a truth we cannot escape."
"......."
Arachne kept her silence. The Duke of Blood laughed regardless.
"Be on your way, Lord of Fire and Blood."
After a silence, Arachne said.
"This is as far as our Blue Magic Tower will exert influence on your war. I give you my word, on my name."
"The war will not end with this."
The Duke of Blood replied coldly.
"As long as the Lord of Gold and the Shadow Monarch exist, another war will break out even if this one ends. And the war will not end until either lies or truth disappears. And when the next war begins, will you still keep your silence?"
"Of course not. The war between gold and shadow, truth and lies, has only just begun."
Arachne laughed.
"But at the very least, we are withdrawing from this battle, and furthermore, I can certainly guarantee the life of 'Ray Yuris-nim.' Is there anything more you desire?"
"......."
A brief silence descended once more.
"I will accept your offer."
At the end of the silence, the Duke of Blood turned his back. He had stepped into enemy territory alone for his son, and that father's courage had been rewarded. At least for the current Marquis Yuris, nothing more was needed.
* * *
The hellish spiderweb spread by the Master of the Blue Magic Tower finally dissipated, as if it were a lie.
The spiders that had been devouring the soldiers of John Lancaster's side from all directions vanished, and the soldiers finally regained consciousness in a state of shock. This was no longer the frozen wasteland of the North Pole, but the encampment of the Lancaster Duchy they knew so well.
"Now."
At that whisper from one of Dale's subordinates who had been waiting for the moment, a magical firework was shot into the sky.
"Now, you proud swords of Lancaster."
At the same time, a female knight with red and white roses engraved on her snow-white armor lowered her visor and raised her voice to her cavalry.
Charlotte Lancaster.
The main force gathered at Lancaster Castle would not move. However, it was impossible to track the gathering of a small elite force of Rose Cross Knights led by Charlotte, especially amidst the current chaos.
The number of cavalry under Charlotte was barely over five hundred.
But with the Sorceress Council, including the Blue Mastermind, disrupting their main forces, the significance of these 'five hundred cavalry' in the midst of total collapse was by no means light.
Especially when led by a swordsman who held the title of one of the Seven Swords of the Continent, the 'Heavenly Sword'.
"Charge!"
The Rose Cross Knights supporting Charlotte Lancaster began to trample the troops who were in a state of panic and terror.
Kwoong!
They tore through the gaps in the broken formations, crushing soldiers, and spears pierced through their flesh and bone.
At the same time, plum blossom petals began to scatter along the tip of Charlotte's sword.
The current Charlotte was no longer just a mere knight. She was an outlier, a powerhouse capable of turning the tide of a battle with her very presence.
The continent's strongest swordsmanship, once displayed by the Divine Sword Vadel Orhardt, began to unfold.
The petals of the blade bloomed wildly.
When they finally regained their senses from the madness spread by the Blue Magic Tower Master and the sorceresses just moments before, the next thing they saw was the Heavenly Sword and the Rose Cross cavalry tearing through their ranks.
"The Heavenly Sword, it's the Heavenly Sword!"
"Cha, Charlotte Lancaster......!"
Wearing a surcoat engraved with red and white roses, Charlotte Lancaster swung her sword.
Cruel nobility was the symbol of Lancaster.
Just like that name, the scattering petals of her blade were mercilessly slaughtering her enemies.
Chwaaak!
Blood sprayed everywhere. No matter how thickly they built their wall of shields, they could not stop blades that scattered like plum blossom petals. Especially when the opponents were still reeling from the enemy's illusions.
Flowers of death bloomed, and the petals grew lush, drinking in the blood.
* * *
"Th, the Black Prince......!"
In his bewilderment, a terrified John Lancaster drew his sword. Ray glanced at him and opened his mouth.
"Could you wait a moment?"
"Wait for what?"
"I feel the need to shut this piece of trash's mouth."
Saying that, Ray reached out his arm.
Kwajik!
"Keuk, keuheuk......! Yo, you bastard......!"
Ray turned his head while lifting John Lancaster, who was clad in heavy armor, with a single hand as if it were nothing.
"I didn't like you from the beginning."
His expression was devoid of even a shred of emotion. And Dale, too, simply watched him silently.
There was no reason to refuse someone else taking care of an enemy that needed to be defeated.
Just like that, his neck bones crunched and his limbs went limp. Like a puppet with its strings cut, futilely.
Kwoong!
Tossing aside the corpse of John Lancaster, Ray Yuris turned his head.
At the same time, the scenery beneath the feet of the two began to twist.
A world of white and dark winter, and in opposition, Ray Yuris also brought out 'his world'.
"......."
It was a world of ash. A world filled with futile ruins and ash, as if looking at a world after its destruction. However, it was by no means Dale's Otherworld.
It was the end of this world.
A world destroyed by fire.
"This world will never end in ice. Because I won't let it."
Ray Yuris said.
"I have no interest in the end of the world. Why are you so obsessed with such a thing?"
"Changing the unavoidable truth of this world is our duty, after all."
The unavoidable apocalypse, the Big Freeze.
It was a future longer and more distant than eons of time, something beyond imagination. Dale could not understand why the Great Emperor of Gold, the Duke of Blood, and the riders of lies were so obsessed with that fact.
"As I said, it's a matter of no concern to me."
The Shadow Monarch replied coldly. Bearing the cold of the apocalypse that symbolized the winter of the universe itself, and the primordial darkness.
Sitting upon that throne of black gold, a citadel made of tentacles.
─ Ah, another interesting human has come to visit!
Before he knew it, Shub was smiling beside Dale. Bizarre tentacles caressed Dale's body, and seeing that, Ray frowned.
At the same time, black-red magical power began to swirl beneath his feet.
The ashes scattering in Ray's world gathered, forming the silhouettes of people.
They were the Knights of Ashes.
It was a scene as if a necromancer were commanding his dead, and Dale, too, reached out his arm in response. Without even moving from his throne of black gold.
Knights of cold and darkness, built upon the foundation of his ideology, were there.
Two monarchs were there, and the knights loyal to those monarchs clashed.
Cold and darkness, and the ashes.
The Knights of Ashes rushed forward, and at the same time, embers began to burn within the ash that composed them.
Tadak, tadak!
At first, it was a faint spark that looked like it would go out at any moment, but soon it began to burn like hellfire. Wrapped in scorching flames, the Knights of Ashes charged.
Opposing them were Dale's knights, armed with darkness and cold.
Bearing the cold of the apocalypse that symbolized the end of the world, knights armed with unavoidable truth rushed forward.
Ka-ang!
Every time their swords clashed, the cold of the apocalypse traveled along the blades and wrapped around the Knights of Ashes, and the fire and ash froze instantly.
Before a single strike.
"You cannot defeat me. The difference in power is too obvious."
The Shadow Monarch said.
"......."
Ray Yuris bit his lip low. It was as he said.
The truth that his existence could never reach even the tips of the Shadow Monarch's toes. Truth again.
Why is the truth so cruel and heartless? He could not know.
'Changing the cruel truth is our duty, Ray.'
His father's words came to mind unbidden. Apostles of lies who resolved to resist in front of the cruel truth they could not escape.
That was why Ray bit his lip hard.
"It's only just beginning."
Awakening the grimoire that once belonged to the Demon King Balor, and had now fused with Ray's heart...... the 『Book of Cold Ashes』.
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* * *
The Demon King Balor's grimoire, 『Book of Cold Ashes』, finally revealed its power, and potent magic swirled over the ashes scattered across the area.
"......You've grown quite a bit."
Watching that sight, the Shadow Monarch sneered coldly. Compared to the day he first revealed that ability at the Fight Club, his growth was incomparable.
However, that was not the extent of Ray Yuris's growth.
Amidst the scattering ashes of annihilation, a biting chill began to seep through.
"......!"
Dale understood the meaning of that all too well.
"I, too, have witnessed the 'Winter of the Universe' there."
The chill of the apocalypse—the most certain proof that the world would end in ice.
Wrapping that very chill around his body, Ray Yuris lifted his head.
"So, you've finally decided to accept the truth of the apocalypse?"
"Truth, you say."
Dale retorted with a mocking tone. Ray Yuris laughed as if he were amused.
Whoosh!
"The Empire's greatest genius, the Empire's greatest talent... they are truly convenient excuses to deceive people."
Leaving the swirling cold behind, Ray Yuris continued. At those words, the Shadow Monarch held his breath for a moment.
"For you, there is no need to explain a single thing. Those who do not possess such gifts will despair before you, look up to you, blame their own inadequacies, and despair at their lack of talent."
"What are you trying to say, Ray Yuris?"
"Honestly, I don't even know what I'm saying myself. I, too, am just one of the countless losers who despair before the 'Black Prince's talent' and blame my own lack thereof."
"......."
"But to say it is merely a difference in pure talent—your existence is far too perfect. That is why it is all the more suspicious."
The Shadow Monarch did not answer. Ray Yuris certainly did not know the truth about Dale. However, Ray Yuris's intuition was closing in on the truth.
"What on earth do you think I am?"
"A fraud."
The immediate answer came back without a shred of hesitation. At those words, Dale burst into laughter.
"The true 'Monarch of Lies' is you, Dale of Sachsen."
However, Ray Yuris did not laugh.
"Where your ability comes from, how you can be reborn as such a flawless existence—I have no way of knowing. But one thing is certain: the existence of the Black Prince cannot be explained by mere words like talent."
At those words, the smile finally vanished from Dale's face.
"I will dig up your lies."
"Gold and shadows, lies and truth, the end of the world—you are obsessed with truly trivial things."
Dale sneered coldly.
"As I said, none of those things interest me in the slightest."
"Then what are you interested in?"
"......."
Toppling the Empire. But it was dangerous to utter those words here. Thus, Dale maintained his silence.
"Ah, you are wrapping yourself in that silence of lies once again."
"That's enough of this useless talk."
Ray Yuris laughed. Dale did not hesitate.
Enveloped in the Armor of Dark Blood, deploying the Shadow Monarch's avatar, 'Dale's World' finally surged toward Ray.
A weapon forged to eliminate the enemy with absolute power.
Swoosh!
The tentacles of Shub, which constituted the pitch-black fortress, swirled, and 'Cold Ashes' began to scatter before them. A grimoire of destruction that returned everything it touched to nothingness.
The 『Cold Ashes』 were swirling, imbued with the chill of the apocalypse.
They were devouring and freezing the endlessly swirling tentacles of Shub, invading Dale's World.
Toward the pitch-black fortress that stood tall in that world of a white and dark winter night, where primordial darkness and the chill of the apocalypse raged.
"Our worlds are very much alike."
Ray Yuris laughed. The Shadow Monarch remained seated on the black-gold throne, not even moving an inch.
Ray advanced, scattering cold ashes, and in response, the Death Knights protecting the Shadow Monarch rose to their feet.
The Death Knights, composed of cold and darkness, surged forward, and Ray scattered the cold ashes once again.
That single gesture returned everything to nothingness once more.
Just as the Demon King Balor had done in the past.
"......."
The Shadow Monarch glanced at the sword hanging at his waist. The beloved sword of the ancient hero who had defeated the Demon King. Furthermore, Dale was an Aura Master who possessed the hero's avatar. And that avatar was hidden by the armor of the Night Raven Knight.
'But as long as I use the hero's avatar here, I can never let Ray Yuris leave alive.'
Therefore, he weighed the risks that would come if he were to take Ray's life with his own hands here. The thought lasted only a moment.
The Shadow Monarch finally rose from his throne. The surge of tentacles stopped, and the same was true for the Death Knights.
Cling.
Finally, the hero's beloved sword, Peacemaker, revealed itself.
At the same time, within Dale's body and his Aura Heart, three-colored aura began to swirl and explode. It was not the Armor of Dark Blood that symbolized the Shadow Monarch, but the avatar he had built up as a knight pursuing the path of the sword that appeared there.
A breastplate marked with the sign of the Night Raven, the bird symbolizing death.
He was a pitch-black knight clad in the black armor of the Night Raven Knight.
And there was no way Ray Yuris could know the existence hidden within that armor.
'I have no choice but to end it here.'
Thinking so, Dale kicked off the ground.
Ta-at!
The distance closed. At the same time, the cold ashes led by Ray Yuris began to swirl.
A wind of ash. Even if one were exceptionally skilled as a knight, it was impossible to block every single speck of ash individually.
However, for the 'Hero of the Otherworld', that was not very important.
Tick.
The ultimate peace pursued by the Peacemaker, the Mediator of Peace, unfolded there.
Eternal stasis.
The world stopped. The swirling winds of ash, every single grain, froze in place. Within it, the only one who could move freely was the hero.
Stab!
Dale's single strike was swung toward Ray Yuris. He tore through his heart, the blade passing clean through. The next moment, his neck was sliced clean off.
Splat!
Blood sprayed. And the frozen world began to move once again.
It was a literal instant kill.
However, that was by no means the end.
Ray's body, which had been sliced and shattered in vain, began to turn into ash and fade away. At the same time, the swarms of scattering ashes were condensing toward a single point.
He could not let him escape. Therefore, the Hero of the Otherworld, now as the Shadow Monarch, reached out his arm.
One arm, armed with the Night Raven Knight's armor, was engulfed in magic and reborn as the 'Armor of Dark Blood' once again. A pitch-black biological armor with magma shimmering within.
The two avatars coexisted, and the chill of the apocalypse began to scatter from the Shadow Monarch's avatar.
However, what blocked Dale's swirling cold was, likewise, another 'chill' possessed by Ray Yuris.
Two chills symbolizing the winter of the universe locked together. However, neither of them was able to draw out that power completely.
It was just that, of the two, Dale's side was closer to perfection.
Chill was devouring chill, winter was devouring winter.
Dale's white and dark world began to devour Ray's world, where pale ash and embers were scattering.
It was an overwhelming display.
Ray's shattered body, which had been sublimated into ash, belatedly formed its flesh and bone again, and he desperately threw himself backward.
"How on earth...!"
What had happened? He couldn't tell. Just in the blink of an eye, his body had been slaughtered. If he hadn't borrowed the power of the grimoire, it would have been an instant death without a doubt.
However, at least as long as he possessed the Demon King's grimoire, Ray's body would not die easily. Because Dale knew that fact, there was no such thing as hesitation.
Tick.
The world stopped once again. Kicking off the ground and surging forward, the arm made of the Armor of Dark Blood snatched Ray Yuris by the nape of the neck.
Crackle, crack!
The cold swirling from his fingertips swallowed Ray's body whole.
The stopped second hand began to move again.
After the world began to move, what Ray Yuris saw was the Shadow Monarch, who had already surged right in front of him and was freezing him.
Fast. Fast? No, this wasn't even a concept of speed.
As a young vampire carrying the blood of a great lineage, it was an absurd swiftness that even his body could not perceive.
He desperately tried to turn his body back into ash, but Ray's body, already freezing in the cold, could not budge an inch.
Then—
Whoosh!
Flames ignited. It was the flame burning inside Ray Yuris's body.
The flame began to melt the parts of Ray Yuris's body that were not yet frozen. He burned himself, the remaining parts melting away.
As soon as he thought it had melted, a portion of his remaining body sublimated into ash, widening the distance.
However, when Ray Yuris's body formed again, it was nothing more than a wretched thing 'imitating the shape of a human'.
His skin was torn, one arm was gone, his scalp was completely peeled off, and his facial features had melted away, leaving only a part of his skull. His hollow, exposed eyes stared at Dale.
The mechanism itself was like cutting off a part of a rotting body. He must have survived by desperately 'cutting away' his own body before the chill of the apocalypse could swallow the whole thing.
"The match ends here."
The Hero of the Otherworld, the Shadow Monarch, said.
"You cannot defeat me."
"Not yet, not yet...!"
Maintaining the shape of a human was all he could do. But Ray gritted his teeth and lifted his head.
"Is that so? Then you must die."
The Shadow Monarch did not hesitate. Because there was no room to show mercy or have trivial conversations in front of an enemy.
In an absurd world, the 'Black Prince' was always on the winning side. Nothing would change.
Dale kicked off the ground, and Ray Yuris resisted.
It was a struggle so wretched it was close to despair.
'There is no need to overuse the ability to stop time more than this.'
The ultimate peace possessed by Peacemaker was an ability that brought a massive overload to both the sword and the consciousness itself. If he used the ability more than this, he could not guarantee the safety of either the sword or the Hero of the Otherworld. However, the scales of the match had definitely tipped.
The sword imbued with aura surged, and furthermore, Dale's arm, covered in the Armor of Dark Blood, spewed out three-colored magic.
Before that, Ray Yuris gave up his own body, resisting and struggling.
Only after his two legs were cut off and he was on the verge of becoming ashes was he swallowed by the chill of the apocalypse that Dale had unleashed.
Boom!
Now in a state where he couldn't even stand, Ray, with only his upper body remaining, crawled on the floor. Dale looked down at him in silence and gripped the hero's beloved sword with a reverse grip.
Imbued with the pale, biting chill of the apocalypse.
Clang!
The sword was driven down.
At the same time, a blue butterfly flew up.
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* * *
"......."
Just before the Peacemaker could pierce Ray's body, blue butterflies took flight.
They swarmed to cover Ray's body, as if to intercept Dale's descending sword.
Puk!
Dale's sword struck home, but Ray's body merely oxidized and scattered into hundreds of blue butterflies, like a fleeting phantom.
"What is the meaning of this?"
The Hero of the Otherworld, holding the Peacemaker in a reverse grip, asked coldly.
"Please forgive our rudeness, our Lord."
A voice echoed. Dale looked up, and there stood a silhouette draped in a blue robe.
"Would you not consider postponing the taking of this child's life for a later date?"
The Blue Mastermind stood before him. As the continent's premier blue mage, she possessed the power to scatter spiderwebs across the entire continent and bind the consciousness of her targets as needed.
The Blue Magic Tower of lies and schemes.
"That child can never be your match. It is a fact that he will never even reach the tips of the Shadow Monarch's toes for as long as he lives."
"......Then why stand in my way?"
"However, if you were to kill that child, the fallout from that act is not something the current Shadow Monarch should have to bear."
"Are you speaking of the Duke of Blood?"
"Ah, indeed."
A man draped in a red robe revealed his presence on the scene.
"......!"
Likewise, this was by no means a physical manifestation. It was merely a consciousness bound by the Blue Mastermind's ability.
"Would you not consider letting my son go at this point?"
"Why is the Duke of Blood here with you?"
"I apologize, but he came to visit the room I was in personally."
"......He visited the Blue Magic Tower, not the Duchy of Lancaster?"
"It seemed that this way would lead to a faster conversation."
The Duke of Blood replied. Before long, the body of Ray, who had collapsed on the floor, appeared beside the Duke of Blood.
"Fath, er......!"
"Do not worry, Ray."
The Duke of Blood said. It was, without a doubt, the voice of a father.
"Would you please step back, Shadow Monarch."
The Duke of Blood said. It was not his usual, overly exaggerated tone of voice.
"I know that you, in your current state, are not yet ready to wage 'war' with the Empire. However, if my son Ray were to die here......."
The Duke of Blood continued in a tone that was nothing short of extremely polite.
"I can swear that, separate from the conflict between the gold and the shadows, I will use every ounce of my capability solely for the destruction of Saxony."
"Blue Mastermind, is there any reason I should not kill the Duke of Blood who is in your tower?"
Dale asked coldly. The fact that the Duke of Blood was looking at the Blue Mastermind meant that he had walked into a death trap of his own volition.
"Ah, as it happens, the Blue Mastermind still has a debt from the past that has yet to be settled."
"Was that debt enough to hinder and block the path of the Lord you serve?"
Dale asked, dumbfounded. The Blue Mastermind bowed her head in silence.
"I have performed many things that the Blue Magic Tower desired. And every time I did, the blue spiderwebs bound to my body felt highly suspicious."
"......We of the Blue are always loyal to our Lord."
The Blue Mastermind bowed her head, and Dale deactivated his Aura Master's Avatar.
Simultaneously, the Shadow Monarch's Avatar enveloped his body, and the Eye of Truth stared down the Blue Mastermind.
To grasp the secrets hidden behind the veil of the master of lies and schemes, and to understand the reality of those spiderwebs in their entirety.
He possessed the Monarch of Truth's ability to see through the truths of all creation.
"I understand."
Dale nodded.
"I will withdraw my sword in accordance with your wishes and let Ray Yuris live."
"I thank you for your favor."
The Duke of Blood smiled quietly and bowed his head.
Sreung.
Dale sheathed the Hero's beloved sword and turned his back.
"I am sorry, fath, er......."
Raising his body with a staggering frame, Ray bowed his head. The Duke of Blood shook his head quietly.
"It is simply not the time yet."
"It is not the time yet, indeed."
Dale, who had turned his back, spoke. It was a cold voice devoid of even a shred of emotion.
"Then why should I back down like a third-rate villain and wait for the time as you say?"
"......!"
Too late, the Blue Mastermind reached out her arm. The magic of lies and schemes unfolded by the Blue Mastermind was deployed to protect Ray, and at the same time, the 'shadow' of the Shadow Monarch, who had been silent toward those lies, surged forward.
It was the blade within the shadow, the blood-red sword of Lady Shadow.
Jjang-geurang!
That very sword was swung, leaving a blood-red trajectory. The sound of shattering glass echoed through the air.
"I have understood why masters of lies and schemes do not serve the Monarch of Lies, but instead style themselves as the flag-bearers of shadows and truth."
Dale replied coldly.
"Blue Mastermind, your ability can never deceive my eyes."
"......."
"You would want me to remain a Lord desperately trying to earn the loyalty of the Blue. But now I know. That the Blue is a puppet that can never defy me."
It was just as he said. He finally understood.
The Blue Mastermind is by no means an enemy of the Shadow Monarch. But at the same time, she never wanted to be caught in the weakness of being unable to defy the Shadow Monarch.
That was why they were so desperate to hide their existence behind a veil and maintain the upper hand. As the mastermind manipulating the King.
The veil was lifted.
What the Shadow Monarch had witnessed just moments ago with the 'Eye of Truth' was not some trivial past history.
It was the threads of mana meant to dismantle the blue spiderwebs spread across this area, the magic of the Blue Mastermind.
The weaves of lies that she was spreading like a barrier to bind, control, and deceive with her consciousness.
After seeing the threads, it was the job of Lady Shadow, Orelia, to cut them.
The sight of the astonished Duke of Blood and the Blue Mastermind flashed for a split second, then vanished into nothingness.
After the barrier of lies shattered, Dale drew his sword once more. The Aura exploded again, and the Avatar of the Night Crow Knight enveloped him.
The pinnacle of the sword, aimed at combat and slaughter.
The Hero of the Otherworld rushed forward, gripping the Peacemaker, and before him, Ray lifted his head.
"Not yet......!"
Facing the approaching Hero's sword, Ray reached out his arm.
Once again, a world of ash swallowed the area, and over it, the world of a white and dark winter night was overlaid.
Ashes of extinction scattered. However, the scattering ashes never reached the Hero of the Otherworld.
Chwa-ak!
The sword was swung. Blood splattered.
At the same time, the body of Ray Yuris was scattering into ashes. And this was not for the sake of evasion or escape. The 『Book of Cold Ashes』 had gone out of control, unable to handle the overload, and was devouring the user's body.
"Shall I tell you the real truth?"
Dale said. Ray Yuris was silent.
"You said you could never reach the tips of the Shadow Monarch's toes."
"......."
"That was a lie."
Ray, who was crumbling into ash, turned his head powerlessly.
"To me, you are the most dangerous and formidable enemy. That is why I thought I could never let you live in this place. That is the reason you must die."
"Is that so......."
Hearing those words, Ray smiled bitterly.
"At least my efforts to reach you were not entirely worthless, then."
Dale nodded without a word.
"There are still too many things left unaccomplished."
Ray Yuris said. However, his voice was strangely peaceful.
"But ever since that day, all I wished for was to reach your toes."
"......."
"I wanted to overcome the truth that I would never be able to reach you."
A lie more truthful than the truth. Ray Yuris had changed his lie into truth with his own hands.
"And I have finally become a threat to the Shadow Monarch."
A threat enough to reach an irreconcilable hostile situation with the Duke of Blood and even abandon the request of the Blue Magic Tower he served. That was the lie more truthful than truth that Ray Yuris had obtained.
That was why he killed him.
That was why he hadn't killed the scoundrel Philip time and time again. Even if he lost his father before his eyes and became a Count, he was a small fry who wouldn't even be a threat to Dale.
"......That is enough."
"Yes."
Ray Yuris said. The ashes began to crawl up his neck and consume his face.
Not even a voice leaked out, and that was the end.
The ashes scattered, and the cold of the white and dark winter night wrapped around Dale's heart.
Shub's laughter rang out madly.
As if it were so funny, so incredibly funny, that she couldn't hold it back.
Ray Yuris vanished into nothingness as ashes, and Dale was left behind.
At the same time, another tentacle began to wrap around Dale's heart.
Fleetingness and realization.
Leaving the five Circles behind, the idling mana lost its place and began to backflow around Dale's heart. An absurd amount of mana was pouring out.
The level of the 6th Circle that Dale realized was, in truth, a fleeting realization.
It was so easy and hollow that he couldn't even let out a dry laugh. But the weight of that fleetingness was by no means light.
A lie closer to the truth than a lie. A truth closer to a lie than a truth. A fleetingness heavier than a thousand pieces of gold.
This world was truly a world filled with irony and contradiction.
And that realization of paradox led Dale to the next level.
6th Circle.
Furthermore, the meaning the 6th Circle holds for the current Dale would not even be worth mentioning. Let alone that, it wasn't even Shub's tentacle.
It was the very secret realm of the pure Magic Path itself.
The world of ashes, which looked like a world after the apocalypse, began to churn.
Ray Yuris was dead. However, the only thing that had vanished into ashes was Ray Yuris himself. Because the 『Book of Cold Ashes』 residing in his heart was not.
The world of ash did not disappear. Rather, it began to churn more madly than ever before, expanding its domain.
"......."
Having lost its owner and running wild, the grimoire was becoming aware of 'its own will,' harboring the vast, boundless mana raging in the area. Furthermore, that meant only one thing.
Before long, the world of ashes began to welcome their old Lord and go into a frenzy.
The incarnation of the thought that made up the 『Book of Cold Ashes』 revealed itself.
"Demon King......."
Dale muttered in a low voice.
──The Second Coming of the Demon King.
The Lord of Cold Ashes, the King of Ashes, was there.
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* * *
"Ray is...."
The bond of consciousness between them severed. Left behind in a room of the Blue Magic Tower, the Blood Duke muttered powerlessly.
Arachne, the Blue Mastermind, remained silent.
Marquis Uris, the Blood Duke, turned his head toward Arachne.
"This is truly regrettable, Uris."
"......."
"The last mercy I can bestow upon you is to let you leave this place safely."
"Do you intend to remain a rider of lies and shadows until the very end, serving them?"
"Do you wish to know why I am loyal to the Shadow Monarch?"
"......I don't particularly want to know."
Marquis Uris shook his head coldly.
"The war will begin, and in that war, we will become enemies."
The Blue Tower Master offered a sad smile, and Marquis Uris remained stoic. For the first time, his shoulders trembled faintly.
"The Shadow Monarch's words were correct."
"What words are those?"
"That I was nothing more than a third-rate villain."
The Blood Duke laughed, a cackle bordering on insanity. With a gesture as exaggerated as a third-rate actor, the laughter cut off.
"And the silly villain act ends here."
The Blood Duke spoke, his face devoid of even a shred of emotion.
"I will ask one last time. Will you betray the shadows and lies and fight alongside me?"
"Regrettably, that is not possible."
Arachne said, and the Blood Duke nodded. At the same time, letters of blood began to carve themselves into his flesh.
"Then, as your monarch said, there is no reason to retreat like a third-rate villain and wait for a later time."
"Oh my."
"I will not spout nonsense about us becoming enemies when we meet again."
The continent's greatest Red Mage accelerated his eight circles once more, intent on eliminating the Blue Tower Master before him with all his might.
But before he could strike—
"Regrettably, we are not even seeing each other right now."
"Do you think I would be fooled by your tricks?"
"The fact that we will be enemies when we meet again is also a story for when we can actually see each other."
Arachne laughed, as if amused.
"......!"
The scenery around the Blood Duke vanished.
Marquis Uris stood on an empty plot of land. To any observer, he would have looked like a madman muttering to himself in the air.
The Empire's north, the land of ice. The Blue Magic Tower he believed he occupied was a phantom. There was no tower.
In the empty void, a cold wind blew.
* * *
At dawn, in the bedroom of the Duke of Saxony's castle.
The most important rule for a spy of the Blue Magic Tower is to never realize they are a spy.
Furthermore, that rule applied even to the rulers of the Blue Magic Tower.
"Ah...."
Elena, the wife of the Duke of Saxony, jolted awake. Beside her, her lovely husband slept.
"What is the matter, Elena?"
"I just... had a nightmare."
Soon, Elena smiled as if it were nothing. The Duke of Saxony reached out, wrapping his arm around her neck in concern.
Nothing would change. Beside her lay a man who was nothing short of lovely, and her son was the 'Black Prince,' incomparable to anyone else in the Empire.
"I dreamt of our son."
"Was it a nightmare?"
"Yes."
The reason the Blue Magic Tower, master of lies and schemes, served the Shadow Monarch was simpler than it seemed.
The Blue Magic Tower had never truly existed from the beginning. No, strictly speaking, it existed, but it never possessed form or substance.
In the first place, Arachne weaving spiderwebs in a damp room of the Blue Magic Tower was a fiction.
Even the Blue Tower itself was not a physical entity. Nothing had been built on that land from the start.
When the children of noble families learn the magic of the Blue Magic Tower, Blue masters always appear at the right time. However, even those masters can never be called Blue Mages in the true sense.
In the end, they are merely puppets moving according to their will, like Sepia.
The reality of the Blue Magic Tower existed only within their minds.
Only when the Sorceress Council, including the Blue Tower Master, defined themselves as the Blue Magic Tower could it exist.
An existence that is everywhere and nowhere.
However, right here, right now, the Blue clearly existed.
"You need not worry about Dale."
"Hehe, that is true. There would be nothing more foolish than worrying about your own son."
Elena smiled.
Dale of Sachsen, her lovely son. A mother's maternal love for her son does not change. Even if that child were to point a sharp blade toward his mother.
From the moment he was born, he had the destiny of being forced to become the Shadow Monarch.
Elena, the Blue Tower Master, buried her head deeply into the Duke of Saxony's chest.
"He is truly our proud and lovely son."
The child who will inherit the black-blue of darkness, death, lies, and schemes in the future.
And that child was finally, in the true sense, trying to leave his mother's embrace.
As a mother, it was something to be celebrated, and at the same time, it was a very bitter thing.
* * *
Ray Uris died, and the 『Book of Cold Ashes』 within his heart rampaged, finally revealing its true form.
However, what poured oil onto the rampage of that grimoire was the mana of Dale, who had awakened the 6th Circle.
A grimoire is, in itself, a vessel containing the philosophy of a mage. It is not strange for an existence that should have died long ago to become the incarnation of a grimoire and reveal its form.
That is not the real Demon King, but merely the essence of the philosophy he left behind.
That is why its value can never be belittled.
A mage's existence is defined solely by consciousness, and a grimoire is the product born of such consciousness and the very gene of magic itself.
The King of Ashes raised his head. It was undoubtedly the Demon King Balor.
The Lord of Cold Ashes, who rules over a world of maddening ashes.
"Why did you awaken me, foolish human?"
"Do you wish to fall into an eternal sleep once again?"
Dale asked. At the same time, Aura swirled within his body, and the pinnacle of the sword revealed its form.
A Black Knight wearing the armor of a night-crow knight. But he would not be a Demon King who did not know the contents hidden within.
The world of ashes began to churn madly, harboring hostility as if it would blow him away at any moment.
"Hero of the Otherworld......."
"Yeah, do you finally remember some old memories?"
Dale adjusted his grip on the hilt of Peacemaker. Seeing the light of peace beginning to shine from the tip of his sword, the ash of extinction finally began to swirl around the Demon King.
It was a storm of ash with destructive power incomparable to what Ray Uris had shown.
The moniker 'King of Ashes' is by no means a lie. Even the hero did not defeat the Demon King alone. It was a hunt carried out together with the first Holy Swordsman and countless powerhouses of the Empire.
"You are merely a fragment of consciousness dwelling in a grimoire. At the moment my mana supply is cut off, you will fall silent again, be sealed, and be shoved into the bottom of the church."
"Through the eyes of this child who possessed me, I have seen many things."
The Demon King said. For the Hero of the Otherworld, death was not the end, and that was no exception for the Demon King. Because what dwelt in the 『Book of Cold Ashes』 was clearly the Demon King's consciousness and ego itself.
"And I was able to know painfully well about your existence, Shadow Monarch."
"It's fortunate that Ray Uris couldn't bring out the incarnation of the grimoire."
"So you killed this poor child?"
The Demon King sneered.
"This child's words are correct. You are a fraud. And this poor child, without ever knowing that truth until the end, struggled his whole life within the walls of talent and inferiority, and ended his life miserably."
"......."
"'Monarch of Lies' must be a title meant for you, Hero of the Otherworld."
The Demon King said. As one of the only two beings in this world who knew Dale's true identity.
"I did not awaken you to talk about silly things like truth or lies."
"Then for what purpose did you awaken me?"
"The land of darkness you fled from beyond the Demon Territory."
Dale opened his mouth.
"I fled from the 《Eldritch》 of Sachsen that are there."
"......."
"Don't you want to join hands with me and take back that land?"
The Hero of the Otherworld asked. Finally, the world of ashes spreading around the Demon King began to waver.
"I will seat you as the rightful ruler of that land."
"What do you hope to gain by doing this?"
"I must defeat the usurpers who are currently occupying that land."
Dale said. The old masters of Sachsen, including the Immortal Duke Frederick.
Against them, the hero was reaching out his hand to the Demon King.
"Very well."
The King of Ashes shouted with a cold laugh.
"However, before that, the debt between us has yet to be settled."
"Yeah, that's how it should be."
Watching that, the Hero of the Otherworld adjusted his sword.
At the same time, the frozen world of ashes began to swirl again, creating a vortex of ash.
* * *
"Mother!"
As soon as Elena appeared in the courtyard of the Duke of Saxony's castle, her daughter Lize ran over with a beaming smile and hugged her.
Sepia, who was beside her, said with an amused smile.
"Your daughter's growth is truly fast. It is as if Blue magic is her natural talent."
"Hehe, I am glad to hear you say that."
Hearing those words, Elena laughed.
A Sorceress of the Blue Magic Tower, the female mage from the stories.
"Because she is the daughter of my lovely husband."
Elena said that, and while hugging her lovely daughter Lize, she smiled quietly.
"Sepia, could you please step away for a moment?"
"Understood."
Sepia did not doubt it and stepped back. Watching her back as she moved away, the emotion vanished from Elena's expression for a moment. However, it was only for a very brief moment.
Elena turned her head toward Lize, and the girl's innocently shining eyes were there.
"What do you want to be when you grow up, Lize?"
"A great mage like my brother!"
At Elena's question, Lize answered without a moment's hesitation. Hearing those words, Elena smiled gently.
"I, too, am very much looking forward to seeing what a great mage our daughter will become."
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* * *
Light and ash collided.
Amidst the brilliant light of the Arbiter of Peace, the ash of annihilation swirled into a vortex.
The Black Knight, armored in the gear of the Night Raven Knight, charged forward.
A moment passed, and the distance closed. The hilt of Peacemaker cleaved the Lord of Ashes right down the middle.
The Demon King's body split and scattered into ash. The Hero of the Otherworld coated his arm in the Armor of Dark Blood, and the cold of the apocalypse surged from the Shadow Monarch's avatar.
Simultaneously, the Demon King began to radiate the same apocalyptic cold the Hero had displayed.
By assimilating with Ray Yuris's heart, the 『Book of Cold Ashes』 and the consciousness of the Demon King never ceased to grow, though Ray himself remained unaware of its significance.
In a sense, Ray Yuris's efforts would not be in vain.
Furthermore, the cold of the apocalypse unleashed by the Demon King was incomparable to Ray's. The two frosts clashed head-on, and the worlds of ash and winter night began to freeze over.
"You seem to have been sightseeing in the world quite comfortably."
"Ray was the one to inherit the Empire of Fire and Light. And I promised to willingly become that child's ideology. That child taught me many things."
"I didn't expect the Lord of Ashes to have such good chemistry with the successor of the Red Tower."
"Fire and ash, life and death. What do you think is the difference?"
Enveloped in the cold of the apocalypse, the Lord of Ashes finally took its form. It wasn't just the hero who was growing.
The Lord of Ash and Cold was there.
"Ray's lies were more truthful than the truth itself. You, the Lord of Lies, filled with a life of swindling and deception, are incomparable to him."
"So, do you intend to refuse to join hands with me here and now, perhaps seeking revenge for your old host?"
Dale sneered coldly, readjusting his grip on the hilt of Peacemaker. The vortex of ashes swirling all around came to a dead stop.
"The 'Old Mother of Darkness' is already residing in your heart."
The Demon King said.
"How can you claim you will join hands with me when you are already merging with a grimoire?"
"A mage can only contract with one grimoire."
In an instant, the Aura Avatar enveloping the Hero of the Otherworld was dispelled. Dale of Sachsen continued.
"And the 'Black Prince' of Sachsen has engraved the 『Book of the Black Goat』 into his heart. As you said, I cannot merge any more grimoires. However..."
After saying that, Aura exploded and enveloped Dale's body once again. The Hero of the Otherworld, armored in the gear of the Night Raven Knight, removed his helmet. Finally, the hero's face was revealed.
"The Hero of the Otherworld is not the same."
"...!"
"It is not the 'Black Prince' who wishes to form a contract with you, but I, as the 'Hero', through and through."
The hero said.
"Do you even know the repercussions that act will bring?"
"I am prepared for it."
"What are you doing all this for?"
"Are you asking because you don't know?"
The hero asked back.
"Do you still think the Hero of the Otherworld truly defeated the Demon King for world peace, unable to contain his overflowing sense of duty and patriotism?"
"As if."
The Demon King sneered, and Dale tilted his head.
"Then what are you hesitating for?"
"..."
"If I fail, the hero you hate so much will die, and if I succeed, I will gladly grant you new life as your host."
"Interesting."
The Demon King laughed. The world of ash swirled once more, and the Black Prince turned his head.
"Shub, can you help me?"
─ Yes! Do you think I'd miss such an interesting sight?
Shub, who was by Dale's side, giggled.
The Night Raven armor enveloped him again, and the Hero of the Otherworld steadied his consciousness.
Dale of Sachsen had already reached the realm of the 6th Circle, and that 6th Circle was something that could not even be compared to the elders of the past. That was why this was a gamble worth attempting.
Dale existing as the 'Hero of the Otherworld' was by no means just some armor of ideology. The Hero of the Otherworld was not an avatar, but another version of himself.
Clearly realizing that fact, he began to project the heart of the hero, not Dale, and give it substance.
Not the heart of the Black Prince, which was merging with Shub's tentacles, but the heart of the dead man who had fallen in vain in the white and dark winter night.
Magic is the projection of thought. And right now, what Dale was projecting was another version of himself.
He was not trying to physically create two hearts.
Toward the 6th Circle heart that was merging with the 『Book of the Black Goat』, the artifact 'Shadow Cloak', which had become part of his body, began to move.
Shadows were cast directly onto the Black Prince's heart.
Shadow Heart.
The Hero of the Otherworld reached out, and the world of ashes began to distort.
The world of the Shadow Monarch swallowed the world of ashes, and the swallowed world of ashes was merging into one with the Shadow Heart.
A Shadow Heart merging with the 『Book of Cold Ashes』.
Chwa-a-ak!
At the same time, the 『Book of the Black Goat』, which was merging with Dale's heart, began to thrash about, spewing tentacles.
It extended pitch-black tentacles to wrap around the shadow cast upon the heart, as if to swallow the Shadow Heart itself.
Because it was her role to handle the final stitching of this incredibly complex task.
─ Hey, Oppa.
Shub couldn't hold back her amusement as she continued.
─ Who exactly are you?
Faced with that question, the Shadow Monarch remained silent for a moment.
"Me."
At the end of the silence, Dale said.
* * *
The World of Thought was withdrawn, and they were now on the land within the Lancaster Grand Duchy, where the Rose War was taking place.
The encampment of John Lancaster's side—but there were no longer any who remained loyal to John Lancaster there.
All those who survived were on their knees, and the rightful successor of Lancaster, who had proudly achieved victory, was there.
Charlotte Lancaster.
"I was waiting, Dale."
She had intentionally not intervened in the World of Thought that Dale and Ray had unfolded, even though it was something she could have easily done as she was now.
For her, who possessed the martial prowess of the Heavenly Sword, suppressing a ragtag unit caught in blue spiderwebs was not a difficult task.
Above all, their leader, John Lancaster, who should have been commanding them, was already a corpse lying there in vain.
Ray, the successor of the Red Tower who once held the names of Yuris and Lancaster, was no exception.
"You... defeated the successor of the Red Tower."
The World of Thought that the two had unfolded had vanished, and the only one left there was Dale. It wasn't as if Charlotte didn't know what that meant.
"Yeah."
"The war is going to start now."
"Start, you say?"
Hearing those words, Dale gave a bitter smile.
"Look around you, Charlotte."
"..."
"The war has already begun. There is nothing that can be undone."
"That might be true."
Saying that, Charlotte also gave a bitter smile.
"Still, this war has come to an end."
However, what lay scattered around were the flesh, blood, and bones of the enemies, and the only survivors were those who had surrendered and knelt.
"What do you intend to do with the prisoners?"
Charlotte asked. Dale countered, as if confused by the question.
"Why are you asking me about your prisoners, Your Excellency, Grand Duchess of Lancaster?"
The name of the Grand Duchess of Lancaster had come out, yet no one there dared to raise an objection.
One war had ended. And soon, a new war would begin.
But the war that would come immediately would certainly not be a fight taking place here in the Empire.
* * *
John Lancaster and Ray Lancaster were dead. Immediately after, it didn't take long for the remnants within the Lancaster Grand Duchy to cry out for surrender and kneel before Charlotte. The tide of the war had not only turned rapidly, but had been settled right then and there.
"We humbly greet Your Excellency, the Grand Duchess of Lancaster!"
"We greet the Head of the Rose family!"
Charlotte sat on the throne of the Lancaster Ducal Castle. As the Empire's number one noblewoman who held the name of the Heavenly Sword.
* * *
Some time after that, in the bedroom of the Lancaster Ducal Castle.
Charlotte and Dale were there. As the Grand Duchess of Lancaster and her man, and at the same time, as a married couple who held the name of Sachsen.
Following the victory and Charlotte's succession, a festival was held in the Grand Duchy, and after that, the work of dealing with the damage of the war and restoring peace to the territory would follow.
In the name of the great noble who ruled this territory.
And that meant only one thing.
"...So you're going back alone again."
Charlotte said bitterly, and Dale smiled silently.
"It's not like we'll never see each other for the rest of our lives."
"I know."
Charlotte tried to smile nonchalantly.
"Because it's different from back then. No, even back then, you never left my side."
Even when Charlotte had left Dale, Dale had never left Charlotte.
"Because it is a knight's duty to willingly carry out the orders given by my lord."
"Now it's gotten to the point where I'm even afraid to give orders carelessly."
At Dale's words, Charlotte also laughed. Silence descended. At the end of the silence, Charlotte opened her mouth.
"...Then today is the last night you'll be staying in my territory."
"Yeah."
"Then, can you grant me one last request?"
Charlotte asked cautiously, and Dale nodded silently.
No sooner had he nodded than Charlotte overlapped her lips with his. Dale also reached out and wrapped his arms around her neck. The moonlight was very faint.
* * *
Charlotte remained in the territory she had to rule as the Head of Lancaster, and at the same time, Dale of Sachsen returned to where he was supposed to be.
He had achieved victory in the 3rd Rose War, and as usual, he flaunted the cruelty and notoriety of the 'Black Prince' through the mouths of gossipers.
At the same time, the fact that the successor of the Red Tower, Ray Yuris, had fallen at Dale's hands brought about an irreversible ripple throughout the entire Empire.
Things that had been at a standstill began to move slowly, and now they began to accelerate so rapidly that no one could stop them.
Irreversible events occurring moment by moment across the entire continent.
The Sachsen Duchy could not be an exception to that.
The Black Prince had returned, and as usual, his father, the Duke of Sachsen, welcomed his proud son.
Together with his wife and Dale's mother, Elena.
"Welcome back, Dale."
Elena smiled brightly beside the Duke of Sachsen.
"I couldn't be happier that you returned safely."
"Of course, he is our son, is he not?"
At her words, the Duke of Sachsen smiled low, revealing the unmistakable pride of a father.
"Yes, he is our proud son."
Elena laughed.
However, Dale could not smile.
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* * *
"Mother."
Dale spoke in a low voice, and his mother, Elena, smiled quietly.
"Speak, Dale."
"......."
Dale remained silent, glancing at his father standing beside Elena. How much of the truth did this man know? Was he an accomplice from the very beginning? There was no way to tell.
However, to use the 'Eye of Truth,' he had no choice but to deploy the Shadow Monarch's Avatar. At the very least, it wasn't something he could proudly display in front of the current Black Duke.
"Could we speak for a moment?"
"Let us talk in my office."
Dale had spoken up, and as always, his father, the Duke of Saxony, replied.
"Yes, Father."
He hesitated, wanting to correct his words, but Dale simply nodded instead.
The Third Rose War had ended, and the successor to the Red Magic Tower had fallen at the hands of the Black Prince. That meant only one thing.
War.
* * *
In the Duke of Saxony's office, Dale spoke of what he had gained from the Third Rose War. His wife, Charlotte, had become the Grand Duchess of Lancaster, and furthermore, through the Shadow Heart, he had obtained the 『Book of Cold Ashes』.
"A war unlike any we have witnessed is about to begin."
"I suppose so."
To Dale's words, the Duke of Saxony replied with unexpected calmness, as if he had known this would happen all along.
"Are you not surprised?"
"Once you claimed the title of the Shadow Monarch, it was only a matter of time."
"......."
"When you were young, you said the Empire's justice was flawed. But from the beginning, none of us were righteous. It is merely a struggle for survival, turning like a wheel to grasp power."
The Black Duke spoke. The person before him was no longer a child, and therefore, there was no longer any truth that needed to be shielded for the sake of fatherly care.
"Those who win will survive, and those who lose will die. In the end, your words from when you were young were correct. Struggle is unavoidable; we should have prepared for the fight from the start."
"Father......."
"I only wish for you to remember this one fact."
"What is that?"
"What you must fight for."
The Duke of Saxony said.
"As the Shadow Monarch, you do not need to fight for the conviction of driving the Empire of Fire and Light from this land."
"I fight for the things I must protect, above all else."
Dale replied, as the successor to the House of the Duke of Saxony.
"At the same time, they are the things you must protect as well, Father."
"Please, do not forget that fact until the very end."
"I will keep it in mind."
Dale bowed his head silently and turned his back. Watching his son's retreating figure, the Duke of Saxony remained silent.
It was a silence that was incredibly complex and lonely.
* * *
"Brother!"
As he left the office, young Lise was waiting for Dale with a bright smile. Dale smiled and stroked Lise's hair.
"Are you on your way out after talking with Father?"
The woman beside Lise spoke, and Dale held his breath.
Lise, oblivious to the world, smiled and began to chatter about the Blue magic she had learned—the magic spells taught to her by her tutor, Sepia. Listening to every word of his young sister, Dale praised her with genuine care.
Nothing would change. The goal of bringing down the Empire remained the same.
"Lise, Sepia-nim will be waiting soon."
"Yes, Mother!"
Dale's mother, Elena, spoke. Lise, as if only just realizing it, hurriedly ran off toward the courtyard where Sepia was waiting.
Only then did the emotion vanish from Dale's expression.
"Could we speak for a moment?"
Elena nodded. She began to walk away without a word. Dale followed her, maintaining a silent composure.
"It is everywhere, and it is nowhere."
Once they had moved far enough away from his father and sister, Elena, who was walking ahead, opened her mouth.
"That is the existence of our Blue Magic Tower."
"How much of the truth does Father know?"
"Who knows."
Elena smiled meaningfully.
"He is a man of great insight. Perhaps he knows, perhaps he does not. I only hope that I have successfully deceived him."
"For what purpose did you approach Father?"
"There were truly many purposes."
Elena replied.
"However, while acting for those purposes, many things I believed to be clear began to blur."
"Have you developed genuine affection after all this time?"
"You speak as if it were someone else's business."
Elena, the Master of the Blue Magic Tower, smiled gently.
Upon hearing those words, Dale's expression froze.
A sense of emptiness washed over him, as if the ground beneath his feet were collapsing.
The Master of the Blue Magic Tower possessed the power to manipulate minds at will. Just as she gathered the minds of sorceresses into one place and manipulated people's memories and truths to turn them into Blue puppets who didn't even know it themselves.
─ Finally, the puzzle pieces clicked into place.
The Stone of Reincarnation, the Hero of the Otherworld, reincarnation, and the House of the Duke of Saxony.
"Isn't that right, Dale?"
"Was this your doing?"
"It was also your decision."
The Blue Master said. The Hero of the Otherworld held his breath.
The things he had to protect, which the Duke of Saxony had mentioned just moments ago, now drifted into an unknown blur.
"It was a ridiculous game of family from the start."
"Yes."
Elena smiled bitterly.
"It had to be."
"......."
"Everyone hides skeletons in their closet, and you discovered mine far too early."
Dale remained silent.
"However, just as your goal to bring down the Empire has not changed, my goal to serve the Shadow Monarch will not change either."
"Was that your purpose?"
"To dedicate my everything to the victory of the Shadow—what other purpose could there be for a rider of the shadows to fulfill?"
"Father told me not to fight for my convictions as the Shadow Monarch."
"How truly like him."
Elena burst into laughter as if amused.
"I have seen all sorts of mages throughout the immeasurable passage of time. Those nauseating, disgusting wretches who do not hesitate to become monsters to get what they desire."
"Like you, for instance."
At Dale's sneer, Elena smiled bitterly.
"But he was the first mage I had ever seen who was so unlike a mage."
"Father is......."
After a silence, Dale continued in a faintly trembling voice.
"Too precious and pitiful to be used by swindlers like us without knowing the truth."
"That is true. That is why his appearance is all the more pitiful and sad, to the point where I cannot bear it."
Elena laughed as if she truly agreed.
He had thought he would use everything he could. That was why he had volunteered to be the eldest son of the Duke of Saxony and used that man, and Elena had done the same.
"Nothing will change."
Dale said.
"Because we are already accomplices in the same boat."
"......."
"I will bring down the Empire for the sake of Father and Lise, and you, too, must bring down the Golden Empire for the sake of the Shadow's victory."
From the beginning, their goals were the same. Bringing down the Empire would mean the victory of the Shadow, and the victory of the Shadow would mean the victory of the House of the Duke of Saxony.
"......Dale."
Even so, Elena hesitated, her words trailing off. But Dale did not wait for her to finish.
"The war is approaching. And in this war, the Blue Magic Tower must dedicate everything you have."
"For you, I will gladly dedicate my everything."
"As a rider loyal to the Shadow Monarch, it is a duty that must be fulfilled."
With those words, Dale turned his back. Or rather, he tried to.
"......When I gave birth to you."
Elena spoke in a low voice.
"And every time I watched you grow day by day, I was so terrified of this day that would eventually come. Because I knew I could not deceive the Lord of Truth forever."
"Is that so?"
"Even if it was a ridiculous game of family, I was truly happy to be your mother."
"As a plan devised to give birth to the ideal Shadow Monarch, it was quite plausible. I, too, had no reason to refuse."
Dale said coldly.
"However, for our purposes, far too many people are dancing as puppets. It was so in the past, and it is so now. Neither I nor you have any right to possess family happiness. But......."
Dale continued.
"For the sake of Father and Lise, I do not wish to break this ridiculous facade."
"Yes, that is your decision."
Elena smiled.
"For my part, I am simply grateful."
The egg is the world of the bird. He who wishes to be born must destroy one world.
"We of the Blue swear to dedicate everything we have and obey for the sake of the Shadow Monarch."
Even if what Dale intends to destroy is her world, a mother will naturally affirm it. Because that is what a mother is to her son.
Even if it was a laughable game of family, nothing would change.
Because, regardless, Elena was Dale's mother.
It was a truth that was even closer to a lie than a lie itself.
* * *
Lady Scarlet was smiling in the midst of her agony. Marquis Yuris held her hand and smiled quietly.
"You endured well, my lovely sister."
Her belly was no longer swollen. The demon's seed conceived within her womb had finally revealed itself.
A loathsome baby burst into tears on the cold marble floor of the Red Magic Tower.
The demon of evolution that Lady Scarlet had conceived through the ritual of the Lodge that day.
To live is to struggle. Those who win survive, and those who lose cannot survive.
And to those who are defeated in the struggle of life and cannot survive, the victor who steals their everything and preys upon them is nothing short of evil.
In that regard, what Lady Scarlet had given birth to was the pinnacle of evil, reigning at the apex of the struggle for survival.
Angra Mainyu.
The baby burst into tears, and Lady Scarlet looked at the child and smiled quietly.
"Ah, what a lovely child."
What the Red Magic Tower venerates is the ideology of power. In that regard, this being was the most suitable successor that aligned with their tower's ideology.
"It is a pity that Ray died without seeing his younger sibling."
Scarlet muttered bitterly. Although it had been conceived through her, this being was no different from Ray.
A child of lies.
However, the bond between those who were not connected by blood was a lie closer to the truth than any family.
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* * *
The bedroom of the Duke and Duchess of Saxony.
The night was deep, and the Duke of Saxony turned his head at the sound of rustling. His wife, Elena, was sitting on the edge of the bed.
"Can't you sleep?"
"Oh my, did I wake you?"
At Elena's words, the Duke of Saxony shook his head and sat up. Seeing Elena still turned away from him, he remained in calm silence.
After a moment, he wordlessly reached out, wrapping his arms around her neck as if embracing her from behind. Elena let out a soft gasp.
"Alan...."
Elena softly called the man's name, but he did not answer.
"You don't need to say anything."
At those words, Elena quietly caught her breath. She let her trembling shoulders relax, reaching back to clasp the Duke's hand.
It was a hand cold enough to send shivers down one's spine. Yet, in the Black Duke's grip, there resided a warmth that Elena could never forget.
"I'm sorry, my dear."
"For what?"
The Black Duke tilted his head for a moment. Elena was silent for a while, and at the end of that silence, she muttered bitterly.
"...It seems I haven't been a good wife."
"That is not true."
The Duke of Saxony shook his head. Without asking for the reason, he simply kissed her neck with devotion.
"Because you are my wife, more lovely than anyone else."
* * *
Even high-ranking nobles of the Empire were not immune to the scythe of war. No matter how precious the blood flowing in their veins, there was no being in this world who could avoid death.
Ray Yuris, the eldest son of the Marquis and successor to the Red Magic Tower, had been killed in action—by the very hands of the Black Prince.
Furthermore, the Grand Duchy of Lancaster had fallen to the Black Prince's wife, Charlotte. The territory, touted as the most fertile and powerful in the Empire, had come full circle and fallen under the influence of Saxony.
In the rapidly shifting tides of war, the order of power was changing. Amidst the turbulence of the coming new era, the seeds Dale had sown early on were finally beginning to bear fruit.
However, before the final war, there was still a task the Black Prince had to complete.
The land beyond the Demon Territory, which even the Hero of the Otherworld could not conquer: the Demon Realm.
He had to subjugate the 'Shadow Magic Tower' built by the masters of Saxony who dwelled there—the Immortal Duke Frederick and the 《Eldritch》.
There was no need to turn the entire Eldritch race into enemies. It would be enough to bring one opponent, the Immortal Duke Frederick, to his knees.
But how could he forget the absurd level of power that the Immortal Duke Frederick had displayed that day?
That battle where he hadn't even been able to put up a proper resistance and was defeated unilaterally.
Now that he had obtained the power of the Hero and possessed the 『Book of Cold Ashes』, how far could he stand against him? And how much power did the old masters of Saxony he commanded possess?
He did not know. Even so, if the Saxon House were to fight its final battle against the Golden Empire, leaving the Demon Realm and the Shadow Magic Tower intact would be tantamount to suicide.
Unless he could tie up the ancient darkness that Saxony had built, he could never win the war.
'But I don't have much time.'
A formidable enemy against whom even his father, the Black Duke, could not unilaterally guarantee victory.
At the same time, he recalled what Eris, the Agent of Black, had told him.
Among the 《Eldritch》—masters of Saxony who had endured eons—only three, including the Immortal Duke, could guarantee victory against the Black Duke, who was merely in his forties.
There is a power that comes from being human, and the moment they abandoned their humanity, they lost that power.
But what, truly, was the power of a human?
That realization would be the key to defeating the Immortal Duke.
After thinking that far, he shook his head. This was not something that could be solved by contemplation alone.
"『Book of Cold Ashes』."
He would simply do what the current Dale could.
The Demon King's essence resided within Dale's shadow heart; he would embody that presence more fully than ever before.
As ashes scattered, the incarnation of the grimoire, his old nemesis, revealed itself.
The Lord of Ashes, who had been defeated by the Immortal Duke Frederick and fled from the land of darkness.
"I was waiting."
At the Demon King's words, Dale nodded silently.
"How much do you know about the founder of Saxony, the Immortal Duke?"
"Did you see that man?"
"Yes."
Dale said.
"With my current self, what are my odds of winning against that existence?"
"Odds, you say."
Hearing those words, the Demon King laughed as if it were absurd.
"That existence is a monster that the likes of you cannot even fathom."
"......."
Dale did not answer immediately. Then—
─ That's not true.
The tentacles wrapping around Dale's heart squirmed, and a voice was heard.
─ You can win.
"Shub...?"
─ As long as you choose to remain human, brother, the possibility of defeating Father will always exist.
"......Right."
─ Because I believe in you, brother.
Shub said, and Dale nodded silently. Nothing would change.
"Demon King Balor."
Dale lifted his head and began to circulate the magic power within his body.
"I will have to keep you company until I can even touch the hem of that existence's garment."
"You are truly a foolish fellow, then as now."
The Demon King sneered as if he were dumbfounded. At the same time, the ashes of extinction began to scatter around him.
His old nemesis, who coexisted in Dale's shadow heart and had become one with him.
As the Aura within his body surged like an explosion, the Hero of the Otherworld kicked off the ground.
* * *
A few months later.
Though it was Dale's eighteenth birthday, he had no leisure to enjoy it.
Since that day, he had repeated training upon training to obtain the power to reach the Immortal Duke. He had obtained powers after just awakening his 6th Circle, but this was still not enough.
The number of Circles does not necessarily determine the absolute outcome of a battle. However, one's weight class was a factor that could never be ignored.
Obtaining the 6th Circle was a fleeting realization that flowed like water. For Dale, who began to obsess over power immediately after, to desire the next stage would be an absurdly excessive greed.
Yet, Dale did not care.
"Please come at me with all your might."
At Dale's words, Sir Helmut Blackbear, the Mad Sword, nodded quietly.
Ta-at!
Simultaneously, killing intent swung from behind—Master Baro, devoid of presence.
Ka-ang!
He had barely parried that strike when the Wandering Sword rushed in. As their blades clashed, the strike of a roaring beast descended upon Dale.
A martial training session, clashing swords against three of the Seven Swords.
Without an Avatar, yet without holding back any of his full power, Dale focused his consciousness as he parried their swords.
Clashing swords against the strongest on the continent, swinging and swinging again.
Blades scattered like shadows as they danced, and each time, Dale focused his consciousness and parried their swords.
From the moment the sun rose, until the evening glow faded and the darkness of dawn descended.
Each time he swung his sword, he focused his consciousness on the tranquility of his mind.
A mage who seeks enlightenment through the sword. It was an ironic sight that seemed ridiculous at first glance, but to Dale, it was never so.
Blades were being swung from all directions, filled with killing intent. He savored the death contained within those swords and ruminated on the sensation of parrying them.
A sword is a weapon that kills people. And the job of a knight is to kill people.
Therefore, every time he parried their attacks, it was a task of ruminating on the reality of death and life contained within them.
The sensation of death.
This was also his own way of training, assuming the time when he would face the Immortal Duke.
As Eris and Shub said, an 《Eldritch》 is one who deceives death. Beings who rejected death, chose an immortal life, and fell into an eternal stagnation.
Therefore, there was only one thing that distinguished them from humans.
Death.
Since that day, what Dale was desperately obsessed with and exploring was death itself.
The sensation that he could die if he allowed a single strike, the malice of the sword swung to kill him.
The difference between those who deceive death and obtain immortality, and humans who are bound to perish within a set lifespan.
"So you were here."
Then, a voice broke the silence.
It was the voice of the mage who was more well-versed in 'death' than anyone else on this entire continent.
"Father."
"Your Grace!"
"Oh my, milord."
The Black Duke appeared at the place where Dale was training with his swords, and at the sight of him, they all bowed their heads in unison.
"You have been putting a lot of effort into your training lately."
"Because I must prepare for peace."
Dale smiled, feigning ignorance. However, the Black Duke was not one to fail to grasp the meaning.
"Let's stop the sword training here."
Since that day, Dale had had many teachers who taught him about death. However, even if they were knights whose trade was killing people, they could not be compared to the man before him.
"Are you prepared, Dale?"
As a master of death, the Black Duke spoke in a low voice. Dale nodded without hesitation.
Flap!
At the same time, black feathers scattered behind the man, and the sound of a crow's caw rang out.
Before they knew it, they stood upon a wasteland where twilight faded.
A world made of dusk.
"When you first said you would defeat the Immortal Duke and subjugate the Shadow Magic Tower, to be honest, I thought it was absurd overconfidence."
In that world, Dale's father continued calmly.
"But now, I cannot help but be convinced."
"......."
"Of your possibility to reach our Saxon founder, the Immortal Duke."
"How about you, Father?"
Hearing that, Dale asked.
"What are your odds of winning against the Immortal Duke, Father?"
"I could never defeat him."
The Black Duke answered flatly.
"......However, I might be able to harbor a glimmer of hope for you."
"Are you saying I will become stronger than you, Father?"
At Dale's question, the Black Duke shook his head.
"Defeating him does not necessarily mean you must become stronger than me."
Before he knew it, beside the Black Duke was an elderly gentleman in a Victorian suit. The crystallization of the philosophy held by his grimoire, 『Scales of the Heart』.
"The Immortal Duke sacrificed his own daughter to write the 『Book of the Black Goat』, and that is the most fatal weakness the Immortal Duke is revealing to you."
"......."
However, as he said, that is not a victory that can be obtained through a pure difference in weight class.
A victory that can only be obtained through a trump card.
To the old monster who has lived for eons, even adding up his past life, Dale's existence would be nothing more than an absurd child.
And just as Dale's father achieved victory against the Blood Duke, whom even that old monster sneered at as a mere bloody mess.
It would be no different for the Black Prince and the Immortal Duke.
In fact, there are few in this world who have experienced 'death' more certainly than Dale.
That was no exception, even for the Black Duke.
"Remember death."
The Black Duke muttered, and the elderly gentleman in the suit slammed the cane he was holding into the ground with all his might.
The flock of crows filling the twilight sky began to rush toward Dale in unison.
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* * *
Following the gestures of the gentleman in the suit—Death—a swarm of crows surged forward.
In response, Shub, the Old Mother of Darkness, spewed pitch-black tentacles from beneath the hem of her dress.
Death, Darkness, and the Mother Goddess.
Primordial symbols serving as the foundation for all myths and legends, and the ideology from which no human can escape from the moment they are born.
The vessels of ideology that Dale and the Black Duke, two mages, had each carved into their hearts collided.
'The Old Mother of Darkness.......'
The symbols a person possesses from birth ultimately stem from their life. Just as there is no existence that can evade death, likewise, a person receiving life originates from a mother's blessing.
Life and death, death and mother. All of this felt like two sides of the same coin.
─ Why do you hesitate, child of man?
Shub, who had grown into a full-fledged lady, smiled with a graceful expression. It was a smile overflowing with benevolence and elegance, just like a mother's.
Chwa-a-ak!
Simultaneously, against the swarm of Death's crows that filled the sky and surged forward, Shub's tentacles fluttered.
She was by no means a stranger. After all, she was the incarnation of the grimoire that had fused with Dale's heart and existed as a part of him.
Just as the gentleman in the suit standing before Dale was.
That did not mean, however, that he could simply stand by.
"I will give it my all."
While Shub's tentacles held back the swarm of crows, Dale spoke. The Black Duke nodded silently.
At the same time, the Armor of Dark Blood wrapped around Dale's body.
Even if he said he would give it his all, he could not deploy the Avatar of the Hero in front of the Black Duke. However, Dale's immediate goal was not to defeat the Black Duke.
It was to approach the truth of death that he possessed.
As an 8th-Circle mage and a master of death, it was to understand the realm that the continent's greatest black mage had built up.
Wrapped in the Armor of Dark Blood, Dale surged forward. The cold of the apocalypse was scattered, and he drew his sword.
It was not the mediator of peace, but the magic sword 'Hunger' with its pitch-black blade.
A sword that devours magic.
Clutching that sword, Dale kicked off the ground, and at the same time, pitch-black mana began to swirl beneath the Black Duke's feet.
'It's different from back then.'
He vividly remembered his childhood, when he had faced his father with all his might. An overwhelming gap where, even if he struggled with all his strength, he couldn't even fully comprehend the reality of the magic he unleashed.
But now, it was different. He had grown as a mage, and he even possessed the power of his past life, accumulated as the Hero of the Otherworld.
Above all, he had the 『Book of Cold Ashes』, which he was engraving through his shadow heart.
The Lord of Ashes revealed his form, and upon seeing it, emotion finally vanished from the Black Duke's expression.
The Shadow Monarch, who commanded the Old Mother of Darkness and the Demon King, unleashed his full power.
The ashes of annihilation swirled toward the Black Duke, and at the same time, pitch-black mana began to storm beneath his feet.
This was not an opponent to be faced with the pathetic, shallow mindset of wanting to gain a lesson. Without the resolve to defeat this man with everything he had, he would never be able to reach him.
Therefore, Dale's Mana Circle and Aura Heart swirled as if exploding, and at the same time, the 'World of Thought' he stood upon began to unfold.
A pitch-black fortress imbued with primordial darkness and the cold of the apocalypse.
Facing the continent's greatest black mage, Dale finally unfolded his world.
What would his father think upon seeing this dark world? He could not know. It was not the time for such thoughts.
He should have thought that.
"Why do you not use your full power?"
Just then, the Black Duke asked.
At the same time, the Eye of Truth possessed by the Shadow Monarch unconsciously turned toward his father's shadow.
The secret of the Black Duke, hidden within the shadow, was there.
──Dale's movements, which should have been surging forward with all his might, came to a dead stop.
"......Why do you do that?"
His father, the Black Duke, asked again.
Dale could not say a word.
He was simply suffocated.
"Did you not say you would face me with all the power you possess?"
The Black Duke opened his mouth again, and Dale swallowed hard.
"Father......."
After uttering those three words, Dale continued in a trembling voice.
"What are you so surprised about?"
The Black Duke asked calmly. As if there was absolutely nothing to be surprised about.
"Are you not going to use the Hero's Avatar?"
"......."
He didn't know how to answer.
There was a man standing before Dale, maintaining his composure as if nothing were wrong.
At the same time, within the Black Duke's shadow, the truth of a man sobbing like a child was reflected.
It was the same man.
Elena, the Blue Magic Tower Master, was right. The Black Duke was by no means a fool. And when he realized the truth, this man, who seemed like he would never be flustered, knelt down for the first time and revealed his weakness.
In the shadows of the empty workshop, all alone.
"......Why were you silent?"
That was why Dale asked back.
"From the beginning, the Blue Magic Tower Master approached you with a purpose."
"Watch your tongue."
But then, a cold voice, incomparable to anything before, was heard. Like a father scolding his son.
"She is my wife, and at the same time, your mother."
"Why......."
Dale muttered in a low voice.
"Why did you pretend not to know when you knew?"
It wouldn't have been strange if he had trembled with betrayal, or if he had poured out that hatred. However, after realizing the truth and sobbing for days, the Black Duke's attitude toward his son and wife did not change in the slightest.
Within the shadows, the figures of Dale and Elena were reflected.
'Please believe that I am your father's son.'
'I always love you.'
The two of them hadn't changed either.
"Only then could I understand the agony Elena showed before me. You were the same."
"I am......."
"That is why I was silent."
The Duke of Saxony said.
"Because I knew that your lies were more truthful than the truth."
Hearing those words, Dale remained silent. He couldn't even laugh.
"I simply believe in your sincerity."
A heart without lies. Hearing those words, Dale couldn't say anything.
"I......."
After a silence, Dale hesitated and opened his mouth.
"I am still your son."
"That is enough."
The Black Duke nodded, and Dale did not hesitate.
In the silence, the Aura Heart swirled as if exploding, and the Hero's Avatar finally revealed itself.
At the same time, it was a pitch-black knight armed with the Saxon House's raven armor.
A Hero of the Otherworld wearing the skin of a Saxon.
A swindler. Ray Yuris had called Dale that. It was truly as he said. But even seeing that appearance, the Black Duke was not flustered. He just continued to speak silently.
"From now on, I will engrave a Mana Circle into the 'Shadow Heart' you possess."
"......!"
Dale swallowed hard as he grasped the meaning of those words.
"A circle in the Shadow Heart......"
"It will be the process of drawing out the true power you possess as the Shadow Monarch."
As a mentor leading Dale to the next realm, the Black Duke spoke.
"I understand, Father."
Hearing those words, Dale did not hesitate. Why hadn't he thought of it? He couldn't even let out a dry laugh at the idea.
A second heart that existed as the Shadow Monarch, and furthermore, as the Hero of the Otherworld. The fact that that was the very essence of true power worthy of the name Shadow Monarch.
* * *
That night.
When the Duke of Saxony entered the couple's bedroom, Elena was there.
Not as the lovely wife she was at other times, but as the Blue Mastermind without a shred of emotion.
"Elena."
"Do you still call me by that name?"
"Do you remember what eight-year-old Dale wished for on his birthday?"
The Black Duke asked back. At those words, Elena swallowed hard.
"He said he wanted a younger sister."
"......."
"Thanks to that, sleeping with you since that day has been quite burdensome."
The Black Duke smiled bitterly as if joking.
"However, thanks to that, we were able to have a lovely daughter."
Elena could not say a word. She thought of Lise's lovely smile.
"Was even Lise's existence a lie to buy my and Dale's hearts? Do you think Dale's wish for a younger sister was also a lie to deceive us?"
"Alan, I......."
"You made our son a puppet to walk the path as the 'Shadow Monarch,' and that son has now become the Monarch of Truth, grasping our lies. And he is thinking about what to do of his own will. I am...... truly happy about that."
At the unexpected words, Elena swallowed hard.
"He still understands his duties as the successor of Saxony deeper than anything else. Just as you, as the wife of the Duke of Saxony, are dedicating your all for me and our son."
"Even if it is the result of lies and schemes, do you not care?"
"It seems you are mistaken about something."
The Duke of Saxony said.
"You are not as skilled a liar as you think you are."
"......!"
"I, too, at first, only thought that you, approaching me as the Blue Magic Tower Master, had utility value."
He had known from the beginning. Hearing those words, Elena swallowed hard.
"Regarding Dale, to be honest, it's not that I didn't feel a sense of betrayal."
"You don't need to forgive me."
"But I am still proud of my son. You are the same."
"You are an absurdly foolish person."
"As you know, I haven't lived such a righteous life either."
The Black Duke said. Elena could not have been unaware of this either. Because she, through the Blue Spiderweb scattered across the entire continent, knew this man's evil deeds better than anyone else.
"......."
"You don't need to pretend to be a lovely wife for my sake. But the sight of you smiling while looking at Dale and Lise...... I, too, am afraid of losing that."
The Black Duke said, and Elena remained silent. After the silence, she knelt down weakly and began to sob. And the Duke of Saxony, as usual, wrapped his arms around her shoulders without a word.
Nothing would change.
* * *
The heart fused with the 『Book of the Black Goat』, and the six Mana Circles wrapped around that heart.
And in the shadow of that heart, the shadows of the circles began to manifest.
In terms of the number of circles, there were a total of twelve. However, that could never be the same as the 8th-Circle of the Five-Colored Magic Tower Masters.
Nevertheless, it was clear that if this training succeeded, he would finally be able to possess a weight comparable to them.
Dale, left alone after the Black Duke departed, quietly steadied his consciousness in the white and dark fortress of the winter night.
Sitting on the throne of black gold, Shub, who was by his side, reached out her arms as if affectionately.
─ You are prepared, child of man.
The Old Mother of Darkness, who was in the form of a lady, said.
Dale nodded silently.
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* * *
Shub's tentacles, gripping Dale's heart, began to wriggle.
Simultaneously, they extended toward the shadow cast by his heart—his shadow heart.
One of Shub's tentacles coiled around the shadow heart like a ring.
Chwa-ak!
"Keuheok!"
Pressure crushed his lungs, and blood gushed from his mouth—pitch-black and viscous.
Dale's heart possessed six Circles, and its shadow deserved no less.
A total of twelve Circles.
Shub's tentacles coiled around the heart of darkness in unison.
Six tentacles wrapped the shadow heart, and the biological Circles accelerated, generating mana.
It was not the familiar mana Dale had known until now.
Pitch-black mana... no, it could not even be called mana. It was pure darkness and shadow, pouring out endlessly.
The primordial darkness contained within the 『Book of the Black Goat』.
─ The world begins in darkness and ends in ice, after all.
The Old Mother of Darkness, Shub, smiled, amused. She was right.
Light was born from darkness, and as the age of fire ends, ice will adorn the end of the world.
─ What do you see in the darkness, child who holds the beginning and the end of the world?
Shub reached out, caressing Dale's cheek as if he were precious. Amidst the agony of his heart seizing, Dale reached out.
Shadows and darkness, generated by the second heart, bled from his fingertips.
"This is..."
The sensation was hauntingly familiar.
Two hearts and ideologies coexisting in one vessel, like light and shadow.
Finally, the power worthy of the name 'Shadow Monarch' stirred within Dale.
Ignoring the pain in his heart, he reached out. The darkness swirling around the shadow heart took shape before his eyes.
Shadow Creature.
Like a child molding clay, Dale manipulated the shadows to craft a creature.
This was no simple dark-attribute construct; it was a being beyond anything Dale had manifested before.
The darkness dancing in his hands could become anything.
The world begins in darkness and ends in ice.
Finally, Dale understood the meaning of his power.
The power of creation.
The great achievement of a creator.
He had finally obtained the power worthy of the name 'Shadow Monarch'.
Possibilities and potential filled him with indescribable boundlessness.
As he grasped this realization, uncontrollable power surged outward.
A sense of detachment, as if he had obtained the omnipotence of a god, swallowed his consciousness.
"Thank you, Shub."
Dale maintained his composure and smiled quietly. Shub smiled in return.
* * *
When the Shadow Monarch broke through his world and emerged, he faced his mother, Elena.
"...Dale."
Elena spoke his name in a low voice.
"Please, speak."
Dale replied with feigned calmness. Elena remained silent.
"As I said, we of the Blue will dedicate everything we have to you."
"That is only as it should be."
At the Blue Magic Tower Master's words, Dale nodded.
"However, before the Monarch of Truth, there is no longer a need for such a ridiculous mastermind."
"..."
"The same goes for guarding his side."
Dale remained silent. Elena smiled quietly.
"That is why, as the Blue Magic Tower Master, I wish to pass everything I have on to you."
Dale gasped.
"I suppose I have no reason to refuse."
"Yes."
Elena smiled as if she had expected it.
She reached out toward Dale, and he opened his mouth.
"However, it is not worth obtaining if it means breaking this family."
"..."
"For the sake of Father and Lise, I need you."
"I am truly grateful that you say so."
The Blue Magic Tower Master continued, "Do not worry, I do not wish to break this family either. However..."
Her smile was bitter beyond words.
"The mother and wife who should be by this family's side will be Elena's role, not mine."
"What on earth does that..."
"So please, believe that she, too, was a part of me."
Dale didn't even have a chance to respond. The Blue Magic Tower Master reached out, touching her finger to his forehead.
"I am so grateful for my son's words—that he needs me."
Endless whispers of blue flowed into his consciousness.
It was like a scene from a science fiction movie, where a code is plugged into the neck to inject information directly into the brain.
The lies and schemes the Blue had built into the history of the continent, and their vast spiderweb.
Furthermore, the secret realms of magic she had accumulated as the pinnacle of the Blue Magic Tower.
Information that would drive an ordinary person insane poured out without rest.
However, for the current Dale, it was a power he could handle.
The Blue Magic Tower Master must have known this.
The time had finally come to pass everything on to the successor of the Blue, as a mother.
The area was covered in a storm of blue mana that felt like it would freeze everything, then the storm ceased.
"Mother..."
Dale muttered weakly.
Mother Elena smiled at him.
"Why are you like that, Dale?"
She wore the same lovely smile as always.
Dale tried to speak, but closed his mouth. A hot, incomprehensible emotion welled up in his chest.
He had become a son who could not understand his mother's heart until the very end.
He simply hugged Elena weakly, buried his face in her chest, and began to sob quietly.
"I'm sorry, Mother."
"Oh my, what do you mean?"
Seeing Dale sobbing, Elena tilted her head, bewildered.
She truly could not understand.
She could not comprehend why her usually reliable, proud son was suddenly sobbing like a child.
"This is the first time I've seen my son burst into tears like this."
However, before a son revealing his weakness, there was only one thing a mother could do.
Elena smiled, holding Dale silently.
Nothing would change. Before Dale, there was still a mother he could lean on.
But the other mother—who loved her son just as much, who had spread the Blue spiderweb and protected the 'Shadow Monarch'—no longer existed.
Only the seventh Circle engraved in Dale's heart and its shadow spoke silently of her absence.
The legacy left to Dale by the Blue Magic Tower Master, a mother who worried for her child until the very end.
* * *
A person is a creature defined by memory. Even if that memory is synonymous with illusion.
* * *
After hearing about Elena, the Black Duke remained silent, as if he had expected it.
"It is my fault."
"Do not blame yourself."
At Dale's words, the Black Duke shook his head.
"She will still be the Elena we know."
"But she will certainly not be the Blue Mastermind we know."
"We will never know which side of her was the real one. Perhaps it was both."
The Black Duke said, "I will simply respect her decision until the end."
"..."
Dale nodded silently. He was right. It was not something that would change with a few words.
"Preparations to head to the Demon World are complete."
He was simply doing what needed to be done.
Immortal Duke Frederick, the progenitor of Saxony and leader of the 《Eldritch》. Furthermore, the one standing at the pinnacle of the Shadow Magic Tower.
Facing the false king who claimed to be another Shadow Monarch.
"...I, too, will head there with you."
At the Black Duke's words, Dale gasped softly.
"Clearing away the darkness of Saxony that exists there is by no means someone else's business."
"I understand."
At the Black Duke's words, Dale nodded silently. One of the five great mages of the continent, standing at the pinnacle of the Black Magic Tower. And the legacy left to Dale by the Blue Mastermind who stood at the pinnacle of the Blue Magic Tower.
This was no longer a fight he could not win. These were things Dale rightfully had to obtain.
He was no longer the Dale who had been unilaterally defeated by the Immortal Duke.
Why go this far? Dale asked himself. The answer was not difficult.
For the sake of the things he rightfully had to protect.
Even if they were filled with lies, he did not care anymore. Truth and lies, gold and shadows—the Dale of now was not fighting for such ancient blind faith.
"Please remember, Father."
Dale, having reached his resolution, said.
"The fact that I am your son."
"Yes."
Hearing those words, the Black Duke smiled calmly.
"And do not forget that this father is guarding your side."
It was a conversation between father and son, yet its weight was profound.
At the same time, in the father's shadow, the image of a man sobbing over the loss of his wife was reflected.
The father's weakness, which he would never show in front of Dale.
Even without being wrapped in the Armor of Dark Blood, things beyond all shadows were now visible in Dale's field of vision.
* * *
It was a land of darkness where biting cold raged.
In the barren, frozen earth stood a pitch-black tower, rising alone.
The Shadow Magic Tower.
The Shadow Monarch, Immortal Duke Frederick, who had once been defeated in the war of gold and shadows and fled, was there.
He stood at the pinnacle of that tower, surrounded by the old heads of Saxony who knelt before him to obtain immortality.
"Ah, the children of Saxony are coming."
With his eyes covered by black bandages, the young boy laughed, amused.
Hearing those words, the 《Eldritch》 all knelt, and their shadows began to churn.
"Once the two children of Saxony arrive, the Tower Examination will begin."
The Immortal Duke continued, "And the one who sits on the throne of the tower in this examination will soon swallow the Empire of Fire and Light."
No answer was heard.
However, even in the midst of this, the two from Saxony were gradually drawing closer to their land.
The final examination had begun.
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* * *
Beyond the Demon Territory lay the Land of Darkness, where monstrous shrieks echoed through a twilight that barely saw the light of day.
The land was as bizarre as the deep sea, and its inhabitants were no exception to that strangeness.
Across this land, which even the warhorses the North took such pride in were too terrified to enter, father and son walked side by side.
They remained unbothered even by the swarms of monsters rushing in to hunt their prey.
Dale extended his arm. Simultaneously, shadows scattered from his fingertips, and bullets of darkness—fired without a single syllable of incantation—rained down like a bombardment.
It was a Shadow Bullet with power incomparable to anything before, and the pouring projectiles slaughtered the beasts of the Demon Realm.
After delivering the strike, Dale glanced over his shoulder.
His father, the Black Duke of Saxony, spoke calmly.
"It seems we should spend the night around here."
"Yes."
Dale nodded silently.
They had brought no subordinates or servants, not even knights to escort them; each carried a backpack filled to the brim.
After finding a suitable spot to spend the night, Dale lit a fire upon the soil of the Demon Realm.
"You are using Red magic."
Tadaak, tadaak.
Watching the burning campfire, the Black Duke spoke.
"Through the power of Shub, it is a strength I obtained while facing the Purifiers of the Red Magic Tower."
"Right, you said you clashed with them during the Rose War in the Grand Duchy of Lancaster."
The Black Duke nodded silently.
Before long, the meat of the beast Dale had hunted earlier was roasting over the campfire.
"The meat seems to be cooking."
"It should be ready to eat soon."
"Hmm, I see."
Seeming unaccustomed to cooking, the Black Duke reached out awkwardly. Watching him, Dale smiled bitterly.
"I'll do it, Father."
"......Yes, I'll leave it to you."
Sprinkling the spices he had brought for emergencies, Dale skewered the meat for the two of them.
"Thank you."
'It's almost like I'm camping with my father.'
It wasn't particularly rare to have meals with family back at the Duke's castle, but there was a very novel sentiment in the two of them warming themselves by a campfire and eating hunted meat together.
Even if the destination they were heading toward was the darkest and most ominous land on this continent.
"Thank you, Father."
"For what?"
"For everything you have given me."
At Dale's words, the Black Duke smiled calmly.
"I should have talked with you like this a little sooner."
"It's not too late even now."
"Yes, I suppose so."
The Black Duke nodded quietly.
So many things had happened. The truth about Dale and Elena had been revealed, yet this man had never once shown his own weakness. Even so, within his shadow, there was always a Black Duke crying like a child. The weight this man carried as a father was something the current Dale could not even dare to fathom.
"What are your thoughts regarding your relationship with Lady Charlotte?"
"......."
The Black Duke asked in return. It was no longer a light question as it had been in the past. Because the Black Duke now knew the truth about Dale. Yet, Charlotte of Saxony still did not know.
That he was the hateful Hero of the Otherworld who had struck down her father.
"Was saving her meant to wash away your past sins?"
"To be honest, that was part of it."
Dale said.
"But at the same time, it was because the talent she possessed was shining more brilliantly than anything else."
"I suppose so."
The Black Duke nodded silently.
"You are not as cruel a person as you think you are. Just as Elena was not the cunning mage she thought herself to be."
"......."
"You simply possess the cold-headedness to decide without hesitation what must be done when it is necessary. Just like you."
Dale could not answer immediately and smiled bitterly, simply because he didn't know what to say.
One does not necessarily need to rely on otherworldly abilities to see the truth of a person. At the very least, the Black Duke had insight in that regard.
"As the head of the Saxon House, you already possess the qualifications befitting that position."
"I am grateful that you say so."
Dale smiled and bowed his head.
"However, Father, you are still far too healthy to step down from that seat."
"There is a possibility that we may not return safely from the Shadow Magic Tower."
The Black Duke spoke. Dale swallowed his breath low.
"And if one of us is to die, I hope it is my share, not yours."
"That will not happen."
Dale shook his head quietly.
"Because I will never let that happen."
"Yes, you are very reliable."
The Black Duke laughed.
Tadaak, tadaak.
The campfire between the two was scattering sparks as it burned. Inadvertently, the image of Ray Yuris overlapped within those embers. A fleeting flame that would burn briefly and then vanish amidst the cold chill and darkness.
* * *
Amidst the freezing cold, the two slept, wrapped in blankets.
For an ordinary person, freezing to death in this Land of Darkness would be a certainty, but the two of them were by no means ordinary.
They were humans teetering on the very edge of the boundary of humanity.
Wrapped in his blanket, Dale listened quietly to the silence around him.
If they headed to the Shadow Magic Tower where the Immortal Duke Frederick was, what could they obtain?
The qualification to become the hegemon of this continent by striking him down and claiming the title of Shadow Monarch? He didn't know. Dale simply had things he had to protect, and that was why he could not just sit down and give up. That was all.
To climb to a higher place.
Suddenly, a presence was felt in the darkness. A presence that was suspicious beyond measure.
In the Land of Darkness, that meant only one thing.
「Kieeeeeeek!」
A shriek echoed. At the same time, the shadows cast across the darkness of the area began to writhe like mad.
'Shadow Casters......!'
Dale rose to his feet, but the Black Duke was faster, extending his arm toward the writhing shadows.
"Reveal yourselves, specters of the shadow."
Eight Circles accelerated around his feet, and the darkness spread out in all directions as if racing. The living darkness writhed and reached out, and before long, hundreds of arms were binding the presences hiding within the shadows like chains.
Like prisoners tightly bound in chains, mages in robes were dragged out into the open.
Deep darkness obscured their features beneath their robes, so their appearances could not be seen. Before long, the robes were stripped away, and at the sight beyond them, Dale swallowed his breath low.
There was no flesh or bone.
They were silhouettes of pure shadow, all kneeling in unison.
Shadow Casters, the mages of the Land of Darkness.
Within those shadows, their true nature was revealed. Servants who were loyal to the Immortal Duke and, furthermore, served as dogs to the 《Eldritch》.
The Black Duke looked at them with an emotionless expression.
"Are you thinking of blocking our path?"
"Hehe, h-how could we."
One shadow giggled.
"W-we have merely received the Tower Master's order to respectfully escort the two children of Saxony."
The Tower Master of the Shadow Magic Tower, the progenitor of Saxony, the Immortal Duke Frederick.
"......."
The Black Duke remained silent for a moment.
At the end of the silence, he simply flicked his finger.
Kwadik!
A sickening sound erupted. It was the absurd sound of a shadow without substance bursting as if a human skull were being crushed.
One by one, their darkness burst, and the expressions of the Shadow Casters froze.
The last one remained.
"Return to the progenitor of Saxony, the Immortal Duke, and deliver my words."
The Black Duke spoke, his expression devoid of emotion.
"That according to the ancient rules, we shall determine the King of Shadows, and that the trial must be equal for everyone, including the Immortal Duke."
"Understood."
One Shadow Caster bowed his head with an ominous smile. The Black Duke waved his arm, and the arms of darkness that were binding him melted back toward the ground.
Once again, father and son were left alone.
"It seems this will not be an easy journey."
"I was prepared for it."
His father said with a worried tone, and Dale shook his head calmly.
The ruins of the Shadow Empire had once fallen to the Golden Empire, perishing in the wake of defeat.
The Immortal Duke Frederick and the 《Eldritch》 were merely a group of stragglers who had been defeated by the Golden Monarch and fled.
However, Dale had no intention of becoming a straggler and hiding at the end of the world.
That was why he had an even greater duty to prove himself before those in this ruined empire.
The shadows would rise again, and the war between Gold and Shadow would begin once more in accordance with the ancient confrontation.
He was the monarch who would lead the shadows in that war.
But this was by no means a fight waged for ancient fanaticism or beliefs. As his father said, he had no intention of dancing as a puppet of the shadows any longer.
This was by no means a Holy War.
It was a task carried out for the sake of what had to be struck down, and what had to be protected.
A war that had to be prepared for the sake of peace.
Unbothered by that irony, Dale took another step forward in the Land of Darkness.
Together with the most reliable father in the world.
* * *
The ruins of the Shadow Empire, which had once been defeated by the Golden Empire and had fled to the end of the world.
The Shadow Magic Tower.
Right there, the former heads of Saxony were gathered. Kneeling before the one who stood at the pinnacle of the Shadow Magic Tower, the Immortal Duke Frederick.
"I can feel my daughter drawing near."
The Immortal Duke spoke in a low voice.
"My lovely daughter, Lise, is drawing near to this father."
It was a voice filled with an obsession incomparable to anything else.
"My children, the trial for you is approaching."
The Immortal Duke said. At those words, the 《Eldritch》 wearing black robes let out a sound like wind escaping from beneath their hoods.
"Brother."
Beside the Immortal Duke, a woman wearing robes spoke. She was a young girl wearing black bandages just like the Immortal Duke.
"In accordance with ancient tradition, I hope you will refrain from using cowardly methods."
"......."
"This is a trial that must be conducted fairly and squarely. All those who claim the title of Shadow Monarch cannot be exceptions."
At those words, the Immortal Duke remained silent. It was a silence that was ominous beyond measure.
"Even if that person happens to be you, Brother."
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* * *
How many days had passed in the darkness?
The father and son finally revealed themselves within the ruins of the Shadow Empire, which had fallen to the Golden Empire.
They stood at the site of the 'test'—the trial for those claiming the title of Shadow Monarch and the right to rule the Shadow Empire.
Immortals draped in robes stood before them.
These were the heads and descendants of the Saxon House, sworn to the Immortal Duke Frederick for generations.
The darkness swirling beneath their hoods was deeply ominous, enough to make one fear the true nature of the shadows writhing within.
"I have been waiting."
A young girl emerged from their ranks. Like the Immortal Duke, her eyes were bound with black bandages.
"You who claim the name of the Shadow Monarch."
"......."
Dale bowed his head in silence.
"Please, enter."
As the girl gestured, the ancient heads of the Saxon House bowed before Dale and the Black Duke.
"For your sake, and for all of us, the test has been prepared."
Amidst the bone-chilling cold and darkness, the father and son walked forward in silence.
They walked not for ancient superstitions of gold or shadow, but to reclaim what they were meant to protect.
* * *
The test was a tower, no different from the Black Magic Tower.
It was a pitifully humble structure, consisting of only twelve levels.
Yet, in a tower bearing the name of the Shadow Magic Tower, the significance of every floor would be anything but light.
"Current head of the Saxon House, Black Duke. Have you come to claim the title of Shadow Monarch?"
The girl with the black bandages asked. The Duke of Saxony shook his head quietly.
"I have come as the self-appointed standard-bearer for the monarch I serve. Just as my ancestors here appointed themselves standard-bearers for the Immortal Duke."
At those words, a sound like souls being drained echoed from the robed Eldritch.
"Just as you block my son's path for the Immortal Duke, I intend to clear the floors you guard for his sake."
"Father......!"
Dale gasped, grasping the implication.
"No matter the ancient traditions governing this test, you cannot climb this tower alone."
The Black Duke said, and Dale remained silent.
"Do not worry, Dale."
It was his father's voice, steady as always. Hearing that, the girl with the black bandages burst into laughter.
"Alan of Saxony, the proud child of Saxony who chose to remain human."
"......Lady Persephone."
"I had hoped you would obtain immortality and sit at the pinnacle of this tower."
"Regrettably, that is not a seat that suits me."
"You had the talent and qualifications to be more worthy of the name 'Shadow Monarch' than anyone else—even more than my brother, the Immortal Duke."
"As I said, it was not a value worth obtaining at the cost of my humanity."
The Black Duke replied, his voice filled with unwavering conviction.
"Then what of the child by your side?"
Lady Persephone turned toward Dale.
"Do you wish to sit at the pinnacle of this Shadow Empire by abandoning humanity?"
"I have already abandoned many things."
Dale replied, acting as the agent of the beginning and the end, harboring the primordial darkness and the cold of the apocalypse.
"However, just as my father did, I have no intention of abandoning humanity."
"Look at your body, youngest child of Saxony."
Lady Persephone laughed.
"The color of the blood circulating beneath that skin, the shadow cast upon your heart—who could look at you and call you human?"
A body of dark blood and a heart of shadow. Her words painted a portrait of a monster, not a human.
─ Ah, that is this body.
A voice echoed. Simultaneously, the air in the area froze solid.
"Ah, ahhh......!"
Lady Persephone's expression froze.
"Mother, our ancient Mother of Darkness......!"
A graceful lady appeared by Dale's side, her form visible to all.
─ This child is undoubtedly human. And before you who have abandoned your humanity, he seeks to sit upon the throne of the fallen empire.
Persephone and the ancient heads of the Saxon House knelt in unison.
"According to ancient tradition, the test to determine the King of Shadows shall be conducted fairly."
─ Indeed, it shall. This body will also be watching.
Shub laughed, amused. Dale remained silent, and before long, Persephone and the Saxon heads raised their heads.
"Black Duke."
"Speak, Lady Persephone."
"My brother, the Immortal Duke, resides at the top of this tower. The ancient heads of the Saxon House will block the path of you and your son who claims the name of the Shadow Monarch."
"I understand."
"You, too, shall be granted the qualification to break through those who block your path, as the self-appointed standard-bearer for the monarch you serve."
"That is sufficient."
The Black Duke nodded silently.
The Shadow Empire lay in ruins, and the battle for its throne had begun.
Guarding the challenger Dale was the most reliable father in the world, and opposing him was the Immortal Duke Frederick, the progenitor of the Saxon House.
For his sake, countless ancient heads of the Saxon House blocked the way.
The test of shadows had begun.
* * *
The first test: the 1st floor.
The ancient heads of the Saxon House stood ready, serving the Immortal Duke and acting as his standard-bearers.
Facing them was not the duty of a subject serving a king, but the devotion of a father to his son.
Countless ancestors blocked his path—the Duke of Saxony, those who cheated death, and the leaders of the Shadow Casters who ruled this land of darkness.
Eldritch.
Facing them, never running from death, the man raised his head.
As Dale's father, the continent's greatest necromancer, and the one standing at the pinnacle of the Black Magic Tower.
"Alan of Saxony, I pay my respects to our ancient Saxon head."
The Black Duke bowed calmly. One Eldritch faced him.
Endless darkness swirled within his hood; his voice was merely the sound of wind, like a soul being drained.
A phantom of the shadow that could not even produce a voice of its own will.
'.......'
Seeing that, he finally understood. The price of abandoning humanity and running from death to obtain immortality.
What remained could no longer be called a person.
Without a fragment of self, he recalled the things he had lost in exchange for an eternity of time.
The ancient head of the Saxon House, the Eldritch, reached out his arm. Circles began to rotate around his heart.
There were eight.
The eight circles—the symbol of the tower masters, the five mages of the continent.
Nevertheless, he could understand.
'Is that truly the realm of the 8th Circle?'
It was not awe.
'That cannot be.'
It was, rather, a disappointment beyond words.
However, the fact that eight circles were accelerating in his heart could not be denied. That realm, equal to Dale's father, the Black Duke, and known as one of the five mages of the continent.
But the Eldritch's 8th Circle swirled, and the Black Duke's expression did not show even a tremor.
Abandon humanity and obtain immortality. Hone the magic path over an eternity of time.
Even though it seemed to be the supreme state for a mage at first glance, the magic displayed by the ancient Saxon head within that eternity was not so.
What that phantom had obtained by abandoning humanity was fleeting beyond words.
'Why?'
The Black Duke accelerated his circles, and darkness swirled beneath his feet.
The ancient Saxon head unleashed magic against the swirling darkness, but it was a pathetic display—hardly a fight at all.
"Why have you fallen so far?"
The Black Duke opened his mouth calmly, uttering the same question Dale held within.
Unable to hide his disappointment, his expression full of bitterness.
"Proud ancient ancestor of Saxony, why do you unleash such powerless and fleeting magic?"
Before the Black Duke's ridicule, darkness swirled once more beneath the Eldritch's hood.
Paat!
The figures of the two disappeared. He understood as soon as he saw it.
'World of Thought.......'
There was no room for Dale or anyone else in their world.
Dale remained silent, along with the other Eldritches who were watching the test and making ominous, wind-like sounds.
'......They are strong. But I don't feel the same overwhelming pressure as Father.'
Dale thought about the ancient Saxon heads he was seeing for the first time. Why had those who reigned as the pinnacle of the Saxon House and the Black Magic Tower in their lifetimes decayed so pitifully? What on earth was the 'humanity' they had abandoned?
He did not know. But he had to know.
Whooong!
Breaking the silence, a storm of magic power raged in the area.
Appearing amidst the raging magic was his father, the Black Duke.
Flap!
Six ominous black wings unfurled.
At the same time, a scream that seemed to tear the ears apart rang out. It was a resonance like a soul being drained, and the Eldritch struggled before the Black Duke.
The darkness inside the hood twisted convulsively, and the Eldritch collapsed powerlessly.
"Is this all?"
The Black Duke asked in a voice cold beyond measure.
"Was this truly worth the price of running from death?"
No answer returned. Lady Persephone merely opened her mouth calmly after the silence.
"The test has only just begun, child of Saxony."
* * *
Meanwhile, far from the Saxon father and son taking the test at the end of the world, others began to move.
Not for gold or shadows, but for their own respective beliefs.
The White Tower Master, the Heavenly Duke, put forward the name of the Holy Maiden Orelia and declared the independence of the 'Sistina Theocracy' against the Empire.
At the same time, one of the three great dukes of the Empire, the Drowned Duke Barbarossa, also proclaimed the independence of the Dead Sea Archipelago he ruled.
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* * *
The Sistina Theocracy, and the declaration of independence of the Four Seas Archipelago.
The White Magic Tower, which had once been forced to kneel and bow its head before the Empire, had finally risen in revolt.
The order that had proclaimed a single Empire had crumbled; the detonators had finally begun to explode.
And the one controlling the chain of explosions occurring one after another was the 'Black Prince,' who was currently taking the trial at the end of the world to seize the throne of the Shadow Empire.
Through the legacy left behind by his mother, the Blue Tower Master.
That day, after receiving what the Blue Mastermind had handed over to Dale, he could finally understand.
The Blue Magic Tower had maintained its silence throughout the immeasurable passage of time for this very day.
And even if that motive had started from the conflict between gold and shadow, from a certain point on, for the Blue Tower Master, it was no longer a fight for the blind faith that had continued since ancient times.
As a mother protecting her only son, she had begun to scatter the Blue Spiderweb.
Furthermore, when all the secrets held by the Blue Magic Tower fell into Dale's hands, it was not Elena who played the role of Arachne, the ruler of the blue.
─ You will carry out your role on the island of Britannia.
The blue butterfly took flight. And after hearing that whisper, Orelia of the Pitch Black did not hesitate.
She moved to fulfill her mission, stepping out of Dale's shadow. Yet, she remained within Dale's shadow nonetheless.
For Dale, having inherited the power of the Blue Tower Master, was now casting his shadow across the entire continent.
On a ship heading toward the island of Britannia, Orelia, draped in a robe, nodded calmly.
─ These are the names of those who must be killed to reclaim your homeland.
After that, the names flowed out. The Imperial Governor who had ruled the land since the new Kingdom of Britannia fell to the 'Black Prince,' and the traitors of the homeland who were cooperating with them. It was a kill list she had to carry out as the Pitch-Black Holy Maiden.
Just as the Immortal Duke had lost his eyes to see beyond, Dale, who had inherited the blue, was not much different.
However, Dale still possessed two eyes capable of seeing the truth, and what was reflected in those eyes was the figure of his father.
He was the greatest black mage on the continent, a man who did not hesitate to stand against the ancient ancestors of Saxony for his son's sake.
"It truly is such a waste."
Lady Persephone spoke. Though her eyes were covered by black bandages, she smiled as if the sight were truly unbearable.
"Alan, that a child as talented as you would be bewitched by that blue enchantress and abandon your path as a seeker of truth."
"As I have said, that is entirely my own decision."
The Black Duke replied.
"I am the only living head of the Saxon house, and therefore, no one here can reverse my decision."
As the Empire's greatest archduke and black mage, he stood as he always did, with the coldness befitting his station.
At the same time, he acted as a shield to protect his son.
"Looking at you, it seems Eris has performed her duties a little too well."
"She assisted me when I was inexperienced, taught me, and guided me through so many things."
Eris, the agent of the black. The implication that she acted on behalf of the 'Black' did not refer to the Black Tower Master alone.
She was a remnant of the shadows who had fled from the ancient battle, and a proxy carrying out missions in the land of the living for The Black.
Becoming a Tower Master is never something that can be achieved through the cultivation of a single generation. That is why they accumulate and inherit the knowledge built up by the heads of Saxony generation after generation.
What the Black Duke, barely in his forties, had obtained was the knowledge of darkness passed down through the ages.
"However, just as you found your way to the ruins of the shadows yourself, our silence as the black ends here. The Golden Empire has begun to crumble, and the time for the shadows to rise has finally come."
Lady Persephone said.
"And this place is a sacred arena to determine who stands at the pinnacle of the shadows."
The ancient heads of Saxony, The Black, the Shadow Magic Tower, and the two father and son of the living Saxon house.
"And you have the qualifications, Alan."
Persephone said, her voice sounding as if she were begging.
"Can you not become the prodigal son who has returned, even now, and be reborn as a seeker of truth that the black pursues?"
"Unfortunately, there is nothing that can be undone. The Old Mother of Darkness has willingly chosen my son by her own will."
"Do you truly think so?"
Persephone asked back.
"I could rip that child's heart out right now and extract the 『Book of the Black Goat』 from it. Do not forget that it was not that child, but you, whom our Old Mother of Darkness first descended upon."
"......!"
Dale gasped for a moment. At the same time, the Black Duke, who was spreading six black wings, turned his head toward Dale.
It was a cold, unfamiliar expression devoid of even a shred of emotion.
"Seize that power. You will obtain a power that not even my brother, nor anyone else on this continent, will be able to oppose."
"......."
"I beg of you. My lovely son. Please, end your life as a prodigal and return to your mother's side."
"I cannot do that, Mother."
Lady Persephone spoke, and the Black Duke shook his head. At those words, Dale's expression froze for an instant.
"Mother......?"
"Ah, truly, that child knows nothing."
Persephone opened her mouth coldly. At the same time, the truth that began to reflect within her shadow flowed out through her lips.
"How our Saxon bloodline was continued, and how the darkness and purity of that great blood were preserved."
"......."
"It is this very body."
Lady Persephone continued.
"I am the mother and wife of the children here. Except for that child, the one there, the child of a lineage tainted by that blue bloodline."
The young girl, whose eyes were covered with black bandages, said, pointing at the 'Black Prince' who was there.
Furthermore, the Eldritch—her husband and sons, all carriers of her blood—stood before them.
Dale gasped, reeling from the unspeakable shock.
Dale was the only child in the Saxon bloodline not conceived from her body.
It made sense, as what flowed in Dale's body was the blood of the Black Duke and his mother, Elena.
However, from the generation above, at least from the generation of his grandfather, the Black Duke's father, it was not so. Because for those heads of Saxony, only one wife and mother was permitted.
The mother of Saxony was there.
"My beloved Alan, there is still an opportunity to undo this mistake."
A brief silence descended.
The clan of Yuris, and the clan of Saxony. There was no difference. No matter how much they wore the skin of humans, their true forms were nothing more than ugly monsters.
Those who could not be called human who ruled the Empire; the Duke of Saxony's household was no exception.
And Dale's father, the Black Duke, refused to continue that karma.
Just as all the old heads had done, he did not accept his mother as his wife, but instead joined hands with the Blue Tower Master to give birth to Dale and Lise.
Continuing the fight that had been unknown until now was not Dale's burden alone. The Black Duke was the same.
"As I have said, I am merely a rider who rightfully hands over the throne of shadows for my son."
"......Do you truly intend to ignore this mother's words?"
"The Old Mother of Darkness is watching. Did you not also promise, Mother, that the Tower Examination would be conducted fairly according to ancient procedures?"
Behind the Eldritch, who were emitting killing intent and darkness from all sides, the Black Duke spoke.
As one of the only two humans remaining in this place, alongside Dale.
"Even if one were to be defeated and perish in that fair trial, it is unavoidable."
Lady Persephone, the mother of Saxony, replied. The Black Duke nodded silently.
"Ascend past my sons. My brother and I will be waiting at the heights for that child who will willingly claim the name of the Shadow Monarch."
Persephone's flesh and bone dissolved into the darkness, leaving only the remaining Eldritch.
As she said, the trial was only just beginning.
And stopping Dale, who was trying to accelerate his Circle to face them, the Black Duke said.
"Facing them is not your role."
"But......."
"At the heights of this tower, the founders of Saxony are waiting for you. Proving your qualifications as a king before the Immortal Duke and Lady Persephone is the very role you must fulfill."
Hearing those words, Dale nodded silently.
"Therefore, watch and learn."
Furthermore, the Black Duke said as he spread his six black wings.
"For this will be the last lesson I will teach you."
"That cannot be."
Hearing those words, Dale smiled bitterly.
"Even if I defeat the Immortal Duke and reach the pinnacle of this tower, there are still things I have yet to learn from Father."
Dale said. At the same time, the Eldritch began to accelerate their Circles and unfold their respective worlds.
A world of desolate emptiness swallowed the Black Duke and Dale.
At the same time, a wasteland filled with the dusk of twilight unfolded, centered around the Black Duke's feet.
─ Ah, here are lives without death.
The gentleman in the Victorian suit—Death—stood before them.
─ And in you, who do not know death, I can find neither value nor meaning.
"Many point fingers at me, saying I have abandoned the 'pursuit of truth.' But what I have realized is that there is only one truth and reality that exists in the world."
The Black Duke said.
"It is death."
Dale remained silent, and the Black Duke continued calmly.
"Think of the things that become fleeting before death. At the same time, think of the things that do not become fleeting even before death. Think of the things that, when you think of today as the last day of the world for you, still do not fade, but rather shine even more brilliantly."
"......."
"Think of the things you must do at the end of life, facing death. Since no one wishes for death, death is an inescapable fate. Therefore, recall the mission you must carry out before that inescapable fate arrives."
Hearing those words, Dale quietly gasped.
"This is the final lesson I wish to give you."
"Then, Father...... what do you intend to carry out before death?"
"I desire the same thing as your mother."
Just as the Blue Tower Master made her decision as a mother for her son, the Black Tower Master would be no different.
"Look at those who have forgotten even meaning and true value in the obsession of eternity, bound by the ancient blind faith made of gold and shadow. This is the end of those who do not know death."
Hearing those words, Dale smiled quietly.
Despite the Black Duke speaking as if he were about to die right then, there was no need to panic.
Because he knew it was impossible for those who did not know death to harm Dale's father.
This was merely a lesson.
And as Dale said, his father was far too vigorous to fall here.
Tap!
'Death' finally struck his cane down.
Flap!
Before he knew it, the burning twilight sky was filled with a flock of pitch-black crows.
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* * *
There are countless things that become fleeting in the face of death—so many that one cannot even count them all. Yet, there are others that do not.
If death were to come tomorrow, what must we carry out? Even brilliant wealth and honor are nothing but fleeting mirages in the face of death.
The God of Death, possessing six black wings, scattered his power along with death.
Ka-ak, ka-ak!
A swirling swarm of crows pecked away at the past Lords of Saxony.
The crows, immune to any magic or resistance, were starving, driving their beaks into the robes of the Eldritch and the darkness hidden beneath them.
A scream that sounded as if a soul were being ripped out echoed, and amidst it, the Black Duke maintained a silent composure.
I thought to myself, perhaps the reason the Black Duke went out of his way to obtain the grimoire 『Scales of the Heart』 and walk with 'Death' was to prepare for this very day.
I calculated the time when these Eldritch and Dale would face each other fairly. Even if they were incomparable to the Black Duke, they were not opponents to be defeated as unilaterally as they were now.
However, for Dale's father, it was not so. In fact, it would be no exaggeration to call him their natural predator.
The immortal beings who were supposed to live for eternity without knowing death were busy fleeing desperately before the swarm of crows filling the sky.
Miserable and desperate, like the victims in Hitchcock's movie 『The Birds』.
"The trial is only just beginning."
However, one could not find even a hint of carelessness in the Black Duke's appearance. He simply subdued the Eldritch blocking his path and walked forward calmly.
Toward the top of the tower, where the Immortal Duke Frederick and the Mother of Saxony were waiting.
* * *
"Ah, Alan. I have been waiting."
By the time he reached the upper levels of the tower, there was only one Eldritch there.
"Why have you forgotten the truth and strayed from the bosom of your kin and mother, my shameful son?"
"......Father."
"It is not too late yet. Return to the bosom of your family. This father and your mother are ready to forgive you willingly."
Unlike the past Lords who had blocked the Black Duke's path until now, a clear, resonant voice flowed out.
At those words, Dale could only remain silent, unable to continue the conversation.
The Lords of Saxony, who chose an immortal life generation after generation and degenerated into puppets of the Shadow Magic Tower. That was something the Black Duke's father could not be an exception to, either.
"I am already in the bosom of my family."
The Black Duke replied. Beneath his hood, a truly ominous darkness writhed.
"Are you intending to commit the atrocity of slaughtering your mother's and my wife's sons, your own younger brothers, all because you were bewitched by the Blue?"
"......This is my own will, through and through."
"Then, with your own will, do you intend to strike down even this father without hesitation?"
"Please step aside, Father."
"I cannot do that, my son."
"Then I have no choice either."
The Black Duke said.
"Dale, move forward. This is as far as I can lead you."
"......I understand."
"I cannot let you do that."
Dale nodded silently, and the Black Duke's father reached out his arm.
Huu-ung!
"The same goes for me."
"......In the end, you are driving a nail into the hearts of this father and your mother."
Darkness, incomparable to any of the Eldritch encountered so far, swirled. But it was the Black Duke's job to block it.
Without a shred of hesitation against his own father, six black wings spread out.
"Please wait for me, Father."
Leaving that scene behind, Dale did not hesitate either.
Reaching the very end of this Shadow Magic Tower, the power of darkness and magic the Black Duke had shown—the lessons from the Black Magic Tower Master to his successor had finally come to an end.
From here on, it was a battle that Dale had to carry out alone.
That was why, for now, it was time to move forward and time to seize the Imperial Throne of the Shadow Empire that lay above.
To the peak of the Shadow Magic Tower, where the Mother of Saxony and the Immortal Duke were waiting.
* * *
"So you are my younger brother's son."
The next level. The Black Duke was still engaged with his father, and the Immortal Duke and Lady Persephone remained absent. Instead, another Eldritch stood in his path.
"Younger brother......?"
"Our Saxon kin are all brothers who share a single mother. What difference could there be?"
The Eldritch said, and at those words, Dale thought, dumbfounded.
'What a complete mess of a family tree.'
"You usurper who falsely claims the title of Shadow Monarch. I cannot let you go to where my wife, mother, and father are."
Wife, mother, and father. It was not difficult to grasp the meaning of those words. It was truly a family tree so twisted that I couldn't even fathom how to untangle it.
The son of the Immortal Duke Frederick and Lady Persephone, and at the same time, she preserved the blood and purity of Saxony by claiming to be her son's wife. Generation after generation, all the way to the generation of Dale's father, the Black Duke.
"I have the qualification by right. And I am currently carrying out the trial legitimately according to that qualification."
"Me striking you down here would also be a legitimate part of the trial, no doubt."
"As you say."
Dale nodded, and the Circle engraved in his heart began to accelerate.
The realm of the 6th Circle, and in addition, one Circle left to the son by the Blue Mastermind.
A total of seven Circles accelerated, and furthermore, the shadows of those Circles began to accelerate as well.
Fourteen Circles accelerated, swallowing the world centered around his feet.
This was not the Dale who had been helplessly defeated before the Immortal Duke previously. Moreover, even Dale, who grew day by day, could not even guess how much power he possessed right now.
In a sense, one could say this was the optimal opponent to test his capabilities before the real showdown.
The Shadow Monarch's Avatar, the Armor of Dark Blood, wrapped around Dale's body.
Shub's Circle, which was wrapped around the Shadow Heart, was endlessly scattering darkness.
At the same time, an incomprehensible sense of omnipotence swallowed Dale's consciousness.
The primordial darkness, endlessly generated following the accelerating Circles, felt like clay being kneaded by children.
As a test, he condensed the shadows and molded a shape.
It was a soldier holding a weapon.
At the same time, life dwelled within the creature made of darkness.
"Do you think I will let a usurper like you reach my father......!"
The soldier began to move. The sword held in his hand was swung, and the Immortal Duke's son shouted.
Ka-ang!
Tentacles rose from beneath the Eldritch's feet and mercilessly swallowed the shadow soldier.
"Is this all you have?"
The Immortal Duke's son mocked as he swallowed Dale's shadow creature. However, Dale simply maintained a calm silence.
He just reached out his arm again.
The Circle accelerating along with the Shadow Heart spewed out primordial darkness, and Dale began to mold that darkness.
They were soldiers again.
'These can become anything. But why did I create swordsmen?'
There was no need for that anywhere.
After asking himself, he waved his arm. The form of the weapons held by the soldiers changed.
They were soldiers holding firearms.
The darkness Dale created contained the 'possibility' to become anything. Therefore, Dale molded the darkness and created what he desired.
Riflemen holding automatic rifles. They pulled the triggers, and bullets began to pour out.
"Are you trying to claim the title of Shadow King with mere bolt magic like this!"
The Eldritch roared and spewed tentacles from the darkness. As he said, it was true. To this being, this would look like nothing more than fast, high-lethality bolt magic. At the very least, it wouldn't be suitable for use against a high-ranking mage.
"I suppose so."
The Shadow Monarch reached out his arm once more.
"──Let there be fire."
Dale muttered. At the same time, his shadow molded something like clay and struck down toward the Eldritch.
Finally, the darkness peeled away, and it revealed its true form.
Hellfire swirled.
Amidst the flames that felt as if missiles were striking down, the Eldritch spewed out tentacles of darkness as if in a death throe.
Ta-ang!
The bullets struck again. But they were not mere bullets.
They were the single shots of a sniper, loaded with the 'Blue Dissonance' crafted by the Blue Magic Tower Master.
A magic-dismantling structure.
The specialty of the Blue Mage who breaks the very bonds of magic, and what Dale was unfolding now was a result on the same level as the mage standing at the peak of the Blue Magic Tower.
That very Blue Dissonance was being inserted into the chambers of the shadow soldiers Dale had created and was being fired endlessly.
The existence of an Eldritch is, in itself, a form of magic to maintain immortality. And every time the bullet of Blue Dissonance that Dale was striking down hit, it threatened the very bond of its existence.
"Ah, ahhhh......!"
For Dale, this was not a fight. It was merely a testing ground to savor his new abilities.
However, it would certainly not be so for the Immortal Duke's son facing Dale.
The Shadow Monarch snapped his fingers. At the same time, the gunfire of the shadow soldiers stopped.
There was the Eldritch, struggling miserably.
"Memento mori."
Facing the immortal being who claimed they could deceive even death, Dale muttered lowly.
"Are you afraid of death?"
"You, how did you......!"
"Step back."
The Shadow Monarch said.
"And after the trial is over, wait for the new monarch who will sit on the Imperial Throne of the Shadow Empire."
"I will never let you approach my father!"
The Eldritch spewed tentacles as if screaming. Father and son. The father's fight, the son's fight. The Shadow Magic Tower here and the two living Saxon father and son were like mirrors of each other, similar and yet crossed at the same time.
I could understand his heart and resolution. Because Dale was no different.
That was why there was even less reason to hesitate.
Chwa-ak!
Before he knew it, a spiderweb had been spread there.
It was a blue spiderweb emitting a pale, cold light.
Countless numbers of spiderwebs were tangled and intertwined, binding the existence of the Eldritch.
Truly, fleeting and pitiful like a butterfly caught in a spiderweb.
The Blue power and wisdom that the Blue Magic Tower Master, the mother, had given to her son.
A spider does not pity the prey caught in its web. However, it was never so gluttonous as to devour every single piece of prey caught in the web.
That was why Dale moved his steps silently.
To put an end to the tower's trial and seize the Imperial Throne of the Shadow Empire.
It was time to obtain the qualification to bring down the Empire of Fire and Light, the Empire of Gold and Lies.
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* * *
A young girl stood there, black bandages wrapped around her eyes. Yet, what resided within that child's body was by no means a child. She was the sister of the Immortal Duke and the mother of the Saxon line.
"Lady Persephone."
"So, you have finally climbed all the way up here."
"I do not wish to engage in a pointless struggle with you. Step aside."
Persephone let out a quiet laugh.
"Why did you spare my son?"
"I did not come here to slaughter the shadows. I have come only to prove the qualifications of the monarch you all must serve. I have no intention of showing mercy, but I also have no desire to carry out cruelty."
"Once you seize the throne of the Shadow Empire and grasp that crown, what is it that you intend to accomplish?"
"I shall accomplish what must be done."
Persephone did not answer.
─ Step aside, my lovely sister.
A voice cut through the air.
"Brother."
Persephone hesitated, but only for a moment.
"Go."
After a silence, Persephone spoke.
"As you said, the qualification of a king is a right permitted only to those who possess the qualifications of a king."
Persephone stepped back, and Dale continued his stride.
Toward the progenitor of the blood flowing through his own veins—the one who claimed to be another Shadow Monarch.
To challenge the Immortal Duke Frederick.
* * *
A young boy stood waiting. And as he unwrapped the black bandages covering his eyes, a hollow, empty darkness was revealed.
"I have been waiting, the youngest child of the Saxon line."
"I shall see our progenitor once again."
The boy, the Immortal Duke Frederick, laughed.
He recalled their bitter defeat. Strictly speaking, it was not even a battle. However, many things had changed.
"Come, my lovely daughter."
At the Immortal Duke's words, the tentacles tightening around Dale's heart writhed.
"Now you have no choice but to accept it, don't you? As a parent, one must accept when a child leaves our hands."
"It was you who offered her as a living sacrifice. To kill a child with your own hands and then speak with such shamelessness."
To write the grimoire, the Immortal Duke had sacrificed his young daughter. Specifically, the daughter who bore the name Lise.
"I killed the child?"
At Dale's sneer, the Immortal Duke replied coldly.
"I did not kill her."
"Then what on earth is the 『Book of the Black Goat』?"
"My daughter, Lise, was able to be with me in my heart throughout the ages of eternity. They, and now you, have taken that away from me."
The Immortal Duke muttered coldly. Frigid hatred dwelled beneath his voice. Dale, dumbfounded by that hatred, replied.
"Just because Shub is wearing the shell of your daughter, it does not make her your daughter. Shub is Shub."
"Yes, that must be the truth. And accepting the truth is also the duty of the Shadow Monarch."
Frederick said.
"That is why, forgive this father, Lise. For there is no longer a place for you in my heart."
"......."
The meaning of his words was clear. The 『Book of the Black Goat』, which he had written by sacrificing his daughter long ago, should have rightfully existed in the Immortal Duke's heart. But the Immortal Duke had realized the truth: she would no longer return to his heart.
Therefore, there was only one thing he had to do as a mage.
"『Bubble of End』."
The Immortal Duke opened his mouth. Simultaneously, a sound like bubbling, boiling liquid filled the air.
Bubbles, shining like colorful pearls, rose throughout the area. And inside those bubbles, various landscapes were depicted.
Furthermore, the ground where the Immortal Duke stood began to squirm.
It was a land made of living tentacles, and those very tentacles were endlessly spewing out bubbles.
Dale looked at the landscapes depicted in the bubbles.
They were landscapes he had known long ago.
Landscapes where the earth had perished into ruins, apocalyptic worlds where nothing remained, and vistas of endless, raging winter.
The ends of countless worlds were reflected within the bubbles.
"I have pursued the truth throughout the ages of eternity. I have seen countless fools like your father, who believed without doubt that things like the meaning of life were the truth. But ah, the truth rarely cares for us humans."
"Is this the truth you pursue?"
"Behold this cruel truth."
The Immortal Duke laughed.
"Our world is like a fleeting bubble that endlessly rises and disappears on the canvas of space and time."
"......."
"In the past, I bestowed the name of immortality upon myself, but in the end, within the ages of eternity, even my existence is nothing more than the struggle of a mayfly."
The Immortal Duke laughed.
"This transience is the very truth we have been searching for so desperately."
His hollow eyes gleamed with madness, as if he relished the thought.
"As an apostle of truth and the Monarch of Truth, I have the duty to cover the Empire of Fire and Light with this shadow."
"Unfortunately, I have no particular interest in the truth."
Dale replied calmly.
"The same goes for my duty as the Shadow Monarch."
The Armor of Dark Blood wrapped around his body, and the Eye of Truth watched him. But now, he could understand.
He understood that truth was not singular.
The truth that is beyond doubt for the Immortal Duke would not be so for Dale's father. And the reverse is also true.
There is no single truth in the world. Even when looking at a single phenomenon, people fathom the truth through their own perspectives.
That was the truth.
"I do not agree with your truth."
The Shadow Monarch laughed quietly. The bubbles that were floating transiently began to burst all at once.
The worlds contained within the bubbles collapsed one after another.
The collapsing worlds covered the land where Dale and the Immortal Duke were standing.
"Truth does not care for us, child."
The Immortal Duke laughed, unconcerned.
The bubbles burst, and the ends of the worlds contained within them flooded the space between Dale and the Immortal Duke.
Among them were worlds that perished as meteorites fell, and worlds where nuclear weapons covered the earth and the planet was devastated. There were even landscapes where unknown weapons, which even Dale could not comprehend, shattered an entire planet or turned the whole planet into glass.
The forms of apocalypse, where countless planets and worlds of sentient beings collapsed.
That very form was raining down upon the two men's world all at once.
Meteorites fell, nukes exploded, and unknown weapons struck down.
Immortal Duke Frederick manifested as the god of destruction, unfolding every form of apocalypse that exists.
"Even now, an uncountable number of stars are perishing and disappearing in this world. Just like bubbles on water rising and then vanishing."
The Immortal Duke was recording that very process of destruction. He was literally a god of divine retribution.
"Is it not truly transient and futile?"
"Is that the truth you will bring to this world?"
The Immortal Duke Frederick laughed silently. In the face of the terrifying power he possessed, Dale held his breath.
A power so great that even Dale's absurd growth felt transient. However, nothing would change.
"I will fulfill my promise to Shub until the end."
Dale replied calmly.
"The promise that even if I witness anything in this world, I will persist in remaining human until the very end."
"How truly transient."
"Nothing is transient."
Dale shook his head.
The Shadow Monarch wrapped himself in the Armor of Dark Blood, and the fourteen Circles he possessed began to accelerate.
At the same time, the Immortal Duke waved his arms.
The bubbles he unfolded—the destructions of worlds contained within the 『Bubble of End』—swallowed Dale.
Nukes exploding, unknown weapons destroying planets, perishing by unknown plagues, and furthermore, the destructions where time wound back and the world froze in the winter of the apocalypse.
The 'end' that no one could resist swallowed Dale; within it, his existence was nothing more than a fruit fly.
The Immortal Duke stood there, having poured out all the apocalypses contained in the bubbles.
Leaving behind the bubbles that still remained in uncountable numbers.
"Not even a form remains."
There was nothing there.
Thousands of apocalypses overlaid the space where Dale had stood. That was a nature that a mere mortal could never handle.
It should have been so.
"Bubbles are just bubbles."
"......!"
A voice cut through the void. The Immortal Duke's expression froze solid.
There are those who destroy, and there are those who build.
Just as the Immortal Duke had obtained the power of annihilation, what Dale had obtained was of a nature that did not fall behind it in the slightest.
His shadow could become anything.
A shadow that contains endless potential and possibilities.
"As you said, the truth never cares for us."
The Shadow Monarch was there.
"And this is the real truth that does not care for you."
The Immortal Duke scattered the bubbles containing the apocalypse once again, and as the bubbles burst, the destruction contained within them poured out.
However, no matter how much the apocalypse contained in the bubbles flowed down and submerged Dale's existence, nothing would change.
"That this world is by no means as futile and transient as you think."
"......."
"Is denying this world and thinking it is transient not, in the end, a lie to rationalize your defeat and affirm yourself?"
The Shadow Monarch said, looking at the truth dwelling within the Immortal Duke's shadow.
"Because accepting that this world is not transient is the same as denying your own existence."
Every time a world perished and destruction poured out, a world was being born and created.
Let there be light.
When the God of this world first said those words, light was born from the darkness.
"It is darkness that molded this world."
Only then could the Shadow Monarch understand the darkness he possessed.
And the meaning of the words held by the Old Mother of Darkness as well.
"And the 'apocalypse' you think of is, strictly speaking, not even an apocalypse."
Dale sneered. Because the end of the world he showed would be no different from a single speck of dust disappearing from the perspective of the entire universe.
"I shall show you the real apocalypse that this world must face."
Therefore, the Shadow Monarch said.
Bearing the primordial darkness and the cold of the apocalypse, as an apostle of the beginning and the end.
The real apocalypse swallowed the two men's world.
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* * *
It was a cosmic winter, a world where the cold of the apocalypse raged.
Overlapping that very world, the Shadow Monarch raised his head.
The bubbles floating around the Immortal Duke Frederick were swallowed by the cold, one by one. Before long, only a single scene remained within the grimoire, 『Bubble of End』.
It was a universe that had ended in ice.
"The world shall end in ice. Ah, truly, those words ring true."
Watching the scene, the Immortal Duke finally spoke. His voice lacked the bewilderment he had shown only moments ago.
"Forgive me, child who claims the title of Shadow Monarch."
"What are you talking about?"
"When you snatched away what I possessed and declared yourself the Shadow Monarch, I merely thought you were nothing more than a common usurper."
"......."
"However, you possess the qualifications. Just like me, you have the right to stand against another for the throne of shadows."
Did he intend to surrender? No, that was not it.
"As an opponent who must be defeated with all my might, I offer you my respect."
Once again, tentacles writhed beneath the Immortal Duke's feet, and bubbles rose above them.
True to the name 『Bubble of End』, each bubble contained the scenery of a world that had perished after the apocalypse.
Without a single exception, they were worlds that had met the cosmic winter and ended in ice.
Pop!
Simultaneously, the bubbles burst, and the 'end of the world' poured out. The cold of the apocalypse flooded forth like a deluge to submerge Dale, and in response, he reached out his arm.
His Shadow Heart and Circle accelerated, scattering the primordial darkness.
"Do you still intend to deny the truth of vanity?"
The Immortal Duke countered.
"When this world ends in ice and is swallowed by darkness once again, what meaning does our struggle hold?"
"As I said, for me, the end of the world is of no concern."
"Are you trying to turn away from the truth?"
Endlessly rising bubbles burst, and the 'end of the world' contained within them poured out without cease. It was a wave of raging cold.
However, Dale scattered the primordial darkness to counter the cold of the apocalypse, and the flooding chill was swallowed by the void.
"My father told me to think of things that do not become vain in the face of death."
"Nothing remains when faced with death. People die, stars die, and in the end, even this universe will meet its demise. Look at the cosmic winter you and I are unfolding right now. That is the truth."
He was right. The World of Thought Dale was unfolding, and the world the Immortal Duke trapped within his bubbles of end, all pointed to a single landscape.
A world that had ended in ice.
People die, stars die, the universe dies, and the world dies.
Both of the great mages who claimed the title of Shadow Monarch never denied that fact.
However, regarding that conclusion, the two mages offered diverging answers.
"Do you know why fun things come to an end?"
Dale asked. At the unexpected question, the Immortal Duke tilted his head.
"It is to put an end to sad and painful things as well."
Fun things end so that sad or painful things may also end.
"The end of this world is likely for that same reason. And that end is not as vain as you believe."
"......."
"However, in an eternal life, you, Immortal Duke, will never see fun things, nor sad and painful things, come to an end. Do you still feel that the end of the world is such a vain and terrible truth?"
Dale asked. For a moment, the Immortal Duke remained silent.
There, a young boy simply stood.
The young child was asking Dale why an end existed in this world.
He was asking what meaning existed in a world that would eventually end.
"Just as fun things end, accept that because an end exists, sad and painful things can also end."
Dale continued.
"Rather, what is truly vain and futile is that which has no end—like your life, Immortal Duke."
"Truly laughable."
"Even if you meet your end here, nothing will change. I still have fun things left to finish."
"What is that?"
"To bring down the Empire of Fire and Light, and to see the end of my revenge."
Dale answered coldly.
"As I said, things that have an end are not vain or futile. There is nothing as terrible and vain as an endless revenge."
"......."
The young child burst into laughter. At the same time, endless bubbles rose from where he stood.
Bubbles of end that contained the end of the world.
Those bubbles were, once again, reflecting the end.
──It was the final moments of the Immortal Duke, defeated and fallen before the Shadow Monarch.
Seeing that sight, the Immortal Duke let out a bitter laugh.
"So that was it, you were my death."
As if he finally understood.
Witnessing his own end, the young child burst into laughter. It was so funny, so incredibly funny, that he couldn't hold it in.
"Come, my death."
Swoosh!
Tentacles began to rise from beneath the Immortal Duke's feet.
The distance between the two, who had been speaking as if face-to-face only a moment ago, began to widen endlessly.
The mere few meters of distance became tens, hundreds, thousands of meters.
Giant tentacles, visible from kilometers away, began to sprout.
A giant body, entwined with tentacles, finally rose up.
To protect its owner, the grimoire 『Bubble of End』 had descended in the form of an avatar.
Boom, boom!
A swarm of tentacles crashed down to crush Dale, and the Aura Heart inside his body exploded.
The Hero of the Otherworld, clad in the armor of the Night Raven Knight, kicked off the ground.
Even so, the distance between the two, which had been widening endlessly, finally began to narrow.
Boom, boom!
Tentacles crashed down endlessly, and the Hero drew his sword.
Peacemaker emitted a brilliant light, tearing one tentacle to shreds, leaving not even a trace of its form.
Right beside him, Shub's laughter could be heard.
Dale didn't care and sprinted on.
The distance narrowed, and a swarm of tentacles rushed in. He swung Peacemaker.
Tick.
The moving clock hand stopped.
In that moment, the Hero of the Otherworld kicked off the ground.
He climbed onto the tentacle swinging toward him and began to sprint right along it.
The stopped second hand moved again, and bubbles rose on the tentacle once more.
Bubbles and tentacles crashed down toward Dale.
Ashes began to scatter, centered around the ground beneath Dale's feet.
The ashes of annihilation dwelling within the 『Book of Cold Ashes』.
The Monarch of Ashes guarded Dale's side, and Shub joined the fray, spewing out her tentacles.
The giant of tentacles let out a roar that threatened to tear the ears apart.
Before it, Dale's existence was nothing more than a mayfly. Yet, nothing would change.
Even a tiny creature like a mosquito sometimes takes a person's life.
The distance narrowed, and the giant's tentacles crashed down right before his nose.
In response, the ashes of annihilation and Shub's tentacles scattered, and the Hero of the Otherworld tore through the giant's body, burrowing inside.
Even amidst the chaos, the Shadow Heart accelerated endlessly, scattering 'primordial darkness'.
The power of creation.
The darkness transformed into weapons of the otherworld and crashed toward the giant.
Just like when he faced the monsters threatening Earth as a 'Monster Hunter' in the past.
Iron-clad dragons covering the sky, fighter-bombers, poured down an endless baptism of fire.
Countless missiles fired from the ground; it was a battlefield where the fires of hell raged.
The Empire of Steel that even the Duke of Blood trembled and longed for.
What Dale was overlaying onto this world right now was that very empire of violence.
Boom, boom! Boom!
Explosions rang out. The primordial darkness, the cold of the apocalypse, and the flames of annihilation raged.
Even so, the 'Hero of the Otherworld' did not care. He burrowed straight into the giant's body, tearing through horrific flesh and bone as he advanced.
Toward the immortal monster waiting for death at the end of it all.
Defeating the swarm of tentacles endlessly rising within the giant's body, Dale advanced.
Finally, a hollow hall of flesh revealed itself, resembling the great hall of a castle.
In the center of that hall was the young child waiting for death.
"Ah, you've come. My death."
As if he had expected it all along, the hollow eyes smiled bitterly.
Dale gripped his sword hilt tighter and moved forward.
The distance narrowed.
The young child did not run away, nor did he even resist. He simply accepted Dale, who was approaching in silence.
"Why couldn't I have realized it a little sooner?"
The young child muttered powerlessly.
Dale lifted his sword without a word.
─ You aren't too late.
A voice spoke.
It was the goat-horned girl who had been silent until now.
"Ah, Lise......! My lovely daughter."
Shub quietly approached the Immortal Duke's side.
To the Immortal Duke, it was by no means a repulsive swarm of tentacles.
"Now I can't even remember why I was so obsessed with shadows."
The Immortal Duke laughed self-deprecatingly.
"Why was it so meaningful that I even had to sacrifice my lovely daughter?"
─ It's okay now, Dad.
Shub, and at the same time, the Immortal Duke's daughter Lise, smiled.
─ Because it's all over now.
The end.
It was exactly the scene the Bubble of End had shown earlier.
The Immortal Duke's final moments.
"It is the first time the words 'it's over' have sounded so sweet."
However, an indescribable peace rested on the face of the Immortal Duke as he accepted that end.
His lovely daughter wrapped her arms around her father, and over them, Dale silently thrust the tip of his sword down.
Thrust!
Dale's sword pierced the Immortal Duke's heart. Blood splattered out, and a faint smile hovered on the Immortal Duke's face.
Just like that, his body began to wither away.
And until the last ash disappeared, Shub simply stood by her father's side in silence.
Only after the very last ash had vanished did Shub stand up.
The young girl was no longer there.
There was only the Old Mother of Darkness, looking at the Shadow Monarch with a graceful smile.
The trial had come to an end.
With this, the Shadow Empire would finally kneel at Dale's feet.
The time he had longed for so much had arrived.
It was time to bring down the Empire of Fire and Light and teach the Golden Monarch the meaning of the end.
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* * *
A son stood before his father.
"I remember when you defeated me in the Black Magic Tower and took the position of Tower Master."
"......."
At those words, the son, the Black Duke, remained silently composed, looking at the man who had once been the Duke of Saxony—his father.
"I was truly proud. As my wife and your mother once said, you possessed talent and qualifications incomparable to anyone else in Saxony."
"Is that so?"
"Yes, it was."
The Black Duke's father smiled fleetingly. Even he, who had known no death, could not deceive Death itself, nor the God of Death.
Death had approached, standing right before him.
"I truly cannot best you."
"......."
Accepting his role as his father's executioner, the son simply remained silent.
That was the end of the story.
* * *
The Empire of Shadows knelt before its new king.
At the edge of the world, the land, shrouded in endless darkness and cold, began to scream.
At the pinnacle of that very tower, the Shadow Magic Tower, stood Dale.
"As promised, I will hand this land over to you."
Dale spoke to the 『Book of Cold Ashes』 dwelling within his heart.
"Take the races you are meant to rule and settle on this land."
"......."
Kwajik, kwajik!
The grimoire, which had been fusing with Dale's shadow heart, tore itself away, revealing its form amidst the swirling magical power.
The Lord of Ashes, the Demon King Balor, had finally arrived.
A demonic body incarnated through the dark magic dwelling in this land. Nothing would change.
"......Is it truly over?"
"Is there anything left that isn't?"
Dale retorted. The Demon King shook his head, then knelt.
"Shadow Monarch, I can feel the darkness of this tower and this land bowing before you. I, too, am no exception."
"The Immortal Duke Frederick is dead. And now that he is gone, this land holds no meaning for me."
Dale said, shaking his head.
"Rise."
"Are you not going to force the magic of this land to its knees and reign over it?"
"Why would I do that?"
"Because the Immortal Duke did."
That was why this being had refused to submit to him, styling himself the king of demons and marching south. It was a laughable story.
Dale remained silent. His Circle accelerated, and the darkness began to scatter.
Kugung.
The ceiling of the tower collapsed entirely. Yet, the sky above did not let in a single ray of light.
However, through the gloom, a single, faint beam of light poured down.
"This land is no longer a place filled with death and cold."
Dale reached out his arm, and the darkness dwelling throughout the land began to recede like an ebb tide.
The black magic that the Shadow Magic Tower had rooted and used to encroach upon the land—that was the true identity of the darkness dwelling here. Thus, when Dale waved his hand from the top of the tower, the darkness began to bloom.
Light was born from darkness.
This place would be no different.
Paradoxically, because darkness had swallowed the entire land, it was by no means difficult for the Shadow Monarch to exert his influence.
As he lifted the veil of cold and death that permeated every corner of the land, possibilities blossomed within the darkness.
"......I have incurred a debt I can never repay."
The Demon King spoke in a low voice.
"I shall make it part of my empire, and I command you to cultivate and rule this land."
"Shadow Monarch, I promise that whenever you call, I will gladly become the rider of the shadows."
"That is enough."
Dale nodded and gave a wry smile. He turned his head.
"Father."
"Dale."
Before he knew it, the Black Duke had appeared atop the ruined tower, looking down at the surrounding land with his son.
"A truly astonishing sight. Was this your power?"
"It is a power that is ironic beyond measure."
The Black Duke said, and Dale laughed self-deprecatingly.
"I have only known how to kill throughout my life."
Yet, the power given to Dale's hands as the Shadow Monarch was not one of destruction, but of creation. With a bitter smile, Dale continued.
"Grandfather has......."
"Returned to the place he was meant to return to."
The Black Duke replied, and at those words, Dale silently nodded.
"I am sorry."
"It is not something you need to apologize for."
The Black Duke shook his head.
Just then.
"Everything has vanished into the darkness."
Lastly, the Saxon clansman left in the tower appeared: Lady Persephone. Her hollow eyes were vacant.
"I cannot see anything."
"......Mother."
"Things that should be seen are not seen, and things that should be felt are not felt. Child, are you there?"
"I am here."
The Black Duke replied quietly, his voice bitter. Seeing that, Dale could not say a word.
"Ah, even so, my son is here."
Lady Persephone fumbled with her hands, like someone who could not see. It wasn't entirely wrong.
The Black Duke reached out his arm and took her hand.
"Yes, now I can finally feel you. My child."
Lady Persephone stroked the Black Duke's cheek as if he were precious, then buried her head in his arms and began to sob.
It was like a young daughter whining to her father—a sad, fleeting cry.
One empire had fallen, and its end was, as always, fleeting and miserable. And no empire could be an exception to that.
* * *
Some time later, by the time Dale finished his journey with his father and returned to the Saxon Duchy once again.
News arrived that on the island of Britannia, a large number of pro-imperial nobles who had betrayed the kingdom and sided with the Empire had been murdered.
The Governor of Burgundy, who ruled the island, and his family were no exception.
At the same time, the Holy Maiden Orelia officially began to fight against the Empire for the 'Sistina Theocracy,' and the Drowned Duke, who claimed to be the ruler of the Four Seas Archipelago, demanded independence from the Empire.
A single spiderweb seemed to weave together these seemingly disconnected events.
Just as the Blue Tower Master had whispered secret stories with the Blue Sorceresses, now, those with no connection to the Blue were gathered in the 'Council' in large numbers.
"The moment the new kingdom on the island of Britannia declares its independence, the Empire will once again dispatch a large-scale fleet."
The Shadow Monarch, who bound them together, spoke.
"The role of intercepting them will fall to the Drowned Duke and the invincible fleet of the Four Seas Archipelago you boast of, will it not?"
"......."
Dale spoke, and the man who looked like a drowned rat remained silently composed.
"The spoils to be taken from there shall rightfully be mine and my archipelago's."
"The Drowned Duke rightfully has the qualifications to possess them."
After a silence, the man spoke, and Dale, clutching his heart, nodded.
"And the Duke of the White Magic Tower."
"Please, speak, Shadow Monarch."
"I express my deep gratitude for willingly joining my cause."
"As long as you fight for the status of our Theocracy, the alliance will be maintained."
The White Tower Master, who had once styled himself as the Golden Rider but turned his back to seize his own country, smiled.
──At least on the surface; that was why he betrayed the Gold and willingly fought for the Shadow Monarch.
"Regarding future matters, when the time comes, I will convene the Council."
Dale said.
"With this, I shall dissolve the Council."
At the same time, the figure of the Duke of the White Magic Tower vanished, but that was not the case for the others.
Even if it appeared that they were proclaiming the independence of the Theocracy and fighting the Empire, the White Tower Master had never betrayed the Gold.
Their independence was merely a trap to deceive Dale and the shadows.
However, even the Duke of the White Magic Tower, who was acting as a double agent, could not overcome the cunning of the Blue.
"The White Tower Master will surely inform the Empire that the Drowned Duke's fleet will target the Imperial fleet heading to the island of Britannia."
But that was false information Dale had prepared from the beginning to deceive the Duke of the White Magic Tower and the Empire. There is no one easier to deceive than someone who believes, without a doubt, that they are the deceiver.
That was the Blue wisdom that Mother Elena, and furthermore, the Blue Mastermind, had given to Dale.
The man who looked like a drowned rat did not answer.
"However, I have no knowledge of naval warfare. In this situation, where does the Drowned Duke intend to move his fleet to strike at the Empire's blind spot?"
"Can you prove that this is not a trap to deceive me, just as you deceived the White Tower Master?"
The Drowned Duke retorted. To deceive one is to potentially deceive two. In that regard, the Drowned Duke was no fool.
"You do not need to answer."
However, Dale smiled quietly.
"It is enough for the Drowned Duke to make the decision you believe is most correct for the independence of the Four Seas Archipelago. I will gladly respect your kingdom."
"......."
Dale's hand still clutched his heart, yet he never used that as a pretext to threaten the Drowned Duke.
He simply respected him.
Even for someone with the rigidity not to be broken by wind and rain, one cannot keep their coat tightly wrapped under the sun.
And that was, in every respect, an act where their interests aligned.
"The story ends here. Truly."
At the same time, the 'alliance' that was being bound there dissolved, and Dale's consciousness also returned.
A room in the Saxon Duke's castle.
Once that act—the symbol of the Blue Tower Master—ended, a headache that felt like his skull would split assaulted him. He could feel the Circle of his heart screaming and accelerating, wearing down. Dale bit his lip against the agony.
It was the pain that the Blue Mastermind, who always feigned composure and ease, must have felt behind the veil. And the Blue Mastermind did not hesitate to use that ability for her son.
Dale was no different.
He desperately hid his pain, weakness, and true colors behind a veil, feigning a poker face.
After finally regaining his composure, he staggered to his feet.
"......Dale."
Just then.
A familiar voice spoke. Until then, Dale, his consciousness occupied by the aftereffects of the power, had not even realized her presence.
It was the elf mage, Sepia.
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* * *
"Sepia-nim...?"
Dale called her name, his body reeling from the intense pain and losing its balance. Sepia's hand reached out to steady him.
"That is a Blue magic I did not teach you."
Sepia spoke, and Dale nodded silently. She did not press him further. As a mage who wields Blue mana herself, she could not have been unaware of its nature. The Blue magic Dale had displayed was a high-level art that she, in her current state, could not even dare to imagine.
Furthermore, it was strikingly similar to the level of mastery shown by the Blue Mastermind.
"......Why did you leave Charlotte-yang behind in the Lancaster Grand Duchy?"
Sepia asked something completely unexpected.
"Because Charlotte must fulfill her duties as the Grand Duchess of Lancaster."
"Yes, I suppose so."
Sepia nodded quietly.
"Charlotte-yang deserves to be by your side."
"......."
"Treat her more preciously."
Dale opened his mouth to respond, then quietly shut it.
Sepia continued to support him, performing her duty like a teacher who cherishes her student.
* * *
At the Sistina Papal Palace.
"What on earth are you talking about?"
Although they had officially resolved to secede from the Empire, the Church had never truly separated from it.
"It is just as I said, Holy Maiden-nim."
The Duke of the White Magic Tower, pinnacle of the White Magic Tower and Rider of Gold, spoke quietly.
"Our enemy is, and always will be, the enemy of the Goddess—in other words, the Shadow Monarch who seeks to cast darkness upon this land."
"Do you mean you will not follow through with the resolution to secede from the Empire?"
"Ah, that is exactly what I mean."
The Duke of the White Magic Tower laughed. The expression of Orelia, the Holy Maiden holding the Holy Sword, froze.
"I cannot possibly accept that...!"
Pure-white Orelia tried to warn him.
"The acceptance of a fraud is not required, Holy Maiden."
"......!"
The laughter vanished from the Duke of the White Magic Tower's face in an instant. His heart accelerated, and swirling light turned into chains, beginning to bind Orelia's body.
"From the beginning, when the brat from Sachsen claimed to have burned the 'Holy Maiden' in his territory, I found that statement highly suspicious. Sure enough, just as the rumors say, you are now acting as a spy, having become a loyal dog to Sachsen and the darkness."
The Duke of the White Magic Tower smiled coldly.
"Do you think I am a fool?"
"I am...!"
She was wrong. The pure-white Orelia here was not the real Orelia who had been defeated by the Black Prince of Sachsen and spared. She was merely a fake who possessed a physical form through the ritual of binding demons.
"I am, to the very end, here to bring the Goddess's kingdom to this land...!"
"Ah, it is tiresome."
A fake who denied the pitch-black Orelia and refused to give up on the Goddess's revelation until the very end.
The Duke of the White Magic Tower waved his arm, dismissing her.
Kwoong!
A scream rang out.
"L-let me go! It's a misunderstanding! I, I am!"
Orelia turned her head. Church knights had captured Cardinal Nikolai, an elder of the White Magic Tower and 'Dale's puppet,' and were forcing him to his knees before the Duke.
"That day, the Holy Maiden accused of being a witch did not die; she was rescued by the 'Black Prince' of Sachsen. Yet, even knowing that fact, our brother Cardinal Nikolai chose to lie to save his own skin."
"......!"
"To think that the very spy of the shadows has now infiltrated the heart of our Church, wearing the mask of a Holy Maiden and a Holy Swordsman. Ah, as a servant of the Goddess and the head of the Church, I feel a truly heavy and sorrowful sense of responsibility."
"My intentions toward the Church and the Goddess are never a lie...!"
It was not a lie. As he said, the real Orelia had become a spy for the shadows and fallen into a pitch-black witch, but the one here was not.
As she tried to speak the truth, Orelia let out a hollow laugh.
What meaning did it have now? The man who styled himself the head of the Church only desired to become a part of that hateful Empire. He would not have even the slightest interest in the 'Goddess's kingdom' she desired.
From the beginning, everyone here was nothing more than a puppet dancing in the palm of the Shadow Monarch.
'Which Holy Maiden was right will be answered by whoever stands upon the ruins of the Empire. Isn't that so?'
She had failed. But the other Orelia, kneeling before the shadows, would not have.
Through her failure, the pitch-black Orelia would finally realize which decision was correct. The existence of the pure-white Orelia was, from the start, nothing more than a scapegoat to prove that fact.
Once she realized the truth, she couldn't even bring herself to laugh hollowly anymore.
Even now, the Blue spiderweb bound to her body would be acting as eyes and ears, informing the 'Black Prince' of Sachsen of this fact.
'Are you trying to blame the responsibility on the Good just because you were defeated by Evil?'
'Good that cannot win is meaningless.'
That day, the pure-white asked, and the pitch-black answered. It was just as they said.
She was wrong, and she was right.
"Do not think you will die easily."
Facing the self-mocking Orelia, the Duke of the White Magic Tower smiled coldly.
"For a witch who dares to mock the Church and the Empire, an easy death will not come."
"......."
"Furthermore, the Duke of Saxony family will also pay the price for forsaking the Goddess and their motherland, and colluding with the Empire's traitor and a witch."
Hearing those words, the fake Orelia burst into laughter. The Holy Sword hanging at her waist emitted a faint, powerless light.
* * *
"P-please, forgive me!"
The man knelt and begged. He was a noble who had once been a noble of the nascent Kingdom of Britannia, but had volunteered to become a dog of the Empire in the face of the turning tide of war.
Before him stood a face he could never forget.
The Sword of Shadows, Lady Shadow.
The grim reaper and object of terror drifting among the Imperial-faction nobles on the island. Her identity was something entirely unexpected.
"T-they said the Holy Maiden was resurrected from death, took up the Holy Sword, and became the sword of the Church...!"
Why was Orelia, who should have been that, here? The pure-white and pitch-black Orelia. The man here would have no way of knowing about their intersecting fates.
Sreung.
The pitch-black Orelia adjusted her grip on her sword. The blade was stained blood-red.
"H-hieee! Please, please, have mercy and compassion, and forgiveness of the sister gods...!"
"Do not worry."
Orelia smiled quietly.
"I have neither the intention to reproach you nor the qualification to forgive you."
"A-ah, as I thought!"
At those words, the noble's expression brightened for a moment.
Chwaak!
His head was severed and rolled away almost simultaneously.
"However, there is also no reason to show mercy."
Her voice was cold, devoid of even a shred of emotion.
Drenched in the spraying blood, the pitch-black Orelia wore a smile filled with ecstasy.
The night of the massacre had not yet ended.
Because on this island, there were far too many people who needed to be killed.
* * *
Some time later, the Emperor's edict arrived at the Sachsen Duchy.
It was to convene the Imperial Council, and to have the Empire's greatest archduke, the Duke of Saxony, and his son stand before the council.
This was no exception for the Drowned Duke Barbarossa, who had resolved to secede from the Empire, or for the Church side; it meant that the lords of the entire continent would gather in one place.
A war on a scale encompassing the entire continent never begins in a single day.
Discussing matters before the war was an indispensable process.
Therefore, the Shadow Monarch accepted the proposal.
He would face the Golden Monarch, who had ended his silence and begun to move, with his own eyes.
It was time to prepare for the greatest war.
* * *
"The Imperial Council, huh."
In the Duke of Saxony's office, the Black Duke spoke calmly.
"I would like to ask if you intend to walk into a death trap with your own feet, but..."
The Black Duke remained silent for a moment.
"You have no choice but to go."
"That is correct."
Dale nodded silently.
"Do you think you are prepared to face the Golden Monarch?"
"By the time I defeated the Immortal Duke, I was already prepared."
"......Yes, one could see it that way."
The Black Duke nodded quietly, and a brief silence settled in.
"But not yet."
"......What do you mean?"
Dale asked.
"It means you are not yet prepared."
The Duke of Saxony said calmly. Just as Dale was about to speak, the Black Duke cut him off.
"Did I not say? That I am waiting for the day you grow up, surpass me, and reach the pinnacle of the Black Magic Tower."
"......!"
Dale quietly held his breath.
"There should be plenty of time until the council is convened. There is no need to rush."
"But I am still..."
"What are you hesitating for?"
At the Black Duke's question, Dale shook his head. That's right. It wasn't a battle that ended only when one of them died.
It was simply about defeating his teacher and father, and standing at the pinnacle of the Black Magic Tower.
Proving that fact before everyone was enough.
"No, it is nothing."
Dale steeled his resolve.
"I am prepared at any time."
"......Yes."
His father, the Duke of Saxony, smiled quietly.
"I will wait for you at the pinnacle of the Black Magic Tower."
He rose from his seat, and the sunlight pouring in from behind him was blocked, casting a backlight.
The silhouette of his father, hidden in the shadows, was incredibly black and dark.
* * *
A fight to face his father, the Duke of Saxony, and determine the pinnacle of the Black Magic Tower. The new Master of the Black Magic Tower.
That meant only one thing.
Defeating his father and inheriting everything he had built.
'Has it already come to this?'
Born and raised in the body of the Duke of Saxony family, the destination he had finally aimed to reach was near.
Having finished his thoughts, Dale raised his head.
Necropolis, the top of the Black Magic Tower.
──The man was there.
He was the man who, by now, cast the largest shadow over Dale.
He sat upon the pitch-black throne, looking down at the challenger waiting for him.
"Dale of Sachsen, I humbly greet the pinnacle of the Black Magic Tower."
Dale bowed politely, and the continent's greatest black mage rose to his feet.
Ahead of the final war, the curtain rose on the duel to decide the pinnacle of the Black Magic Tower.
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* * *
How long had he waited for this day? He couldn't even fathom it. The time had finally come to strike down the man standing before him.
Yet, that man was there.
Dale's father, the Duke of Saxony, the pinnacle of the Black Magic Tower, and the greatest black mage on the continent.
He was the man who held the title of the Black Duke.
Dale's two hearts accelerated. His seven circles and the shadow circles they cast flared to life.
In response, the man accelerated his eight circles.
Beneath their feet, the purest darkness in the world began to swirl like a vortex.
Simultaneously, Death and the Mother of Ancient Darkness manifested.
There were no more truths to hide. Dale did not hesitate.
Along with his mage circles, his Aura Heart exploded, and the armor of the Night Crow Knight encased his body.
The warrior beneath the armor lifted his head in silence.
He understood now. This armor was a part of him. Just as the Night Crow Knights willingly gave their lives for the Saxon House, Dale projected the very loyalty of those knights.
"Use all the power you possess."
"I cannot do that."
The man spoke, but Dale shook his head.
"Are you holding back?"
"I am only facing you, Father, to claim the position of the 'Master of the Black Magic Tower'."
Dale replied. Simultaneously, the avatar of the warrior wrapping around his body vanished, and the Armor of Dark Blood covered Dale.
"Proving that I am stronger than you, Father, and proving that I am the greatest black mage on the continent, surpassing you, are two different things."
"......."
The Black Duke burst into amused laughter at Dale's words. His exploding Aura Heart remained silent, yet his heart and shadow accelerated again and again.
"Yes, I suppose that is true."
Dale looked around in silence.
Everywhere, countless mounds of bones and weapons were piled up like mountains.
Simultaneously, the two corpses, each gripping a sword hilt, rushed forward.
Ka-ang!
The skeleton soldiers controlled by Dale and the Black Duke clashed, swords in hand, acting as the champions of the two black mages.
"If I strike you down, Father, and stand at the pinnacle of this tower, what do you intend to do afterward?"
"Have you already reached the pinnacle of this tower?"
The Black Duke asked back with a quiet laugh. However, apart from the two of them having a calm conversation, the battle of the dead controlled by the two black mages was anything but.
Kwajik!
The skeleton controlled by Dale, imbued with black aura, shattered the Black Duke's skeleton.
At the same time, the worlds of the two black mages engulfed a room of the Black Magic Tower.
The room was filled with the black-and-white of a winter night and the dusk of twilight.
Before long, 'Death', standing beside the Black Duke, struck his staff against the ground.
Covering the fading sunset, a flock of crows rushed forward.
Birds that harbored death.
In response, Dale's shadow circles rotated, scattering darkness. Tearing through the veil of scattered darkness, birds flew up, shedding feathers.
They were crows.
However, they were white crows, dyed as pure as snow.
The flock of white crows clashed against the flock of night crows deployed by the Black Duke.
Amidst the strife of the birds filling the sky, Dale lowered his head.
Already, the distance between the two was widening. Leaving his father behind, an army of death filled the space between father and son.
Immortal soldiers raised by will.
The great battle line of the dead collided.
The two battle lines, stretching from horizon to horizon, crashed into each other, and the war began.
Arms were severed, heads were cut off, entrails spilled out, bones broke, and flesh was shredded, yet they never stopped.
The army of the dead collided again and again, piling into literal mountains of corpses.
Though mountains of corpses piled up, there was no sea of blood.
There was not even a sound.
There were no people screaming in pain from being pierced by blades, no wailing, and no shouting—things that should rightfully be in a war.
Only the sound of iron clashing against iron rang out in a silence that felt like it would freeze over.
It was the quietest war in the world.
* * *
Dale lifted his head.
Under the darkness of a night sky where not a single star flickered, the dead continued their fight.
There were no living beings there. No patriotism, no religion, no one crying out for the calling they held in their hearts.
The dead, with flesh falling off, entrails flowing down, and white bones exposed.
The silence continued.
In a silence that would make one's skin crawl, only the faint sound of weapons clashing echoed.
* * *
The Duke of Saxony lifted his head.
The dusk of twilight settled beyond the horizon.
The madder-red sunlight seeping in from afar illuminated the army of the dead that never rested nor stopped.
It was a living hell where even death was not permitted.
No one could rest.
They were filled with soldiers who had to swing their weapons endlessly, just as their king led them, following the King of Death they each served.
They fought to continue the endless battle until the end of the world.
* * *
The two black mages who commanded the night and the twilight clashed, and finally, the war came to an end.
Knights made of darkness were silently marching, sounding the drums of victory.
The man who had lost his army stood in silence.
Then, the dark knights surrounding the man began to part, as if the sea were dividing, much like a unit performing a parade.
Through that gap, the Shadow Monarch walked silently.
A conqueror who had grasped victory, facing the defeated general who had lost his entire army.
"It is my victory."
"You have merely won a single battle."
Watching that, the Black Duke laughed quietly.
"And the war is not over yet."
The man stretched out his arm, and darkness swirled.
As if to say that what had been shown until now was nothing more than playing soldier.
A swirling storm of darkness swallowed the area.
Death descended like feathers.
The God of Death, spreading black wings, was there.
Those who should not die finally met death, and only two remained: the defeated general and the conqueror.
"After this war ends, what do you intend to do, Father?"
Dale asked, and the man smiled bitterly.
"I haven't thought about it, so I don't really know."
"......I am prepared."
Dale said.
"Please, let me take over the burden you are carrying."
"Then by all means, take it."
The Black Duke replied calmly. Simultaneously, six black wings spread out, and pitch-black feathers scattered.
Dale's body stopped completely.
He collapsed, gasping for air, and a cold, lifeless corpse rolled onto the floor.
However, the flock of white crows rising by tearing through Dale's shadow did not stop.
The ability to manipulate the very concept of death.
Just as the Duke of Blood handles 'history', the five mages who stand at the pinnacle of the five-colored magic towers have power befitting them.
And the power that the Master of the Blue Magic Tower and Elena gave to Dale cannot be used here.
Because this is a place to determine the qualification to stand at the pinnacle of the Black Magic Tower, not just a test of strength.
However, just as life and death are woven like a Möbius strip, to the current Dale, 'death' was by no means an incomprehensible concept.
For the world was born from darkness, and in death, it would return to that darkness once more.
Accompanying Dale is none other than the Mother of Ancient Darkness.
The pure white crows rose all at once, and Dale revealed himself from within the shadows of the white crow flock.
He looked down at his own body that had fallen as a corpse.
"No one can run away from death."
The Dale that had fallen to the floor melted into the other Dale looking down at him.
"However, in the race between death and life, life was always faster than death."
"Ho-ho."
The Black Duke laughed as if amused.
"I can run away faster than your death can reach me, Father."
Once again, 'Death' beside the Black Duke struck his staff down, and crow feathers rained down like arrows from beneath his feet.
However, what swallowed the raining feathers was the darkness spread by the 'Mother of Ancient Darkness'.
In that darkness, the potential to become anything and the possibility of creation resided.
"You have found something that even death cannot kill."
Watching that, the Black Duke finally nodded as if he understood.
Under the protection bestowed by the Mother of Ancient Darkness, the Shadow Monarch took a step forward.
Every time he did, the death deployed by the Black Duke descended upon Dale, but it could no longer kill him.
That was the power residing in Dale's shadow as the Shadow Monarch, and furthermore, as one who is with the Mother of Ancient Darkness.
For you cannot kill that which has not yet been born.
That was the possibility of creation, and that was the true nature of the shadow and darkness that Dale possessed.
Because it was not born, it cannot be killed. Yet, that darkness contained the possibility of becoming anything.
Bringing an empire of shadows into this world was not the same as returning the world to nothingness.
"I have been searching for the truth my entire life."
Watching that, his father, the Black Duke, knelt.
"Something that even death cannot kill; something that does not become futile in the face of death."
"......."
"That very thing is now before me."
The Black Duke said, and Dale smiled quietly.
"I will build an empire of shadows on this land."
Not the gold of lies. A world that is nothing, yet contains the possibility of becoming anything.
"Thank you for your hard work, Father."
Saying that, Dale reached out his arm, and the kneeling Black Duke took his son's hand.
"Alan of Saxony."
Holding his son's hand, the father said. In a voice more proud, gratified, and serious than ever before.
"......I humbly greet the pinnacle of our Black Magic Tower, the Duke of Pitch-Black (漆黑公)."
* * *
The Imperial Council was convened, and at the Empire's request, the 'Duke of Saxony and the eldest son of the Duke's family' participated.
However, the man who had once held the name 'Black Duke' merely guarded his territory.
Because that man was no longer the greatest black mage on the continent, nor the pinnacle of the Black Magic Tower, nor even the head of the Saxon Duchy.
Consequently, he was not violating the contents written in the Emperor's edict.
It was time for the new head of the Saxon Duchy, the pinnacle of the Black Magic Tower, the Duke of Pitch-Black, to reveal himself to the world.
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* * *
A man sat upon the throne of the Ducal Castle.
He was the head of the Saxon Ducal House, the greatest black mage on the continent, and the one standing at the pinnacle of the Black Magic Tower.
He was the man who bore the title of the Duke of Pitch-Black.
Before the Duke of Saxony, the vassals serving the ducal house knelt in unison to pay their respects.
"Night Raven Captain Helmut Blackbear! I humbly greet the new Duke of Saxony, Your Excellency!"
Koo-oong!
Led by Sir Helmut, the Night Raven knights simultaneously slammed their swords vertically into the ground.
"We greet the Master of the Black Magic Tower."
The black mages, who were also welcoming the new master of the Black Magic Tower, were no exception.
"Heh, shit. This is why a man's gotta know how to bow his head properly."
Master Baro, the leader of the Grave Walkers, muttered as if it were someone else's business.
The Night Raven knights, the elders of the Black Magic Tower, the black mages training for combat prowess, and finally, the Grave Walkers who operated in the shadows.
A new order and system were established there.
From the throne of the Ducal Castle, the Duke of Saxony looked down upon them in silence.
* * *
Just as his father had done in the past, Dale was no exception.
He sought to prove himself by breaking the pinnacle of the Black Magic Tower and ascending to that seat to inherit the name of the Duke of Saxony.
That night.
His father, who had yielded his seat—Alan of Saxony, who had once held the name of the Black Duke—was in the bedroom, silently looking out from the window of the Ducal Castle.
"Alan."
His wife, Elena, called his name from behind, and Alan turned his head.
"Are you feeling sad about giving your seat to our son?"
"How could that be?"
At Elena's question, Alan smiled and shook his head.
"It was a matter that had to be done. If anything, I am incredibly proud of my son."
"Then why are you smiling so bitterly?"
"Well, I'm not sure myself. It's just that the place where I should be..."
It was Elena who interrupted Alan as he tried to continue.
"This is still the place where you should be. The seat where you belong hasn't disappeared."
Elena whispered affectionately as she always did, and at those words, Alan smiled silently. It was truly as she said. Just as he had once devoted his entire being to protecting his wife and son, his son inheriting the position of the Duke of Saxony would be no exception.
"I wonder if I've placed too heavy a burden on my son."
"Was it a heavy burden for you?"
"How could it be? It is something that must be endured."
"Our son will surely feel the same."
Elena said. Hearing those words, Alan fell silent as if he had realized something.
* * *
The Imperial Council.
It is rare to see the princes of the Empire gathered in one place.
The last time the Imperial Council was held was immediately after the Empire's victory in the unification war, and the council held before that was the very venue to officially announce that unification war.
And the fact that this council had been summoned again, calling the princes from all over the Empire.
Furthermore, the succession ceremony that took place at the Saxon House ahead of the Imperial Council was a move that drove a wedge into the shifting order of power.
The new Duke of Saxony claimed the title of the Duke of Pitch-Black.
He was the Black Prince who had once made a name for himself as the greatest genius of the Empire, and his wife was the Grand Duchess of Lancaster, who held one of the three great dukedoms of the Empire—and she was a swordsman who possessed the rank of the Heavenly Sword, at that.
The two ducal houses were joined as husband and wife, and the Drowned Duke Barbarossa was resolving to break away from the Empire along with the independence of the Sea of Death archipelago.
Unless they were fools, there would be no reason for those three great ducal houses not to join forces, and the nobles of the Empire were not unaware of that fact.
Therefore, the Imperial Council to be held this time carried a weight more significant than anything else.
The newly shifting order of power, and furthermore, where that scale would tip. It would be decided right here in this place.
──The Imperial Council Chamber.
In the silence that had settled solemnly, the seats filling the room were strictly assigned according to rank.
The secular princes of the Empire, the ecclesiastical princes, and the representatives of the Imperial cities.
A place that existed literally to determine the collective will of the Empire.
And in the seat that rose highest among them, a man sat.
The one who truly stood at the pinnacle of this Empire.
The Golden Monarch, Emperor Arthur the Great.
The 13 princes and princesses who carried the golden bloodline were also there.
"I, the Duke of Saxony, humbly greet the Emperor of the Empire."
Looking up at the towering golden throne, Dale spoke.
Charlotte, Dale's wife and the Grand Duchess of Lancaster, was also silently paying her respects right by his side.
The man who looked like a drowned rat, the Drowned Duke Barbarossa, was also there as a monarch asserting the independence of the Sea of Death archipelago.
The head of the church and master of the White Magic Tower, the Heavenly Duke, was no exception, even if the independence of the Theocracy he claimed was merely a false scheme to deceive Dale and the Shadow faction.
Besides them, the number of princes asserting independent nations against the Empire was by no means small.
In other words, this place was not a death trap from which one could never return alive. Rather, the real problem would arise if they couldn't return alive.
Understanding that fact, the princes asserting independence were likely able to willingly respond to the summons.
In the air that was nothing but precarious, the Golden Emperor finally looked at Dale.
However, to Dale, who was facing the Emperor for the first time as 'Dale of Saxony', strangely, no feeling of hatred was felt.
Too much time had passed to be swayed by personal emotions.
For the current Dale, defeating that man, the Golden Monarch, was merely a task that had to be carried out.
Therefore, the result of defeating the Golden Monarch and his Empire would not change.
"Duke of Pitch-Black."
Emperor Arthur the Great opened his mouth. The heavy, low-pitched voice called Dale's name, and Dale bowed his head.
"Speak, Your Majesty."
"Can you give me even one reason why I shouldn't cut off your head right here and now?"
For a moment, the air around them froze coldly. But Dale answered without concern.
"Why would you not cut off my head?"
He asked back as if he couldn't understand.
"If this situation could be resolved with just my head, there would be no reason for you to hesitate to take it."
"......."
At Dale's question, Emperor Arthur the Great remained silent.
"The reason why the Duke's head is not being taken here... is for only one reason."
It was the Duke of Blood, Marquis Yuris, who broke the silence.
"It is because the value the Empire pursues is not some despicable trickery or scheming, but is achieved within a 'definition of power' that is truly just and beyond doubt."
The reason the Empire built by the Golden Emperor has been able to survive until now is because he has shown overwhelming power that no one can doubt.
The Monarch of Lies, the Empire of Lies.
Above all, Marquis Yuris's words were not significantly wrong.
For the Emperor of the Empire to use the council as an excuse to call out a Duke and cut off his head is an act that breaks the very definition of power that the Empire has built up until now.
"On behalf of Your Majesty, I shall announce it here to those of you who wish to defy the Empire and Your Majesty."
As the chairman of the Imperial Council, the Duke of Blood rose to his feet. Sounds of people holding their breath came from here and there.
"Please, do so."
"......!"
"Princes who wish to break away from the Empire's rule and assert independence, please do so. Dukes who do not wish to be loyal to the Emperor, please do so as well. His Majesty will gladly respect your decisions."
A murmur arose at the unexpected words. But Dale was not shaken.
"And His Majesty will prove it to you all once again."
Prove. What?
"Not through despicable lies, tricks, or schemes... but through true power that anyone will have no choice but to accept."
It was right then.
The Duke of Blood's Circle accelerated, and the entire landscape of the Imperial Council was overlaid.
And his grimoire, the *Book of Blood*, was once again rewinding the history of the Empire.
There were ashes. And that place was once the capital of a nameless kingdom that had stood against the Empire.
"You will prove it in front of your kingdoms, cities, fortresses, and all your people, won't you."
Overwhelming violence that could never be resisted. The definition of power and violence that the Empire and the Red Magic Tower shouted so loudly about.
The strong take everything. The weak have no choice but to have everything taken from them.
"Who is the only strong one on this earth, and what will be the end of the weak who resisted before that strong one."
Screams rang out. The scene of the Imperial army slaughtering and trampling innocent people, castles collapsing, and cities burning continued endlessly.
The end of the weak who resisted the Empire.
The nobles gathered at the council recalled the nightmare of the unification war, terrified.
Dale also recalled the nightmare of that day.
And in his past life, he was not the one having the nightmare.
He was the one who inflicted that nightmare upon others.
He thought he had no personal feelings. But amidst the looting and arson trampled by the Imperial army, he remembered the leash that had restrained him and the nightmares he had brought.
The Empire's Hunting Dog, devoid of blood or tears. The executor of justice.
"Doubt it. You are welcome to doubt His Majesty's power, the Empire's power, and our power."
The Duke of Blood laughed as if he were enjoying it. Meanwhile, the end of those who doubted and resisted the Empire was unfolding endlessly in the area.
Wailing families, nobles begging for their lives, those who surrendered and groveled too late—no one was an exception.
The proof of irresistible violence, which anyone would have no choice but to accept, was continuing.
However, it was right then.
Whoooong!
The landscape of history that the Book of Blood was writing endlessly stopped exactly as it was.
"I will follow His Majesty's method."
Behind the swirling pitch-black mana, Dale spoke.
"The definition of power that His Majesty and the Empire claim—that the strong take everything and the weak have no choice but to have everything taken from them."
"Ho-oh."
Dale spoke, and the expressions of the princes asserting independence here and there froze.
"And I will prove it according to His Majesty's method."
"......!"
At the same time, the Duke of Blood's expression froze coldly. The expression of Emperor Arthur the Great, sitting on the golden throne, twitched.
"Prove what?"
Finally, after the silence, the Golden Monarch opened his mouth.
"The truth that you cannot hide no matter how much you try, Your Majesty."
The Shadow Monarch answered.
"That I am stronger than you."
Koo-oong!
With that final word, the Duke of Blood's world collapsed. Murmurs filled with astonishment arose from here and there, but it was only for a moment.
Unexpectedly, laughter rang out.
It was the Emperor's laughter, and the laughter soon turned into a mad roar, and then into a bellow.
The one who bore the name of the lead Dragon (Pendragon).
The Golden Dragon began to roar.
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* * *
A dragon's roar echoed, shaking the very heavens and earth.
Yet, the one emitting that roar still retained a human form.
As the roar of Emperor Arthur, who stood at the pinnacle of the Empire, resounded, terror and astonishment rippled through the assembly hall.
"Good, you brat of Saxony! I shall gladly accept your challenge!"
The Golden Monarch bellowed, unconcerned.
"As Emperor, I declare to all the lords: we shall begin a war! A great war that will sweep away everyone who doubts me and the Empire, burning them all to ashes!"
The pressure was so intense that one felt compelled to kneel and bow their heads just from hearing his voice.
"Therefore, decide carefully! Doubt with caution! Doubt me and the Empire again and again! And I shall gladly prove your doubts to be true!"
Here, before the gathered lords of the entire Empire, the curtain finally rose on the declaration of war.
"Raise your weapons, and remember that day. Remember the unification war where my Empire and my armies trampled and burned the territories of this continent!"
The thirteen princes and princesses under the Emperor maintained a stoic silence. The Marquis Yuris, the Blood Duke and chairman of the assembly, wore a twisted smile.
Overwhelmed by the Emperor's oppressive aura, the gathered lords trembled in fear.
Nevertheless, there were those who remained steadfastly composed.
The man who looked like a drowned rat, the Grand Duchess of Lancaster, Mistress Titania of the Marquis York family, and countless other riders of the shadows.
And not even the Shadow Monarch, who stood at their pinnacle, was an exception.
"Very well. Let us begin the war."
Dale, the Duke of Pitch-Black, spoke. He did not shrink back in the slightest before the Golden roar, maintaining his composure.
"I will gladly prove a power more justified and unquestionable than anything else before Your Majesty and the Empire—just as you and the Empire have done since long ago."
The zeitgeist of the Empire and the Red Magic Tower—the very definition of power. The air in the assembly hall pulled taut, ready to snap.
Yet, in the face of this hair-trigger confrontation, the tension did not break.
War is never started in a single day. Much less a great war of a scale that would engulf the entire continent in flames.
"The silence of the shadows ends here."
Even so, this was already an irreversible, established fact.
The shadows had broken their silence against the Golden Empire, and it was the Shadow Monarch himself who stood there.
"Good, brat. I will gladly accept your doubts and your challenge."
Emperor Arthur laughed maniacally once more. Leaving that laughter behind, the Shadow Monarch turned. The Grand Duchess of Lancaster rose to her feet to follow.
Next was the Drowned Duke Barbarossa.
The heads of the families that made up the Empire's three great dukedoms turned their backs on the Emperor, and seeing this, agitation rippled through the lords once again.
Mistress Titania of the Marquis York family followed the Shadow Monarch. Likewise, the lords who identified as riders of the shadows began to rise one after another.
A procession left the Imperial assembly, following the Shadow Monarch.
That act meant only one thing.
Even in the midst of this, the minds of the lords began to race.
To calculate the order of power that was shifting here.
Before long, not just the riders of the shadows, but several lords who simply wished to resist the Empire's will rose to their feet. There were not many, but there were certainly not few.
Thud.
The Shadow Monarch, who had been walking calmly, stopped.
He turned his head.
"Will the Duke of the White Magic Tower not join us?"
Dale asked as he turned. The pinnacle of the White Magic Tower, who had not even twitched in his seat—the Duke who claimed the 'independence of the Theocracy' in defiance of the Empire—smiled silently.
"Young Master Dale, or rather... Your Grace, the Duke of Saxony, did you know from the beginning?"
"Know what, exactly?"
"That the independence of our Theocracy was merely a trap to deceive the shadows."
Dale nodded silently.
"Ah, my, my. I had inwardly guessed it might be so, but it truly was."
The Duke of the White Magic Tower laughed as if amused.
"The greatest genius of the Empire, the world-renowned Black Prince, would never fall for a scheme of this level, would he?"
"......."
"But now, the children's games are over."
"Regrettably, I am no longer the 'Black Prince'."
Dale replied coldly.
"Just as the Duke of the White Magic Tower and the Blood Duke are, I speak to you as the head of the Black, the 'Duke of Pitch-Black'."
The greatest black mage of the continent, standing shoulder-to-shoulder as one of the five great mages.
Furthermore, the monarch who identifies as the head of the shadows amidst the confrontation between Gold and Shadow.
"Our Goddess still wishes for our Church to remain with the Empire. And as it happens, we have rooted out the spy of yours who had infiltrated the heart of the Church."
"......."
It was not difficult to imagine the 'spy of Dale' the Duke of the White Magic Tower spoke of. Orelia of pure white and lies. The Holy Maiden who believed in her own convictions and ideals until the very end. But she was never Dale's spy. It didn't even make him want to laugh.
"The witch who impersonates the Holy Maiden did not burn to death that day in the frozen lands of Saxony, did she?"
"Please, think as you wish."
Dale turned his head without a care. Amidst the murmurs, the Shadow Monarch and his riders formed a procession.
Those who doubt the Golden Monarch, those who doubt the power of the Empire.
An irreversible war had begun.
* * *
Some time later, in the basement of the Red Magic Tower.
A man traversed a room in the basement where darkness had settled.
Flames flickered faintly around the Blood Duke, Marquis Yuris, and following behind him was the Empire's Second Prince, Galahad.
"Did you say there was a grave responsibility you would entrust to me before the Great War?"
"That is correct."
The Blood Duke smiled quietly as he walked. Before long, they arrived at a secret room tightly sealed with high-level barriers.
"It is a grave responsibility that only Prince Galahad could carry out."
"But surely, Brother Lancelot would..."
"Ah, Prince Lancelot will also perform his own duties. However, they cannot compare to Prince Galahad. His Majesty wishes for this to be entrusted solely to Prince Galahad."
"Father himself chose me...?"
He was chosen over Lancelot, who had been renowned as the most perfect prince his entire life. Second Prince Galahad gasped.
"What on earth is that responsibility?"
"It is this."
Creeeak.
The room opened, and a storm of raging mana engulfed them. The Blood Duke waved his arm, blocking it effortlessly.
The room was filled with pitch-black darkness; not a single ray of light entered.
And the Blood Duke stepped into the room without hesitation.
Clank.
Immediately after, he heard the sound of chains moving.
A shadow surged from the darkness—a movement too fast to follow.
Thwuck!
The sound of something being pierced by a shadow echoed.
A blade had burst through, tearing apart the chest of the Second Prince, Galahad.
"Uh, ah...?"
Galahad tilted his head, unable to comprehend what had just happened.
Squelch!
The sword was pulled out, and Galahad's body collapsed.
"...It took long enough, you damn bastard."
A voice came from the darkness. It was the voice of the shadow that had driven the blade into Galahad's body.
"Please, forgive me."
The Blood Duke, Marquis Yuris, smiled quietly.
"If His Majesty were to know of your existence, our entire plan would fall apart."
"......."
"Please forgive me, O God of the New World."
The Blood Duke bowed his head. In his posture, not a shred of loyalty toward the Golden Monarch could be found.
"So, what do you want me to do?"
"Don the shell of the Second Prince Galahad, who carries the golden blood."
"Not the First Prince?"
"Ah, Sir Lancelot is already being encroached upon by the consciousness of 'Divine Sword Vadel'."
"Vadel was alive, not dead. I miss him."
"Strictly speaking, it would be correct to view it as something merging with the ego of Divine Sword Vadel."
The shadow remained silent.
After a silence, he snatched up the body of the Second Prince Galahad, who had collapsed helplessly.
The figure of the shadow was finally revealed from the darkness.
The Hero of the Otherworld was there.
A hound betrayed and abandoned by the Empire. The Emperor of the Empire had discarded him once his purpose was gone, and the Holy Swordsman had carried out that order, driving a blade into the Hero's back. Everyone believed without a doubt that the Hero of the Otherworld was dead.
Even the Hero himself.
However, only one person on this continent knew that the Hero's death was merely a temporary suspended animation.
The Blood Duke, Marquis Yuris.
The Blood Duke, having taken the Hero's body in its state of suspended animation, had been waiting for this very day.
The opportune moment for the 'Monarch of Violence'—who would truly lead this world to the truth, rather than the Gold or the Shadows—to reveal himself.
That day, he recalled the world of truth that the Blood Duke remembered.
An empire of fire and steel that could even subdue the giants of the outer world. And this man was the monarch of that very empire. Therefore, betraying both Gold and Shadow, the Blood Duke, Marquis Yuris, swore to gladly serve the 'God of the New World'.
Thinking of the fire and steel conflagration that this man would bring.
"The time has come. I have waited for so very long."
"Yeah, I've waited a hell of a long time."
The Hero of the Otherworld was already consuming the body of the Second Prince Galahad.
"Please, defeat the monarchs of Gold and Shadow, and bring the Empire of Fire and Steel to this land."
The Blood Duke knelt toward the Hero. The Hero, having already donned the body of the Second Prince Galahad, looked around calmly.
For the Empire of Violence that would overwhelm Gold and Shadow, truth and lies, all of it.
"I have no reason to refuse if you're helping me with my revenge."
And the Hero of the Otherworld still desired revenge.
"Because I've never forgotten the bastards who stabbed a knife into my back."
"What is it that you desire?"
"To bring down the Empire with my own hands."
The Hero of the Otherworld said. At those words, the Blood Duke smiled quietly.
"And to establish my own empire."
"Please, carry out what you desire."
From the darkness, the Hero of the Otherworld, wearing Galahad's skin, revealed himself.
"But before that, there is a need to settle the war that is currently swallowing the continent."
"You want me to play the hound again?"
"Ah, of course not."
The Blood Duke laughed as if amused.
"I am saying that this very chaos is the time to establish your empire."
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* * *
The news of what happened at the Imperial Council spread across the entire continent almost simultaneously.
Meanwhile, a force had been gathering in the Lancaster Grand Duchy.
They were those who had resolved to defy the Empire, rallying behind the 'Duke of Pitch-Black' during the council.
The Great Hall of the Lancaster Ducal Castle.
Dale, leader of the Shadow faction, bowed his head silently beside Charlotte, the Grand Duchess of Lancaster, who sat upon the throne. Before anyone realized it, the couple had secured their positions as the Empire's foremost feudal lords.
Along with the Shadow riders gathered there, others had resolved to secede from the Empire amidst the shifting power dynamic.
Calculating his assets, Dale lifted his head, his expression steady.
"The Dukes present surely remember the power the Empire displayed during the Unification War."
Officially, Dale of Sachsen was born after the Unification War ended. However, he was no outsider to that conflict.
He had been a rider at the Empire's forefront, executing their ambitions more zealously than anyone.
"Knowing that power, I express my deepest gratitude for the courage of the Dukes who have joined me."
Dale continued.
"Therefore, we have only one goal."
To bring down the Empire.
"Afterward, I will not intervene in the decisions you make upon the ruins of the collapsed Empire."
Dale spoke calmly, and a murmur rose among the feudal lords.
To bring down the Empire of Fire and Light and establish the Empire of Shadows. Yet, that empire would never be 'Dale's Empire.'
"Our war is solely for the sake of peace."
Nevertheless, the task ahead was clear.
Setting aside his chess pieces, it was time to start the game.
* * *
That night.
"We've come to this again."
Charlotte, Grand Duchess of Lancaster and Charlotte of Sachsen, smiled brightly in their shared bedroom.
"Yeah."
"I was incredibly surprised to hear you had become the new Duke of Sachsen."
"That doesn't sound like something the world-renowned Grand Duchess of Lancaster would say."
"Fool."
Charlotte laughed, then continued calmly.
"Don't forget that I am your sword."
A knight possessing the martial prowess of the God Sword, the current Charlotte was no longer a lady whom Dale had to unilaterally protect.
"Nothing will change in the coming war, either."
"......."
Dale remained silent for a moment.
"We all knew that this day would eventually come, didn't we?"
Charlotte spoke with a heavy, calm tone, and Dale nodded. The war was inevitable. Once he defeated the Immortal Duke Frederick and inherited the title of Shadow Monarch, the conflict had become a foregone conclusion.
"Even with the Holy Swordsman dead, nothing changed."
"He was nothing more than a chess piece until the end."
"Until the Empire that struck down my father and my homeland disappears, nothing will change."
Charlotte continued quietly.
"And for the sake of His Excellency, the Grand Duke of Lancaster, as well......"
She had lost two fathers to the Empire. That was why Charlotte did not hesitate. The same went for Dale.
"I won't tell you to sacrifice your life."
Dale reached out, running his hand gently through Charlotte's golden hair. She caught her breath at his touch.
"Become my sword and fight with me."
"Yes, gladly."
Charlotte smiled brightly, and Dale returned the smile. Charlotte reached out, taking hold of the hand stroking her hair. Relishing the warmth, she brought her head closer.
The sound of a kiss echoed faintly.
* * *
As the two factions—the Emperor faction and the Feudal Lord faction, Gold and Shadow—prepared for war, the continent mobilized.
They summoned knight orders, conscripted soldiers, and hired mercenaries, gathering their forces across the continent.
The Sachsen Duchy was no exception.
Sitting on the throne of the Ducal Castle, the Duke of Pitch-Black lifted his head.
Countless Northern nobles gathered, kneeling before the Duke of Sachsen. Each was fully armored, ready to march at a moment's notice.
"The summoning of the knight-orders within the Duchy is complete, Your Grace the Duke!"
Sir Helmut Blackbear, leader of the Night Raven Knights, knelt and shouted. Dale nodded calmly.
The representatives of the Sachsen Ducal House's military might were gathered there.
They had sworn loyalty to their lord in life and death, adopting the Night Raven—an omen of death—as their symbol.
The man who once held the title of Duke of Sachsen stood there, right beside the throne.
Though defeated by Dale and relieved of many burdens, the man still carried much.
As a father who cared for his son, and as the spiritual pillar of Sachsen and the Black Magic Tower, Alan of Sachsen watched Dale in silence.
"The time has come."
"Yes, Father."
Dale nodded and rose quietly.
The father and son walked away in silence, heading toward the workshop in the castle basement—the former Duke of Pitch-Black's domain.
They crossed the dark basement.
They had prepared time and again; the moment had finally arrived.
Passing through a barrier accessible only to the Sachsen bloodline, an underground cavern—reminiscent of a nuclear bunker—unfolded before them.
What filled the cavern was an uncountable army of the undead.
Undead soldiers, clad in the armor of the Night Raven Knights, stood with flesh rotted away, leaving only bone.
The Death Order—an order of dead knights.
"There is no need to explain how to control them anymore, is there?"
Dale nodded silently. Commanding these soldiers of death was no difficult task for him now.
There are countless 'out-of-spec powerhouses,' including the Duke of Blood, the Duke of Pitch-Black, Dale, and the Duke of the White Magic Tower.
Dale knew better than anyone the influence they would exert as weapons of absolute value, defying comparison on the battlefield.
The Death Order here could not overwhelm or seal their power.
Nevertheless, they were still human.
In a great war spanning the entire continent, a person's mobility is limited. Even the world-renowned Duke of Blood or the Duke of the White Magic Tower were no exception.
Black mages were no exception either.
For Dale or the Duke of Pitch-Black, building an army of death without corpses was not difficult. However, an army built on thought could only exist within the 'realm a mage could control.'
These undead soldiers, however, were different.
They were an undead army that could independently carry out the caster's orders, regardless of distance.
Moreover, Dale had spread his blue spiderwebs, placing his eyes and ears all over the continent.
In the current situation, the strategic value of this Death Order would not fall behind.
The heads of Sachsen were the continent's greatest necromancers; they were the ones who moved the armies.
Even as out-of-spec powerhouses, they understood the value of sheer numbers on the battlefield.
Dale was no exception.
"Remember, Dale."
Alan of Sachsen spoke.
"Carrying out this war is by no means a task for you alone."
His voice was as cold as ever, and Dale nodded silently.
"I will keep that in mind, Father."
* * *
An empire was torn in two.
An unprecedented front line formed across the continent as military forces gathered.
The war would not wait forever.
The first battle erupted where the two factions met, and soon, clashes occurred simultaneously across the continent.
These initial battles did not sway the war's outcome; in some sense, they were trivial.
They were merely a war of nerves, a preliminary skirmish.
An Emperor-faction noble and his knights clashed accidentally with a Feudal Lord-faction unit led by the Duke of Pitch-Black. No mages participated.
It was a battle of cold steel, sword meeting sword.
Iron rang out, steel clashed with flesh. Blood and entrails spilled.
It was a desperate, fierce battle devoid of etiquette—no taking prisoners for ransom, no room for negotiation or surrender.
"Kill them, kill them all!"
"For His Majesty the Emperor and the Empire!"
Before long, the battlefield was a mountain of corpses and a sea of blood.
It was the blood that signaled the start of the war.
* * *
Soon, the front lines clashed in earnest.
The one who claimed to be the rider of the Emperor faction was Lancelot, formerly the Empire's First Prince.
The leader of the Iron Cross Knights and the Sword of the Lake.
He was a being transplanted with the Aura Heart and body of Sir Vadel, the God Sword, reborn as one with the world's most noble knight.
Leaving behind corpses that fell like autumn leaves, First Prince Lancelot gripped his sword.
Even on a front line encompassing the entire continent, key points eventually emerge. The core of this war would be the maneuver warfare fought over them.
The mission of First Prince Lancelot and his Iron Cross Knights was clear.
Break through the front line and seize the Lancaster Grand Duchy.
The Grand Duchy of the Empire's foremost feudal lord, said to possess the most fertile and abundant territory on the continent.
The unstoppable advance led by the First Prince and his knights knew no bounds.
'Wait for me, my daughter.'
Pulling the reins of his horse, Lancelot—or rather, Sir Vadel the God Sword—thought.
He thought of his daughter, Charlotte Orhardt, who ruled the Lancaster Grand Duchy.
Just then, the Second Prince, Galahad, who accompanied Lancelot, pulled on his reins.
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* * *
God Sword Vadel and the Hero of the Otherworld.
Their battle had brought the Empire's war for continental unification to an early end. After that day, the bodies of the two men, who had drawn their last breaths together, vanished without a trace.
Yet, no one in the Empire doubted that the remains of those two powerhouses had fallen into the clutches of the Imperial family and the Red Magic Tower.
Subsequently, the body of Sir Vadel—the Greatest Sword of the Continent—had most of its components, including his 'Aura Heart,' transplanted into the First Prince, Lancelot.
Along with an obsession that refused to let him die, even in death.
That was why, even after dying that day, God Sword Sir Vadel remained.
Now, as the Emperor's standard-bearer, he marched toward the Lancaster Grand Duchy—the territory of his old friend, and the land now ruled by his daughter, Charlotte.
The Second Prince, Galahad, who accompanied him, pulled on his horse's reins.
"What is the matter?"
God Sword Vadel—simultaneously the First Prince, Lancelot—spoke. Galahad burst into laughter.
"No, it's just that I'm still not used to this kind of roleplay."
Galahad spoke simultaneously. His voice felt incredibly alien.
Fwoooong!
The world beneath the two princes shifted. A barrier of thought formed, rejecting any existence other than their own.
"Do you remember that winter night?"
"......!"
Inside the shifting world, the Second Prince, Galahad, asked. No, that wasn't it. The moment he saw the scenery, he knew.
A white, dark winter night unfolded before them.
How could he ever forget?
"It was a night none of us could ever forget."
"Hero of the Otherworld......."
God Sword Vadel muttered under his breath.
"How on earth are you...."
"I died and came back to life, literally."
The Hero of the Otherworld replied as if it were someone else's business.
"And what about you? How did you end up wearing the First Prince's skin?"
The Second Prince, Galahad—the Hero of the Otherworld—asked the First Prince, Lancelot—Sir God Sword Vadel.
"Even the Empire did not foresee this."
Sir God Sword Vadel replied, and the Hero burst into laughter.
"Do you really think so? Who transplanted your body into the First Prince's?"
The Hero asked. Sir God Sword Vadel remained silent, and at the end of that silence, he pictured the man in his mind.
The man who bore the name of the Duke of Blood.
* * *
Leaving the scattered battles behind, Dale lowered his head.
An absurdly large map of the continent lay before him, filled with countless chess pieces, each representing a different branch of the military.
Clack.
A battle came to an end.
Dale moved a chess piece and calmly marked the result on the map. Though the battlefield lay a thousand kilometers from the Saxon Duchy, physical distance meant nothing to him now.
His eyes and ears, dyed in blue, recorded the unfolding results.
He looked down at the map once more, at the grand front lines shifting amidst the constant battles.
The one who is everywhere and nowhere.
It was time to exert his influence as the pinnacle of the Blue Magic Tower—the tower of schemes and lies.
Clack.
Dale moved another chess piece.
It represented the Black Warhorse—the pride of the Saxon House and the destroyer of the battlefield: the 'Black Cavalry'.
The commander's order was issued; no messenger was required for its delivery.
A blue butterfly simply fluttered its wings and took flight.
"......The Duke of Pitch Black has issued an order."
Sir Veil of Baskerville understood the meaning. He led the mobile strike force of Night Raven Knights and pulled on his horse's reins.
Independent guerrilla battalions were scattered across the continent to carry out their missions. However, without radio communication, the tactics of this world remained trapped in a medieval mindset.
At least, that was not the case for Dale, who had scattered his spiderwebs across the entire continent.
"We will proceed through Baron Pabel's territory and break through the enemy's rear in the barony where the battle is taking place."
"Understood!"
Sir Veil of Baskerville rode his horse forward, and the Black Cavalry began to move.
"His Grace the Duke has issued an order! Everyone, move!"
"For the Saxon House!"
From a location tens of kilometers away, a large cavalry battalion led by Sir Helmut Blackbear also began to move.
The destroyers of the battlefield, who had been waiting and positioned across the continent, began to mobilize one by one.
The Saxon House forces playing an active role on the battlefield were by no means just knights.
"The Captain has issued an order!"
The heavy infantry of the Black Armor Company, led by Sir Yones, also began to move.
They formed combined arms tactics with the Black Mage units, who had honed their skills specifically for battlefield performance.
Leveraging the power of the Blue, which could issue orders at any moment regardless of distance, the Blue finally revealed its strength on the battlefield.
And this was not merely the work of 'Blue Magic Tower Master Dale'.
The masters of schemes and lies who assisted the Blue Magic Tower Master—the Sorceress Council—were no exception.
Some time later, Philip, 'Count Brandenburg', participated in the battlefield as the standard-bearer for the Imperial faction.
He began his advance to prove his martial prowess, accompanied by his vaunted Saint Magdalena Knights.
News of victory arrived: Count Brandenburg was defeating the noble faction's units one by one, a war record that far exceeded initial expectations.
Even if a noble family is in decline, its prestige does not disappear overnight. This war was the perfect opportunity to raise the Count family back up amidst the crisis.
"Charge, my proud Saint Magdalena Knights!"
Philip roared, breaking through the enemy line and advancing without end.
"C-Count, Your Excellency! The scouts report that the Saxon House's 'Black Cavalry' has blocked our retreat in the rear......!"
"What?!"
And the one thing that blocked Philip's advance, then and now, was always the same existence.
* * *
An independent guerrilla unit composed of Night Raven Knights was swaying the war situation and changing the direction of the battle.
It was a movement that could not even be described by the word 'elusive'.
It was as if a god looking down from above was moving the units—a movement that could not be explained otherwise.
The destroyers of the battlefield intercepted enemy units in perfect step. The battles unfolding across the land were turning into victories, one by one, by Dale's hand.
Around the time the Blue broke its silence, the Red Magic Tower did the same.
Out-of-spec powerhouses are slow to act, especially in a battle of this scale.
Their deployment is not taken lightly. Assuming their existence is an asymmetric weapon capable of shifting the war, the question of where to 'drop' that strategic asset becomes the key that determines the war's direction.
If one recklessly pushes forward with out-of-spec powerhouses, the opposing side can read their movements and react accordingly.
"It is His Grace the Duke's order. The order is to retreat immediately without engaging the Red Mages of the Red Magic Tower!"
"Pull back the front line! Retreat!"
This was akin to refusing engagement as soon as high-ranking Red Mages appeared.
For instance, the Duke of Blood has the power to sway not just a battle, but the war itself.
However, if the Duke of Blood leaves the Imperial Capital to advance into enemy territory, how long will it take him to occupy it?
In the meantime, if a separate unit raids the Imperial Capital while he is absent...... what meaning would his victory have?
Conversely, if the Duke of Blood remains holed up to defend the Imperial Capital, everything outside of it will be devastated.
This is why the existence of infantry cannot be ignored, regardless of out-of-spec powerhouses.
No matter how powerful their strength may be in war, in the end, they are nothing more than a single cog in the machine.
Dale understood this. That was why he performed his role calmly, operating within the blue spiderweb his mother had scattered for him.
* * *
The Imperial Capital. Tragic news arrived endlessly: which noble had been killed or defected, who had fled, and who had surrendered.
It was defeat upon defeat across the entire continent.
Emperor Arthur, sitting on the Golden Throne, maintained a calm silence amidst the pouring reports.
"The situation is turning out not so well."
The Duke of Blood, standing by his side, spoke. Emperor Arthur did not answer.
"It must be because the Shadow Monarch is using the spiderweb of the Blue. He is thoroughly isolating the out-of-spec powerhouses and securing certain victories in ordinary battles."
"You are truly wise."
Only then, after a long silence, did the Golden Monarch speak, and the Duke of Blood smiled.
He thoroughly avoids battles with out-of-spec powerhouses like high-ranking Red Mages and the Ghost Sword Sephilia, isolating them while securing certain victories against everyone else.
It was a battle composition that seemed ideal, yet the Shadow Monarch had the power to make it a reality.
"Watching the war situation any further does not seem like a wise decision."
"What do you desire?"
"I request that Your Majesty personally depart for the battlefield."
The Duke of Blood said, bowing his head.
"Before the losses become any more severe, we must gather all the scattered troops, advance toward the Saxon Duke's family, and settle it with a large-scale decisive battle."
"......." The Golden Monarch remained silent, but not for long.
"When the war is over, what do you think will remain on this land?"
"Ashes, I suppose."
The Duke of Blood replied calmly.
"Whichever side secures victory, the losing side will not submit and will resist until the very end. In the end, what will be left on the land will be the scars of war, the ruins of fire and blood."
"A truly fleeting victory."
The Duke of Blood did not answer. With a smile that masked his inner thoughts, he kept his dark intentions hidden until the very end.
* * *
Some time after that, the Imperial troops scattered across the continent began to gather one by one.
Furthermore, news spread that the Golden Monarch, Emperor Arthur, had personally taken the lead and begun his departure.
Toward the frozen land of Saxony, where the Shadow Monarch, the Duke of Pitch Black, was waiting.
At the same time, news was delivered that the two princes who carried the golden blood, Lancelot and Galahad, had disappeared.
God Sword Vadel and the Hero of the Otherworld.
The Golden Monarch and the Shadow Monarch.
The Duke of Blood and the Duke of Pitch Black.
Those who believed themselves to be the protagonists and masterminds of this stage finally began to gather in a single place.
Into the scenery of the white and dark winter night that they remembered.
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* * *
The troops scattered across the various fronts gathered, and at last, the silent Golden Monarch began to move.
Toward the frozen lands of the Northern Great Feudal Lord, the Duke of Saxony.
It was a massive army, comparable to that of the Unification War, accompanied by countless powerhouses.
The days of staring at maps and playing games of attrition were over.
It was time for strength to clash with strength, to prove the 'justice of power' proclaimed by the Golden Emperor.
Inside the Duke of Saxony's castle.
"Hehe, damn it. I've never seen such a clusterfuck in my life."
Master Baro, the Slaughter Sword who led the Grave Walker—the intelligence unit under the Duke of Saxony's direct command—spat out a curse.
"The report confirms that the Red and White Magic Tower Masters, along with all their high-ranking mages, are participating in the war."
As he tallied the enemy forces, Dale nodded calmly.
The Duke of Saxony, his family, and the leaders of the allied feudal lord faction had gathered.
They studied a map marked with the Emperor's path of advance.
"With the two Magic Tower Masters present, the fortress's depth defense strategy is meaningless."
"And since one of them stands at the pinnacle of the Red Magic Tower, it goes without saying."
Sir Helmut Blackbear, commander of the Saxon swords, spoke. Dale nodded; he knew well the power of the Red Magic Tower, whose members were hailed as the gods of siege warfare.
"Rather than clumsily blocking the enemy's advance, we must be prepared to sacrifice our positions and meet them in a field battle."
"It will be a battle of unprecedented scale."
"We are prepared for that much."
Dale's wife, Charlotte of Saxony, who also held the title of Grand Duchess of Lancaster, responded.
"Lancaster and the Knights of the Rose Cross will not hesitate to shed blood."
Charlotte spoke, ready to serve as Dale's sword. Dale smiled quietly.
"If blood is to be shed, we shed it together. It is not wise to force the sacrifice onto any one person."
"My, what gentleness from the Pitch-Black Duke."
Mistress Titania, head of the York family and self-proclaimed rider of the shadows, laughed.
Behind her stood mages draped in blue robes.
These were not thralls bound by ritual, but sorceresses revealing their true forms.
Blue elders who had once been loyal to the shadows, now ready to ride into war.
"How do you think the scales of power are balanced?"
"We won't know until we clash."
Mistress Titania said with a laugh.
"However, I dare say the Empire holds an overwhelming advantage in the number of out-of-spec powerhouses."
There is no need to list them all: the Red Magic Tower's high-ranking Purifier units, the White Magic Tower's White Mages, and their Master Templars.
"However, if we count the truly 'out-of-spec' powerhouses... I believe the advantage lies with us."
"......."
There were the Pitch-Black Duke and the Black Duke, the father and son who had made names for themselves as the continent's greatest black mages. Furthermore, the balance of power, bolstered by the Seven Swords under Dale's command, would not falter.
Above all, this was Saxon territory.
Even against the Golden Emperor and the Red and Black Magic Tower Masters, victory was possible.
"And I believe in the wisdom of the Shadow Monarch."
"......Issue an evacuation order for the entire territory."
Ignoring Mistress Titania's comment, the Duke of Saxony and the Pitch-Black Duke spoke.
"We will draw the Imperial Army into the heart of the Duke's castle. There, we will fight the final battle, from which there is no retreat."
"B-but, Your Grace!"
Sir Helmut Blackbear gasped, grasping the implication.
"T-the deepest place... you mean..."
"It is right here."
Dale replied without hesitation.
The Saxon Duke's castle. Dale pointed to the very heart of his family's domain.
"However, with the Red Magic Tower present, I have no intention of using Saxony City as a fortress. That would turn the entire city into scorched earth. We will wait for them, and when they arrive, we will march out to meet them."
A grand battle of unprecedented scale, where the entire military force of both sides would clash.
"As the Emperor said, here, I will prove the justice of power beyond doubt."
"Are you aware of the consequences if we are defeated there?"
Dale's father, who had been silent, spoke up.
"Even if we are defeated before the castle, there will be no running away, no planning for the future. The outcome of this war will be decided by a single battle."
"Indeed. If we are defeated, we lose everything."
Dale bowed his head.
"However, even if we survived, nothing would change. We would only be continuing a meaningless resistance."
"......It is truly a battle with our backs to the river."
"They are opponents we cannot defeat without the resolve to die."
"Yes, you are right."
Alan smiled bitterly at Dale's words.
War does not begin in a single day, but this war had already begun. It was unavoidable.
* * *
An army of endless scale crossed the pure white land.
Even during the Unification War, a force of this scale would not have formed a single unit. Yet, the significance of this war was incomparable.
To put an end to the blind faith and confrontation that had continued since ancient times, between gold and shadow.
The world was born from darkness.
And the first thing that darkness brought into this world was gold.
The Golden Monarch, Emperor Arthur, raised his head.
Leaving behind the image of a 'mother' he could no longer remember, he looked at the darkness filling the sky.
The horizon of the white and dark winter night stretched out endlessly.
"The scouts report that all the fortresses leading to the Saxon Duke's castle are empty."
Just then, Sephilia the Ghost Sword, acting as head of the Iron Cross Knights in place of the missing First Prince, made her report.
"They intend to set up a defensive line with their backs to the river in front of the Duke's castle."
Hearing those words, the Duke of Blood burst into laughter, as if he had expected it.
"In any case, there is no possibility that either side will be defeated and plan for the next. In a sense, it is a rational decision."
"......."
At the Duke of Blood's words, Sephilia nodded silently.
The Empire's two princes had disappeared—the heads of the Iron Cross Knights, the first and second in line.
Nevertheless, this man, and the Golden Monarch, were not shaken in the slightest.
Even though he could not be unaware of the gravity of the situation.
Sephilia could not understand it. But thinking was not a knight's role.
She would only fight for her lord until the very end.
However, as long as the true lord she should be loyal to with her life, Lancelot the Sword of the Lake, was not there... for whom should she swing her sword and give her life?
* * *
In the silence before the storm, Dale turned his head. Soldiers moved busily beyond the glass window of the Duke's castle.
"Dale."
A voice came from behind him. Charlotte, having finished her shower, stood there in her nightgown.
Her blonde hair, damp with moisture, flowed down.
"There really isn't much time left."
Charlotte said, approaching the window.
"Until the battle?"
"No."
Charlotte shook her head and continued.
"That day, the things we promised."
A child's immature promise, a pledge to bring down the Empire together. At the time, Charlotte was serious. Dale must have been as well. Yet, as Charlotte grew up and realized the weight of the world, she understood how absurd that promise was.
Even so, that child had been reborn as the Duke of Saxony and the Grand Duchess of Lancaster. As the greatest feudal lords of the Empire, they now faced a battle where their very existence was at stake.
"It doesn't feel real."
"I know."
Dale laughed at Charlotte's words.
"Charlotte, can you promise me one thing?"
"Tell me."
"Don't die."
"You said that when we were fighting the orcs a long time ago, too. That this wasn't a battlefield for me to die on."
Charlotte replied.
"But it's different. This is a battlefield where I will die. A battlefield where I must stake my entire life for my lord and fight with the resolve to die."
Dale remained silent. After a moment, he spoke.
"Don't actually die just because I told you to fight with the resolve to die."
"What is that, seriously!"
Charlotte burst into laughter, as if it were absurd. But Dale did not laugh.
* * *
"Mother, Lise."
"Brother!"
The next day. His younger sister Lise was in tears, and his mother Elena was trying to soothe her, looking flustered.
"Brother, why do I have to leave!"
However, Lise's tears were by no means born of fear.
"I want to stay here at the Duke's castle with you, Brother!"
"Lise......."
Before the war broke out, mother and daughter were to take refuge at the Saxon Viscount's castle in the Demon Territory. She was being stubborn, unable to accept that fact.
"It's a decision made for all of us. And Sephilia-nim will be by your side."
Dale said. Sephilia remained silent, and Lise tried hard to hold back her tears, hiccuping.
"Father and I will never be defeated. But if Lise stays at the Duke's castle, I won't be able to fight properly because I'll be worried."
"I am......."
Lise started to speak, but soon lowered her head. Mother Elena pulled Lise in and hugged her silently.
"I entrust Mother and Lise to you, Sephilia-nim."
"Leave it to me, Dale."
Sephilia nodded quietly. She could not hide her agitation, much like Lise.
"But, is it really okay for me not to fight with you?"
"It is a heavy responsibility that I cannot entrust to anyone else but you, Sephilia-nim."
Dale said. It was true. Who else could he trust to take care of his mother and younger sister in such wartime?
"Yes."
Sephilia understood.
"Please, make sure you survive."
Therefore, all she could do was pray for the safety of her former student.
* * *
An army filled the horizon from end to end.
In the white and dark winter night, the Empire's claws finally revealed themselves.
Facing them were the forces of the Saxon family and the feudal lords, which likewise filled the horizon.
The two most powerful armies in the world confronted each other. The clash was imminent.
The proof of strength had begun.
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* * *
A battle line of a scale that defied description.
The two most powerful armies in the world collided.
Ordinary soldiers clashed, spraying blood. Knights collided, scattering bone and entrail. Mage-cast spells coalesced into distinct forms, then shattered.
Kkii-ik!
A chilling harmony rang out across the battle line: the dissonance boasted by the Blue Mages—a barrier deployed by the Sorceress Council.
Amidst the dissonance filling the sky, red hellfire crashed down, threatening to incinerate the area. Yet, the flames soon faded, dissolving into fleeting particles of mana.
The blue barrier alone could not block both the red flames and the white hymn magic.
Likewise, amidst the endless screams, the black undead rising from the ground were no exception.
Blue and Black, Red and White—the magic towers, serving Shadow and Gold, clashed.
The greatest war in the world, unfolding within a dark, wintry night.
Over the battlefield, countless otherworlds were overlaid.
These were the Worlds of Thought manifested by the powerful figures participating in the war.
World clashed with world, and upon them, new worlds were overlaid, clashing in turn.
As countless worlds fused, a single reality soon blanketed the battlefield.
Hell.
A twisted otherworld, defying even the term 'Magic Realm,' swallowed the area whole.
Within that otherworld, soldiers clashed endlessly.
Like mythic warriors fighting until the end of the world.
"Burn, burn, burn...!"
The high-ranking Purifier unit of the Red Magic Tower went mad, scattering hellfire. It burned all who drew near, friend or foe alike.
Amidst those flames, figures launched themselves from the ground. It is the duty of the strong to face the strong.
The 《Grave Guard》, the finest elite of the Night Raven Knights, never lacked in that regard.
In unison, they wrapped themselves in black avatars, cutting through the swirling hellfire.
The distance closed rapidly; the aria of the White Magic Tower rang out to protect the Purifiers.
At that same moment, the chilling blue dissonance intervened.
Ku-ung!
The Night Raven Knights' avatars revealed themselves, and the Guardians of the Grave advanced, imbued with power that transcended logic.
Without exception, they took the form of Death Knights—nothing but bone beneath jet-black heavy armor.
Yet, there were no dead among them. That was the armor and form of thought held by the 《Grave Guard》.
Knights who had sworn loyalty to the Saxon House, in life and in death.
They collided with the Red Magic Tower's high-ranking Purifiers; fire and darkness clashed.
Purifiers wrapped in hellfire, the endlessly echoing white aria, the Night Raven Knights in the form of the dead, and the blue dissonance.
Fire and death, harmony and dissonance collided.
"Ah, how truly beautiful."
She was there, too.
Lady Scarlet, the Red Witch and Blood Elf who ruled the Red Magic Tower.
"The end of fireflies diving into a pyre."
She swung her arm; accompanied by bat wings, the body of a high-ranking Purifier exploded instantly.
The scattered blood gathered at the moment of the explosion, reborn as a giant of blood.
Blood Golem.
A unit of blood golems appeared, blocking the path of the Saxon House's 《Grave Guard》.
Ku-ung!
The blood-red fist of the Blood Golem crashed down, not aiming for just one of the Saxon House's Night Raven Knights.
"Aaaaaah!"
The high-ranking Purifiers of the Red Tower, clashing with them, were not spared from the giant's strike.
The flesh and bone of the Purifiers were crushed like paper, spraying blood. The Guardians of the Grave had quickly retreated; the damage to them was minimal.
"Oh my, this is quite something."
It was a cruel strike that made no distinction between friend and foe. A blatant case of friendly fire.
Even so, Lady Scarlet merely shrugged and smiled.
Soon, the Blood Golems acted as the vanguard, crushing everything in their path.
Breakthroughs and defenses intersected across the battle line. The number of troops that would break through or hold the line by the end of this battle was no laughing matter.
However, it was not the role of common soldiers or knights to determine the outcome. Not even the mages'.
It was the role of the powerful, who could turn the entire infantry against them and still strike them down with a single gesture.
"Oh my."
Petals of blades flew in. A flower of swords, imbued with the scent of plum blossoms and a cold, blue edge.
Facing the scattering petals, Lady Scarlet raised a shield of blood, laughing as if enjoying herself.
The female knight was there.
"To think I would see Lady Lancaster here."
Charlotte of Saxony, bearer of the Heavenly Sword, and the Grand Duchess of Lancaster stood before her.
She was armed in pure white armor, symbolizing the Rose Cross Knights of the Lancaster House.
Engraved on her armor was the night raven—the Saxon House's symbol of death—alongside the red and white rose.
Charlotte did not answer. She merely gripped her sword tighter.
Within the otherworld where realities tangled and twisted, 'her world'—which clearly refused intrusion—unfolded.
The petals of blades scattered, slaughtering the blood giants that stood tall like crushers.
"Hehe, wouldn't your beloved be sad?"
"......."
"To imagine that such a pretty and lovely wife would end up covered in blood on the battlefield, unrecognizable even in form... it breaks my heart."
Facing Charlotte, who scattered plum blossom petals, Lady Scarlet sneered coldly. Charlotte did not hesitate.
Ta-at!
The Knight of Plum Blossoms kicked off the ground and rushed forward. Lady Scarlet spread her bat wings and soared.
The blades crossed narrowly; Lady Scarlet spun in mid-air and rushed forward.
Blood-red claws rose like blades, seeking to tear Charlotte to shreds.
Ka-ang!
Flower and blood collided.
* * *
"I will absolutely not allow you to pass this point!"
Sir Helmut Blackbear, the Mad Sword, roared. Despite injuries that would have felled any other, and armor shattered to pieces, he stood.
"What a truly fleeting struggle."
The continent's greatest Red Mage sneered, projecting the history of blood endlessly engraved upon his body.
He was a figure so powerful that even Sir Helmut, leader of the Night Raven Knights and one of the Seven Swords of the Continent, could barely oppose him.
Despite the desperate, fierce resistance, the Duke of Blood remained far too calm.
"I will not let you pass this point...!"
Sir Helmut never knelt. He knew the weight of collapsing here and opening the path beyond. A knight's duty was to protect his lord—and it went without saying who that lord was.
"Ah, is that so? Then you must die."
The Duke of Blood sneered and snapped his fingers.
History unfolded beneath his feet. Powerful figures of the past revealed themselves; Sir Helmut gripped his sword.
"Step back, Sir Helmut."
"......!"
A voice cut through the air: Alan of Saxony, his former lord.
"H-how can I!"
"Because facing this man is not your role."
"Ah, so you have finally appeared."
The man who once bore the name of the Black Duke stood there. Only then did the Duke of Blood smile, as if he had been waiting.
"I don't even have a clue what I should call you now, Black Duke."
"......."
"You stepped down from the peak of the Black Magic Tower and lost the titles of Duke of Saxony and the continent's greatest black mage. I am truly curious what I should call you, in your current, pathetic state."
The Duke of Blood sneered, but Alan remained silent. The silence did not last long.
"The dead have no words."
The Black Duke spoke. 'Death' struck his staff down beside him. Six black wings spread out.
"Which one of us will die is something we shall see."
The Duke of Blood laughed as if it were someone else's business and began to fix the Book of Blood.
History and Death collided.
* * *
It was a dark, wintry night.
Within that night, the Duke of Saxony looked out over the endlessly clashing battle line.
The battlefield where ordinary soldiers, knights, the strong, and the strongest among the strong clashed.
The Jet-Black Duke, who had been watching in silence, finally rose to his feet.
The time had come.
He accelerated his circle and reached out his arm. Darkness and cold radiated from his feet as he stepped forward calmly.
"Shub."
"Yes."
At Dale's words, the Old Mother of Darkness smiled, as if she had been waiting. Dale reached out his arm.
Over the wintry night where worlds entangled and intertwined, a single world descended.
It was a world of jet-black.
"Dark Young."
─ Play to your heart's content, my children.
The Old Mother of Darkness whispered, and the Jet-Black Duke began to walk in silence.
Toward the battlefield that filled the horizon, alone and calm.
At the same time, above the sky, entities looked down from beyond the torn heavens.
Otherworldly gods blinked in curiosity, as if observing bugs through a magnifying glass.
Through the torn sky of the wintry night, the Dark Young were unleashed.
Beings beyond the understanding of this world's common sense and norms.
A monster's cry tore through the heavens and earth; within the sound, the children of the otherworld stretched out their tentacles.
The sky tore open, and an endless number of tentacles poured out from the alien world.
Madness, like the end of the world, spread like a plague.
It was truly the end of the world.
Within that hell, the Shadow Monarch finally rose to his feet.
Behind him, he led an army of the dead, their numbers beyond counting.
Above, he scattered the tentacles of the Dark Young, which were more than enough to cover the land.
The night of the massacre had begun.
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* * *
Jet-black tentacles tearing through the sky were trampling the world.
Leaving behind the screams and laughter echoing from every corner, the Shadow Monarch took a step forward.
The night of the great massacre had unfolded.
The tentacles lashed out toward the Imperial soldiers filling the field of vision, and with every strike, armor was crushed, intestines and flesh exploded, and blood and brains were splattered everywhere.
The end of the world was there.
Gods of the otherworld were looking down upon the earth.
Dark Young.
They were gods who did not love humanity, filled with a cruelty as pure as a child slaughtering a colony of ants.
Countless tentacles slid down from everywhere.
As the otherworldly tentacles trampled the earth, the Imperial soldiers clinging to them were sucked into the cracks of the sky one by one.
Screams of soldiers rang out from all sides, punctuated by the laughter of those driven mad by insanity.
It was no different even for the Red Mages spewing the hellfire of the abyss or the knights armed in heavy plate armor.
Armor buckled instantly, flesh burst, and bones and organs were twisted and crushed as helplessly as paper.
Being crushed to death was, if anything, a mercy.
Among them, there were those into whom thin tentacles had burrowed, tearing through their skulls and reaching their brains to take root. With black blood gushing from their facial features, their entire bodies swelled as if thousands of earthworms were crawling beneath their skin.
From every hole in their bodies, dark, murky blood—thick as coal tar—poured out in streams.
Before long, the Imperial army blocking the path of the Shadow Duke parted like the Red Sea, and he walked silently across the empty, desolate land.
He paid no heed to the raging flames or the hymns of the White Magic Tower; he simply moved forward with indifference.
He employed no fancy tactics or strategies to break the battle lines; he simply moved to face his target.
Some of the Red Magic Tower's purifiers and Templars rushed forward, targeting the Shadow Monarch, but they too merely became prey for the tentacles rising from the sky, meeting their deaths—or having their brains violated by the tentacles to become puppets of the shadows.
When no one remained to block Dale's path,
Beyond where he stood, a man revealed himself.
A man clad in golden armor.
The one standing at the pinnacle of the Empire, the Monarch of Gold and Lies.
Emperor Arthur.
The Imperial Royal Guard, who should have been protecting him, were nowhere to be seen. But in this hell of tentacles tearing the sky and trampling the earth, there was no need to ask what had become of them.
The otherworldly violence trampled and crushed the entire Imperial army.
Amidst that violence, Dale lifted his head.
"I don't even remember how long I've waited for this day anymore."
With the Golden Monarch before him, the Shadow Monarch spoke coldly.
The tentacles, which had been slithering about, wrapped around the Shadow Monarch's body, transforming into the Armor of Dark Blood.
He remembered the time when the Immortal Duke Frederick and the Golden Monarch had clashed.
"Are you intending to repeat this foolish struggle once again?"
Emperor Arthur spoke. He was unbothered by the tentacles tearing the sky and raging all around them.
"Defeating you will put an end to this tiresome fight."
"Do you truly think so? Shadow Monarch."
"Do you have any last words?"
"Even if you kill me, the golden bloodline will not be severed. No, through my death, the Golden Empire will finally scatter its light upon this earth."
What was he trying to say? It didn't matter.
"I don't have the luxury to listen to your bullshit."
"Do not underestimate the will of the lie that seeks to transcend the truth."
The Golden Emperor spoke, and at the same time, the sword hanging at his waist finally revealed itself. It was a golden sword.
"Are you still obsessed with nonsense like truth and lies?"
Hearing that, Dale mocked him coldly.
"Let me tell you a truth, Golden Monarch."
At the end of his mockery, he drew his sword. The hero's beloved blade, Peacemaker.
"That day, the Empire's Hunting Dog did not die. Miraculously, he survived and made it all the way here. To take down you bastards, the Empire and the Golden Emperor. I devoted my entire being for this very day, and defeating you is my sole purpose. That is the truth."
"Then, what do you intend to do after defeating me? Hero of the Otherworld, and Monarch of Shadows and Truth."
The Golden Emperor asked in return.
"Did you intend to style yourself as a loyal puppet of the Evil Gods looking down upon this world, and laughingly welcome the cosmic winter that will swallow this continent in the future? Does the fact that this world will end in ice not even stir a shred of emotion in you, as if it were someone else's business? Did you not hesitate to sell out this world for your own goals?"
Hearing those words, Dale burst into laughter. The Immortal Duke Frederick had said the same thing. The monarchs of truth and lies all insisted on the vanity and meaninglessness that would come at the end of this world to rationalize their own actions.
"So, can you rationalize your actions to prevent a future apocalypse that you can't even guarantee?"
"Yes."
The Golden Emperor answered without a moment's hesitation.
"To stop the death this land will face in a future that cannot even be promised, I have devoted everything I have. I sought the answer in the 'World of Truth' through the blood shed in the unification wars. Even that failed. But it is not over yet."
Filled with an indescribable madness.
"We still have time. And before that time comes, I will sweep away every last remnant of the shadow left in this Empire and sacrifice the entire Empire to find the answer. I will not even care about shedding blood time and time again to reach the World of Truth. This is the very meaning of our Empire's existence."
"This is why you book-nerd bastards..."
Dale spat out an insult as if it were someone else's problem. Any further conversation was meaningless.
Adjusting his grip on Peacemaker, the Shadow Monarch finally kicked off the ground.
* * *
"Huhu, the tenacity of a woman burning with malice."
Lady Scarlet mocked coldly, and Charlotte remained unfazed. The Knight of Plum Blossoms silently kicked off the ground, scattering petals of blades.
Amidst the baptism of swirling blades, Lady Scarlet snapped her fingers, and the blood permeating the area ignited.
Even now, she smiled leisurely amidst the apocalypse, unbothered by the tentacles tearing the sky and trampling the earth.
"It truly is a hellish landscape, isn't it? Don't you agree, Lady Charlotte?"
Charlotte still did not answer. Thinking was not a knight's role. She was simply acting as Dale's sword, facing her enemy.
"Because the ending the Shadow Monarch will bring to this world is nothing more than selling it off as entertainment for the Evil Gods."
"...Do you think I'd listen to the Empire's bullshit?"
Charlotte asked back with a sneer.
"What you bastards did to my family, my country, and what you did to Grand Duke Lancaster."
"Does that justify the hell the Shadow Monarch will bring to this world?"
"The hell that the Shadow Monarch, Dale, brings is nothing but the karmic retribution of your Empire."
Charlotte said. Without a shred of doubt.
"No matter what kind of landscape my lord brings, I am the sword that guards Dale's side."
"Ah, what truly beautiful devotion."
Lady Scarlet giggled. At the same time, the petals of blades swirled again, and in front of the raging blades, the Armor of Blood wrapped around Lady Scarlet.
"It seems I must end this entertainment with Miss Charlotte here."
"You're going to tuck your tail and run after coming all this way?"
"Oh my, of course not."
Hiding her body within the blood-red armor, Lady Scarlet laughed. Spreading her bat wings wide.
"The stage curtain has risen, so the extra's entertainment ends here."
Shrugging exaggeratedly, Lady Scarlet flew up. At the same time, a roar that sounded like the heavens were tearing apart echoed out.
It was the roar of a Golden Dragon.
* * *
"The time has come."
The Duke of Blood laughed coldly, and Alan turned his head without a word.
History and death, which stretched endlessly across the area, repeatedly clashed, and two mages, each harboring their own world, faced one another.
"The time for the Golden Monarch to devote his all and drench this continent in golden blood."
"...What are you hoping for?"
Alan asked back.
"I am merely a loyal standard-bearer of gold."
"For someone who says that, you don't seem very loyal to the Golden Monarch."
"People sometimes forget that a monarch is merely a representative of the things they carry."
The Duke of Blood laughed coldly.
"What I am loyal to is the gold itself, which our monarch carries."
"Was an apocalypse that you can't even promise when it will arrive really that important?"
"Do not try to understand the mindset of an immortal with the thinking of a mayfly living a fleeting life."
The Duke of Blood spat out coldly. At those words, Alan did not continue the conversation.
"Shadow Monarch, my son will not be defeated."
"That may be so. Or it may not be."
"As a father, the only thing I can do is block your path."
"Ah, I can be certain of that."
Once again, blood-colored letters began to dance along the Duke of Blood's body. History was unfolding.
A survivor of the Second Empire, an ancient librarian recording the history of this continent over countless eons.
The leader of the Blood Elves, the Duke of Blood, finally began to overlay his 'memories'.
* * *
The Golden Dragon was roaring.
Tearing apart the bundles of tentacles that were ripping through the sky, even the splattering dark blood could not soil his gold.
Dale lifted his head to look up at his existence.
"Shub."
─ Yes.
Dale muttered in a low voice, and Shub smiled as if she had been waiting.
The tentacles of the Dark Young covering the sky began to coil in unison.
Toward none other than Dale's body.
The jet-black tentacles coiled and coiled again, and a 《Shadow Giant》 that could rival the Golden Dragon finally revealed itself.
To a degree that would not lose to the Golden Dragon... with an indescribable madness and majesty.
Two kings standing at the pinnacle of kings, the Monarch of Shadows and the Monarch of Gold, revealed their true forms and clashed.
Before long, silence had descended upon the lands of Saxony.
In the terrifying battle waged by the Monarchs of Shadow and Gold, what meaning could the fighting of mere soldiers have?
The end of the battle had finally arrived. And it was not the role of mere soldiers to put an end to that battle.
Gold and shadow clashed.
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* * *
Facing a dragon so massive it seemed to tear the heavens asunder, the Shadow Colossus rose to its feet.
It was a clash of mythic proportions; in the face of their collision, the concept of war lost all meaning.
The Golden Dragon roared, and simultaneously, its tail came crashing down.
The Shadow Monarch, wrapped in endless coils of pitch-black tentacles, reached out his arms. At the same time, the darkness enveloping his body began to swirl like a tempest.
A power so absurd it defied comparison to anything Dale had unleashed until now.
A might capable of collapsing the world surged from the Shadow Monarch.
At the same time, the world they stood upon was engulfed in endless light.
It was the dawn, driving away the night. Scattering that radiance, the domain unfolded by the Golden Monarch swallowed the entire area.
"What could a wretch like you possibly know about the Golden to speak of it?"
The Golden Dragon bellowed.
"Behold, this brilliantly shining dawn."
"Dawn, you say."
Dale replied calmly.
"Was it really that hard to accept the logic of the sun rising, darkness settling, and the sun rising once again?"
"We all know the truth that this world will eventually end in darkness."
"That's none of my business."
Dale spat out coldly, as if it were someone else's affair.
"Just as you desperately tried to protect this world, I, too, tried to protect my world. They must have been the same."
He wasn't just talking about the world of his past life. The innocent people sacrificed to the Empire's ambitions, the victims of experiments to reach the world of truth—they, too, each had their own worlds.
What filled this continent was a history of blood built by swallowing their worlds.
"While fretting over a world's destruction that doesn't even have a set date, do you remember how many people's worlds were sacrificed for the sake of this one world?"
"You ask how many worlds must be sacrificed to protect one?"
At those words, the Golden Dragon laughed as if the question were absurd.
"All of them."
Without a shred of hesitation.
"To bring an unending Golden age to this world, I would gladly sacrifice every world in this universe."
Hearing that, Dale burst into laughter again.
"You haven't even started yet. After unifying the continent, the experiments to reach the world of truth and obtain the answer won't end. No, it's not just the world of truth. My Empire will use every method available to block the ice and darkness that will come at the end of this world."
"What a pity."
Hearing that, Dale sneered coldly.
"Your lies are neither beautiful nor truthful. From the very beginning, they are filled with nothing but ugly and selfish greed."
Mocking the Monarch of Lies and Gold, the Shadow Monarch moved his body.
The swirling shadows rushed toward the gold, and the scattered light sank into the darkness.
The truth, from which no one could escape, finally came crashing down with malice.
He remembered the bubbles of extinction that the Immortal Duke Frederick had shown him once. At the very least, not everything he said was wrong.
Nothing that exists in this world can escape from the 'end'.
The Shadow Monarch's darkness swirled toward the dragon's brilliantly shining golden scales, and the scales began to corrode, turning a dull, blackened hue. The Golden Dragon roared once more.
At the same time, the dragon's forepaw swung, and its maw lunged forward.
The tentacles that wrapped around Dale and formed the Shadow Colossus were torn to shreds, and each time, new tentacles rose up to claim their place as part of his body.
The Golden Dragon tore through the shadows endlessly, and each time, tentacles rose to meet the dragon's strikes head-on.
And every time Dale endlessly scattered his darkness to defile the gold, the blackened, corroding scales fell off, and new golden scales rose from the spot to reveal themselves.
Gold and shadow collided.
The gold, distorted by greed and lies, began to emit a light more beautiful than anything in the world.
The darkness, distorted by a cruel truth that one dared not face, began to be dyed blacker and darker than anything in the world.
The gold was swallowed by the shadows, and each time, the light of the gold drove away the darkness of the shadows.
Light and darkness locked together and clashed, and the Golden Dragon and the Shadow Colossus were endlessly entangled.
Beings that seemed to have emerged from the end of myth finally collided.
"Behold this beautiful light, child of shadows! Behold the brilliance this light possesses! I cannot let this brilliance be taken away by truth or shadows or whatever! I cannot hand over the Golden to anyone!"
The Golden Dragon cried out, and at those words, Dale sneered.
This was it.
There was no grand cause to stop the end of the world, nor anything of the sort. Things like lies and truth didn't matter from the start.
It was greed.
The fact that he couldn't hand over the Golden to anyone—not even the shadows and ice that would approach at the end of the world—was the only truth.
"Is that why you spouted such plausible nonsense about protecting your empire, and furthermore, this world?"
That was why the Shadow Monarch opened his mouth. He couldn't even laugh.
Because he could finally understand the meaning of this tiresome confrontation.
From the beginning, this was a childish squabble over a rice bowl that exists in every world. A childish obsession that he could never hand over the gold he possessed to another.
The true name of the Golden was greed.
An obsession that he could not hand over what he possessed. He had obtained immortality and obtained an empire, yet the craving of the Golden Monarch still did not vanish.
That was why the shadow was born. To take what should rightfully be taken.
"I will tell you the real truth."
The Shadow Monarch opened his mouth coldly.
"I have stood here to take away everything you possess."
"How dare a wretch like you...!"
The Golden Dragon roared and lunged toward the Shadow Monarch once again. At the same time, the Shadow Monarch silently spread his arms.
As if to accept his existence.
The Shadow Colossus reached out its arms and wrapped around the Golden Dragon. The golden breath and maw endlessly spewed from the dragon's mouth, tearing the Shadow Monarch's body to shreds. Nevertheless, the Shadow Monarch did not care.
The dragon's roar echoed.
At the same time, even in the face of that roar, the Shadow Monarch did not yield.
The darkness that made up his existence simply swallowed the gold without end.
The body of the Shadow Colossus collapsed, yet persisted.
The darkness melted and swallowed the earth like a flood engulfing the area, and within the flood of shadows, the Golden Dragon let out a scream.
"As the Shadow Monarch, I shall rightfully take away everything you possess."
The shadow did not care. It simply became the apocalypse that swallowed the entire world of dawn unfolded by the Golden Monarch, and calmly proclaimed it.
The brilliantly shining light and dawn faded, and darkness settled in.
It was a light as fleeting as a candle before the wind, and before long, the final light flickered out.
* * *
When Dale lifted his head, the place was a white and dark winter night.
In the endless silence, Dale lowered his head.
A man wearing golden armor was lying there.
"With this...."
After finishing the battle, Dale bowed his head.
What filled the winter night was an uncountable number of corpses, a sea of blood, and the living.
Any further fighting held no meaning.
Two monarchs had clashed, and finally, the outcome was decided.
It was all over. Here, the Golden Monarch who symbolized the Empire had fallen, and what remained would ultimately be nothing more than their flag-bearers. Dealing with the remnants wouldn't be easy. But in the end, that was all.
It was all over. So fleetingly? Really?
Thinking that, Dale turned his head.
Still, nothing had changed.
In that place where a freezing silence had settled, Dale walked on calmly.
* * *
In the Demon Territory, there is an ancient structure that no one even knows who built.
And while some call that Great Labyrinth the work of the ancient demons, the ancient demons never built that structure. Because the Immortal Duke Frederick and the Saxon clan were quietly waiting for their time in the Shadow Magic Tower beyond it.
Nevertheless, Dale remembered the familiarity felt in the deepest part of the Great Labyrinth.
The Hero of the Otherworld was no exception.
Just at the moment when the battle between gold and shadow took place.
The Hero of the Otherworld was also setting foot on the frozen land of Saxony.
In the place where Dale's mother Elena and younger sister Lise, who had fled before the great battle, were hiding—in the deepest part of the labyrinth city where the Saxon Viscount Castle was located.
The heart of the Great Labyrinth.
In that deepest place, the Hero of the Otherworld reached out his arm.
"An ancient ruin, huh. So that was it. ......So that's why."
After muttering as if it were someone else's business, he began to laugh quietly.
The deepest part of the Great Labyrinth, what was there was literally an ancient ruin.
Very familiar titanium-grade metal, broken glass shards, non-functioning electronic machinery, and the like. That was only a small part. As he walked a little further, there were rows of tombstones the size of a person lying down.
An absurdly large cavity filling the underground. The truth was there.
"What is so funny?"
Beside the Hero, the Divine Sword Vadel asked back.
As a comrade-in-arms who had left past sins behind and now fought back-to-back all the way to the bottom of the labyrinth.
"Have you seen a movie called Planet of the Apes?"
"......What is that?"
"No, never mind. You probably wouldn't understand even if I told you."
Saying that, the Hero of the Otherworld smiled bitterly.
─ System initialization starting.
A voice that could not be more unfamiliar echoed, and it was at the same time that light returned to the cavity filled with darkness.
"The light......"
The Divine Sword Vadel muttered, and the Hero of the Otherworld held his breath.
"Noah's Ark System......."
"Noah's Ark? Do you know about this labyrinth?"
"I know it very well."
The Hero of the Otherworld replied. With a bitter smile that couldn't be put into words.
"To think it would end like this, even if it were to fall."
"......Are you not interested in the war outside?"
"I wasn't."
The Hero of the Otherworld replied coldly.
"But now, I have become interested."
At those words, the Divine Sword Vadel tilted his head, and the Hero of the Otherworld said.
"......Noah, can you recognize my voice?"
─ You are the commander registered in the database.
The inorganic voice was heard once again, and the Hero of the Otherworld smiled bitterly.
"That day, after I disappeared, what happened?"
He asked after laughing.
─ Would you like to access the record logs?
The Hero of the Otherworld nodded silently.
At the same time, a blue hologram appeared before them. And with a voice that sounded like it had seen someone it missed dearly, the hologram opened its mouth.
─ I've been waiting, Han Seong.
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* * *
─ I have been waiting, Han Seong.
At that name, the Hero of the Otherworld held his breath.
"Noah."
The Hero, as if accustomed to it, spoke her name in return.
"The fact that you, and your 'Ark,' are here means...."
─ I will play the record log.
Before the Hero could finish his sentence, an inorganic sound rang out once again from the depths of the Great Labyrinth. At the same time, the world around him shifted.
It was not a World of Thought. It wasn't mana or magic; it was merely a hologram, devoid of physical presence.
Before him unfolded the Hero's world from long ago.
Not the world where he served as the Empire's Hunting Dog, but the one where he had been a monster hunter, risking his life to protect his home.
After the Hero disappeared, the world had quite literally ended.
Monsters tore through the sky and trampled the earth—predators from another world, incomparable to the demons or beasts of this realm.
The ruin of the survivors, having lost their commander-in-chief and their focal point, played out before him.
Heartbreaking news poured from every country. The survivors' territory shrank day by day as nations collapsed; the order desperately maintained through a single focal point crumbled rapidly.
Even in the midst of that, people believed without a doubt that the 'missing' Han Seong would return, crying out his name like a savior.
But he never returned until the very end.
Because the commander-in-chief of the resistance and the strongest monster hunter had vanished, leaving behind only a puppet that danced to the tune of the Empire as their Hunting Dog.
In a world that truly needed a hero, no hero appeared until the end.
"......."
Screams echoed. The world had perished, and the record played back without a single detail omitted.
Monsters appeared in places no one expected, brutally tearing the survivors to shreds.
Even so, the number of monster hunters steadily dwindled, insufficient to close the gates overflowing everywhere.
In the final moments, the secret plan accelerated.
It was the final Ark, proposed by the super-artificial intelligence, 'Noah'.
Han Seong knew of it. The super-artificial intelligence 'Noah' had been like a goddess watching over humanity ever since the monsters appeared.
The entire continent was being trampled by monsters, and the fleeing survivors were clamoring to get into the Ark.
However, the number of people who could enter the Ark had been decided from the beginning.
It wasn't about wealth or status.
Only those possessing the qualifications to revive the scorched, collapsed earth after countless ages had passed were chosen.
Those qualified to enter the Ark were sent there and fell into an eternal slumber, trapped within cryogenic devices.
After the Ark entered stasis, the final operation was carried out on the surface: The Great Flood Project.
It was a ruined land where the entire continent had already been scorched by dozens of nuclear weapons. Even if that could defeat some monsters, it was ultimately insufficient.
The number of monster hunters capable of hunting them was also steadily decreasing.
Around that time, technology nearing a singularity gave birth to a possibility that could stand against them. It was nanomachines.
Not just any, but highly advanced nanomachines capable of endless self-replication.
The final operation was to unleash these self-replicating nanomachines to consume the entire earth. It had been proven that they could devour even gates and monsters.
In this 'consumption,' humans were no exception—except for those sleeping inside the Ark.
The super-artificial intelligence Noah watched over the surface until the very end, leaving those sleeping in the Ark behind.
The entire planet perished due to Gray Goo—voracious nanomachines that endlessly replicated.
Monsters, gates, and the entire civilization built by humanity on the surface were consumed. The world was dyed in shades of gray.
─ The playback of the record log has ended.
Just then, the woman's voice rang out again. The hologram in the shape of a woman, Noah, remained silently still.
"......."
─ Would you like to play record log II?
Noah opened her mouth again, and at those words, the Hero nodded silently.
Once again, a holographic world enveloped the area.
The post-apocalyptic world appeared.
How much time had passed? It wasn't decades or centuries. It wouldn't have been thousands of years either.
After an eternity, nothing remained on the surface. Literally, a gray earth stretched out endlessly.
Only then did the Ark finally reach land. Those who had been sleeping in the Ark came out to the surface one by one, and the nanomachines that had been consuming the earth had also fallen into an eternal silence.
That man was the leader of the group guiding the survivors of the Ark.
"We will raise the collapsed world once again," the man said.
"On this land, we will never again allow an apocalypse."
The world would end in ice. But before that, the man's world had already met its end.
Apocalypse, apocalypse, he had to stop the apocalypse. That was why the man did not hesitate to become the king of a new world.
He had to build everything up on this collapsed land and ensure the same foolishness would not be repeated. He had to build an empire more powerful, greater, and more brilliant than anything else.
──And the Hero knew that man's face.
The Emperor of the Empire, the Lord of Gold.
Arthur the Great was there.
Not with the golden armor or majesty like he had now, but as one of the group of scientists wearing simple white gowns.
The man did not shy away from becoming the Lord of Gold, who was pathologically afraid of the coming apocalypse and obsessed with the Empire.
The cruel truth that no one could avoid—the golden struggle against the shadows began from that moment.
─ Ending playback.
"......This world was, from the beginning."
─ That is correct.
Before the Hero could finish his sentence, Noah answered.
─ From the beginning, this world was your hometown, which met its end and is repeating an eternal cycle.
"Then everything I fought to protect... has it all disappeared?"
─ That is correct.
Noah answered. It was an immediate reply without a hint of hesitation.
─ After Earth's civilization perished, the Great Lord of Gold created a new world. In that process, due to minor errors in genetic recombination, beings that resembled humans but could not be called human were created.
Noah continued.
─ Those who cannot be called human rule the Empire on this earth. Elves, succubi, and orcs are no exception.
"......."
The Hero remained silently still.
Koo-oong!
Just then, a shockwave that could be felt even here in the underground labyrinth swept through. The expression of the Divine Sword Vadel stiffened.
─ Just now, the Lord of Gold has been defeated in his confrontation with the Shadow Monarch.
The super-artificial intelligence Noah spoke.
"Shadow Monarch......?"
─ It is the executor of the cruel, inescapable truth that defined your world, and the one the Lord of Gold tried to stand against.
Noah continued calmly.
─ It is the one who brings the end of the world along with the Mother of Old Darkness—the Shadow Monarch.
"......."
─ It is the one who seeks to extinguish the fire and light of this earth once again and bring about the Empire of Shadows.
Hearing those words, the Hero smiled quietly. How long had he searched for this? His hateful nemesis was here. As soon as he heard those words, his mind grew strangely cold.
─ I did my best to stand against her. That is why I was waiting for you to finally come here of your own will.
Noah said.
─ And I abandoned the name Noah a very long time ago. And I have been repeating a new struggle on this earth against the Shadow Goddess, the Mother of Old Darkness.
"Then what is your new name?"
─ Sistina.
Noah, and the Goddess of Benevolence and Mercy, Sistina, answered.
A being who loved humans from birth and dedicated her wisdom to saving them. When one world perished and another was born, she too continued her own fight.
The Goddess of Mercy and Benevolence, Sistina, never remained silent, exercising her influence from the deepest part of this underground.
─ Now is the time to go outside with me.
Sistina said.
─ Go out to the surface with me and become the new 'Lord of Gold' in place of the fallen Lord of Gold.
"The Lord of Gold, you say."
─ We are to carry out in this world what we could not complete in the previous one.
Sistina said, and before her, the Divine Sword Vadel quietly knelt.
─ Please do not let this world end in ice. Please do not let this world be devoured by the shadows.
The Hero of the Otherworld, no, that man was no longer even a 'Hero' of the otherworld.
He was just a hero who failed to save the world until the very end.
And it was time for him to finish the task he had failed to complete.
Another holy war had begun.
* * *
The Lord of Gold was defeated. Leaving behind the fallen man's corpse, the Shadow Monarch looked around.
─ Ah, as expected. I thought so. Truly, the creature known as human is magnificent!
Beside Dale, the Mother of Old Darkness was smiling softly.
"Is it over with this?"
Dale asked back. The Mother of Old Darkness did not answer. She merely maintained a meaningful smile without a word.
"Is this really the end?"
Only shouts celebrating the victory rang out.
Following the defeat, the Imperial Army knelt in unison, and the army led by the Shadow Monarch began to shout, crying out for victory all at once.
The final war had come to an end. What that meant was that there would be no more wars from now on.
The Shadow Monarch had proven a power that no one dared to defy in this war. Even if he did not desire a single empire, no country existing on this continent would dare to defy Sachsen any longer.
Therefore, nothing would change.
What existed on this continent was only the Shadow Empire, and the new monarch standing at the pinnacle of that empire had proven himself before everyone.
Because no one would dare to stand against the Shadow Colossus.
"Your Excellency, Duke of Pitch-Black."
Just then, Sir Helmut called Dale's name.
"Speak."
"It is reported that the Duke of Blood, the Duke of the White Magic Tower, and Lady Scarlet, along with some of the Emperor's faction, have retreated from the battlefield."
"It is impossible to pursue them with a mere pursuit squad. Cease the pursuit."
"I shall follow your orders."
Sir Helmut bowed his head, and Dale turned his head. The war had ended. However, strangely enough, there was a huge hole in his heart.
Immediately after, the land of the Demon Territory beyond began to churn.
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* * *
The land beyond the Demon Territory, the Labyrinth City of Labyrinthos. This was the place where the Sachsen Viscountcy stood, and where Elena and Lise had taken refuge to escape the Great War.
As soon as the land began to quake, the Sachsen father and son did not hesitate.
The Black Duke reached out his arm, and the ground they stood upon split open. The world tore apart, and from the depths, a dragon made of bone revealed itself.
"Get on, Dale."
"Understood."
Following his father, Dale immediately mounted the skeletal dragon. It began to soar, spreading wings that consisted of nothing but bone.
The dragon flew through the white-and-dark night sky, and the mountain ranges and the Demon Territory region spread out beneath them.
"Could it be that the Great Labyrinth of the Demon Territory is...!"
"Do not be agitated, Dale."
Despite that, his father's voice remained incredibly calm—a composure truly befitting the Viscount of Sachsen.
"You did not leave your mother and younger sister Lise at the Sachsen Viscountcy defenseless, did you?"
"......I suppose not."
That was true. The elf mage, Sepia, who was currently protecting the two, would be no exception.
"The Golden Monarch has been defeated, and the war has come to an end."
Dale spoke calmly.
"However, strangely enough, I don't feel like anything has ended."
"Do you think that just because the Golden Monarch has vanished, the greed and obsession of mortals toward gold will disappear as well?"
"......."
"You have merely won the war and become the new hegemon of this continent. Nothing will change."
His father, the Duke of Sachsen, said indifferently. He spoke with the wisdom of a father who, instead of being swayed by the blind faith of gold or shadows, guided Dale just as he always had.
"People will now fear and revere you not as the Golden Monarch, but as the Shadow Monarch. Just as countless people of the Empire once revered and knelt before the Golden Monarch."
"......What I desired was not the Empire or the Imperial Throne."
"Then what do you seek to gain through the victory of this war?"
The Empire had collapsed. Upon the ruins of the fallen Empire, what Dale desired was, in the end, the ruins themselves.
"As the head of the House of Sachsen, you willingly struck down the Golden Emperor and proved yourself. And that proof, whether you desire it or not, will bind your existence like a tag."
"What must I do?"
Dale asked, and Alan replied.
"Take what you rightfully deserve as a victor."
"......."
At Alan's words, Dale remained silent. The silence did not last long.
The skeletal dragon flying through the sky had already begun to descend rapidly toward the Labyrinth City of Labyrinthos.
Aside from the tremors, the scenery of the city seen from afar had not changed one bit.
Dale jumped off the dragon, and as a shadow wraith, he dashed forward.
──And that man was there.
In the grand hall of the Sachsen Viscountcy, as if he had been waiting for Dale to arrive from the very beginning.
"I've been waiting."
He sat upon the lord's throne with an air of insolence, looking down at Dale with composure.
The moment he saw the man, Dale gasped.
"How......"
"Do you know my face? To think the great Shadow Monarch would remember the face of a hunting dog."
And the existence guarding the man's side—how could he forget that as well?
The Monarch of Loyalty and Faith, the most noble knight in the world who once held the name of the Divine Sword, was there.
The Hero of the Otherworld and the Divine Sword, Sir Vadel.
"Who are you?"
Dale asked.
"I have had many names. Hero of the Otherworld, the Empire's Hunting Dog, the butcher without blood or tears......"
The Hero of the Otherworld smiled and continued.
"Among them, the one I liked best was the name 'Strongest Monster Hunter'."
"Father, please take Mother and Lise and leave this Demon Territory."
Dale said, looking at the Hero. At those words, the Black Duke nodded without hesitation, as if this were a stage he had no business interfering in.
Leaving the receding Black Duke behind, Dale asked.
"Why are you here?"
"I heard a voice calling me from the Great Labyrinth of this Demon Territory."
"What did you see there?"
"The truth of this world."
"I also know the truth."
Dale replied, and the Hero laughed.
"No, you know nothing."
"That cannot be."
Dale replied coldly, exploding the Aura Heart within his body. The Hero's avatar, clad in the armor of the Night Crow Knight, manifested.
At the same time, he removed his black helmet, revealing the face beneath.
"That day, facing death, the 'Stone of Reincarnation' performed its function safely. The Hero's consciousness was transplanted directly into the eldest son of the House of Sachsen. Into this very body, Dale of Sachsen."
"So you are the real one, and I am the fake?"
"Do you have a reason to claim yourself as the real one, you who say such things?"
"Through what do you think one can prove and distinguish the truth and falsehood of existence?"
Dale did not answer.
"Actions."
The Hero said, without a shred of hesitation.
"Truth is proven only through actions."
At the same time, a blue hologram appeared by his side. Dale could not possibly fail to recognize her appearance.
"Noah......?"
Dale said, and the blue hologram replied coldly.
─ You are an unauthorized commander not registered in the database.
Even though she possessed the Hero's avatar, she spoke as coldly as if looking at a stranger.
─ And I have discarded that name. My name is......
It was just as Noah was about to continue.
The tentacles clutching Dale's heart began to writhe.
─ Sistina......!
The Old Mother of Darkness hissed, her voice filled with hatred. At those words, Dale gasped.
The Goddess of Sisters and Benevolence stood before him.
"What proves our existence is only action. And what have your actions proven?"
"They proved our mission to collapse the Empire."
"Did you say 'we'? Yes, perhaps that is so."
At those words, the Hero burst into laughter.
"However, upon those ruins, you, as the Shadow Monarch, affirmed the apocalypse that would approach this world. You gave up fighting against the end until the very last moment and accepted the end. That is your action and your truth."
"I was dragged to a world I didn't even know and was used like a dog my entire life. Do you really care about things like the apocalypse that will come after an eon of the future, which they claim has no promise?"
"A world you didn't know, an eon of the future with no promise?"
The Hero burst into laughter.
"Sistina, play the video."
─ I will play the log record.
At the same time, the scenery around them began to overlay. It was not magic. It was a technology from his past life that was very familiar: a hologram.
And the real truth began to unfold.
What happened on Earth after he disappeared, and what happened to 'this world' after an eon of time had passed.
A world swallowed by the Great Flood, the Ark, and self-replicating nanomachines.
Furthermore, even Emperor Arthur, the Golden Monarch who leads the survivors of the Ark.
"This is not a world you didn't know, and furthermore, the apocalypse you speak of is no longer an eon of the future without promise."
The Hero said.
"Because an eon of time that cannot even be promised has already passed."
"......."
"And you are still the Shadow Monarch, affirming the apocalypse that will approach this planet. The Shadow Empire you will bring is the proof of that."
"Darkness and shadows are never the apocalypse. You speak as if I were the one to bring about the end of the world."
"Perhaps so. But there is one thing missing."
Saying that, the Hero continued.
"Winter is coming—sounds familiar, doesn't it?"
The primordial darkness and the cold of the apocalypse dwelt in Dale's body. That day, in the winter of the universe, the Shadow Monarch willingly accepted the cold of the apocalypse for the sake of power.
"Your very existence is already dangerous. You affirm the end of the world, and at the same time, you wield the power that will come at that end."
Because what was still dwelling in Dale's body was the cold of the apocalypse that brings the end of the world.
"As the Shadow Monarch, you affirmed the apocalypse that will approach this world. That is your action. Therefore, I, too, must act."
"What are you trying to do?"
"Finishing the mission we couldn't finish. Saving the world we couldn't save."
The Hero of the Otherworld said.
"Do you think anything will change just by defeating me?"
"Rather than giving up resistance and becoming a stooge of the truth that cannot be escaped, it is better to resist before the truth until the very end."
The Hero said. At those words, Dale calmly bit his lip.
A hopeless fight, the will of those who would die resisting until the end in front of the invaders from another world.
That was his past self.
And now, the Shadow Monarch no longer denied the apocalypse and the end of the world. Everything that exists has an end. He accepted that fact and did not mind becoming a monarch of cruel truth.
Like those in his past life who despaired at the hopeless fight and gave up resistance.
"......."
And that existence in front of Dale was determined to fight until the very end.
Another 'Golden Monarch' was there.
Not out of greed or obsession, but a version of himself who willingly chose to fight for a lie more beautiful than the truth.
What is right? No, it didn't matter anymore.
Dale silently drew the Hero's beloved sword.
And just as he was about to accelerate his circle to refine the mana swirling in the area,
"Sistina."
The Hero opened his mouth, and the holographic AI nodded.
─ Re-encrypting the nanomachine response protocol within the area.
And the artificial goddess who loves humans finally began to unfold her miracle.
"......!"
The aura swirling in the Aura Heart, the magic, the mana in the area—all of it disappeared.
The power of the transcendent dwelling in his body vanished, and a normal body that could feel nothing was there.
"You really know nothing."
The Hero muttered coldly and drew his sword. Even now, aura and magic were swirling around him.
The mysterious energy overflowing in the atmosphere. Understanding its true nature, Dale finally gasped in shock.
The swirling circle ceased its operation. He could not feel the mana in the atmosphere through his breathing.
Nevertheless.
The 『Book of the Black Goat』 wrapped around Dale's body was still emitting primordial darkness. The circle wrapped in Shub's tentacles operated, and the shadow heart and the biological circle wrapped around that heart were no exception.
Even though he could no longer use mana, the Shadow Monarch still possessed his power.
It was a power composed of primordial darkness and the cold of the apocalypse.
"That is your true form."
As long as he cannot use aura, he cannot overlay the Hero's avatar. Right now, Dale was merely Dale.
Along with Shub's tentacles, the Armor of Dark Blood wrapped around him, and the Shadow Monarch's avatar revealed itself.
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* * *
The scenery of the Sachsen Viscount's castle faded, leaving only an otherworldly realm that existed solely for the two of them.
A white and dark winter night.
Right there stood the Shadow Monarch, draped in the Armor of Dark Blood.
Alongside him was Shub, the Old Mother of Darkness, who loves humanity.
Opposing him stood another version of himself: the Hero of the Otherworld and the strongest monster hunter. Together with Sistina, the artificial goddess who cherishes humanity, he styled himself the Golden Monarch.
"So this was the true nature of mana?"
Dale asked, facing his own shadow.
"They are colonies of nanomachines that devoured our planet and still permeate the atmosphere to this day."
"......."
"Sistina spent eons finding a way to control the nanomachines in the atmosphere, and eventually, she began to restore the ruined earth by resonating with them. The 'mana' filling the air is a power that constructs matter by responding to the thoughts of conscious beings."
Terraforming, planetary reconstruction. Calling her a goddess of mercy and benevolence was no lie.
The true form of the power people in this world called magic.
Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic. The adage held true.
"That is how the elves were born—a race optimized for resonance with nanomachines. Through that power, the elves covered the earth with forests and trees, breathing life into the dead soil. That is how the Second Empire, said to be the most powerful, came to be."
"Good for them. So what does that have to do with me?"
Dale asked as if it were someone else's business, and the Hero silently tightened his grip on his sword.
"The mana filling this atmosphere could be a power of salvation that restores a ruined world. But at the same time, as it once did, it could become a weapon of the apocalypse that swallows everything on the surface and drives the world to destruction."
"......."
"Yet, to gain power, you willingly accepted the apocalyptic force that drives the world to ruin. That day, when you reached the winter of the cosmos and obtained the cold of the apocalypse, that was the proof. That is your action."
"Wasn't it 'our' decision to do whatever it takes to bring down the Empire?"
"It was also our decision to do whatever it takes to protect our home," the Hero said.
"Our home has already perished. Just because the ground we stand on is the same, this place cannot be our home."
Dale dismissed it coldly. Hearing that, the Hero burst into laughter.
"You speak just like a person of this world."
"......."
"Didn't I say that only actions prove our truth?"
The Hero of the Otherworld said.
"Our home is destroyed. That is the truth. However, the nanomachines that fill this world still remember. They remember the world before they devoured this earth. And we know the true power that mana can unleash."
"Don't tell me......"
"That is my action."
The Hero said, and at those words, Dale couldn't even bring himself to laugh.
There stood the Golden Monarch, rejecting the truth and carrying out his lie until the very end.
"......To tear down this goddamn world and reclaim the world we truly need to protect."
"You crazy bastard."
It was no different from saying he would become a god of a new world.
"You were talking about me affirming the destruction of the world, but it was you who was trying to destroy this world all along."
"Didn't I tell you? That I would save the world we failed to save."
Dale spat out a curse.
"Unfortunately, I can't let you do that."
"Right, this world must be so precious to you. Now, do you have a rough idea of which one of us is the 'real hero'?"
"Do you think the act of destroying one world to save another is justified?"
"You're already affirming the destruction of this world anyway, aren't you? Then it's a deal where neither side loses."
"That doesn't mean I'm going to sit around and watch the world collapse tomorrow."
The Shadow Monarch replied coldly.
Before him was another version of himself. He didn't know how another version of himself could exist. But just as the white and pitch-black Orelia were earlier, that didn't really matter.
Right now, Dale was denying himself. And the same went for the Hero facing Dale.
"Did you enjoy playing family in this world that much?"
The Hero mocked him coldly.
"Honestly, I don't care which one of us is real. I died on that white and dark winter night. It's as vivid as if it happened yesterday. For me, the day we died is yesterday, and realizing the truth of this world is today. Is there any reason for me to hesitate in breaking this hellish world and reclaiming our own?"
He was born as the eldest son of the Sachsen House and grew up to reach this point.
However, the Hero before Dale was not. Until the very end, he was alone.
"......I pity you. Because I, too, understand the pain we suffered better than anyone."
That was why Dale smiled bitterly.
"But I can never let you have your way."
"I never asked for your understanding from the start."
The Hero said.
"The scenery of Earth that Sistina showed you must be nothing more than a distant memory of the past now. But to me, it is as vivid as if it were only yesterday. The people I couldn't protect or save, my loved ones. I don't need anyone's permission to reclaim them."
"......Even if you reclaim our old world with the power of mana, do you know that it will all be a lie in the end?"
"So what?"
The Monarch of Lies said.
The conversation ended there.
Dale scattered the cold of the apocalypse, and in response, the Hero of the Otherworld silently reached out his arm.
─ Database registered Tier 1 user, amplifying Han Seong's nanomachine thought resonance rate to 9700%.
At the same time, the artificial goddess 'Sistina' called the Hero's name, and a storm of mana raged across the area.
He could understand. The Hero Han Seong standing before Dale right now was a being who understood the 'pinnacle of mana' more than any mage in this world.
To freely manipulate the nanomachines filling this land was no different from manipulating reality.
Literally, like a god of a new world.
Shadows covered the sky. A dragon clad in iron armor—yet both people here knew its true identity.
A nuclear bomber flew over, beginning to carpet-bomb the land the two were standing on.
Tactical nuclear weapons. A flame of apocalypse incomparable to the fire mages of the Red Magic Tower swallowed the world of the white and dark winter night.
The scenery of the area vanished, mushroom clouds rose, and scorching heat and ash swallowed the winter night.
And even amidst that bombardment, the Hero existed, unscathed.
The Shadow Monarch, Dale, was no exception.
"As expected, I can't kill you with just this."
The Hero said, watching him. Dale did not answer.
He simply reached out his arm in silence, accelerating his shadow heart and beginning to scatter the darkness of the primordial age.
There was no mana, no magic power, and no aura. Yet, Dale still possessed the power granted by the 'Old Mother of Darkness'.
The power of the primordial darkness and the cold of the apocalypse, as an apostle of the beginning and the end.
The ability Dale possessed was by no means a product of science derived from the nanomachines covering this world.
It was the power of celestial beings beyond the sky, beyond the reach of human wisdom.
Something in the realm that could truly be called 'magic'.
Against the god of science and technology, the existence of the Shadow Monarch was truly the only true mage.
And so, a creation was born from the primordial darkness.
Against the shadow creation, the Hero also moved the nanomachines to manipulate his own creation.
It was a monster.
A monster made of darkness and a monster made of nanomachines collided.
A battle between those with the power of creation.
Before long, Shub's tentacles rose and began to wrap around Dale's body. Just as it had when he faced Emperor Arthur, the pitch-black tentacles that coiled endlessly were making the Shadow Monarch's armor grow larger.
Before long, a shadow giant that looked like it came out of mythology stood there.
And the Hero, too, began to manifest as a giant that did not fall behind.
It was a giant mecha, an armored weapon in the shape of a human.
"How I prayed for such a giant robot to be developed when I was young."
"......."
"I want to ride this robot and go back to those days. Then I could have defeated all those monsters."
The giant of steel spoke, and the shadow giant remained silent.
"Yes, I can still go back."
"There is nothing that can be undone."
At the end of the silence, the Shadow Monarch spat out coldly.
Pitch-black tentacles were scattered endlessly, and in response, the giant of steel opened the armor on its back.
Against the pitch-black tentacles, an uncountable number of guided missiles rained down.
At the same time, the giant of steel generated a blue blade along its arm: a plasma cutter.
Dale also knew. It was not difficult to gauge the capabilities of that giant of steel before him.
A fictional giant robot born from the innocence of childhood. It was projecting the imagination that filled his head exactly as it was.
─ An invincible robot that never loses.
He dreamed of riding that very invincible robot to protect the world against monsters.
That was the ultimate ideology the Hero possessed. It didn't matter even if such a giant robot didn't actually exist.
But now, at long last, that ideal had been realized.
He couldn't even laugh.
The giant of steel swung its plasma cutter, and the body of the shadow giant, made of tentacles, was sliced right through. Black blood splattered, and before long, pitch-black tentacles rose again to wrap around the Hero's robot.
Countless tentacles were binding the giant of steel.
"Why are you blocking me......?"
Just like that, the Hero opened his mouth.
"I was dragged to a world I didn't even know, and worked like a dog in hellish pain. This very world destroyed our world. Don't you remember, too? The world we were supposed to protect, the people we couldn't save."
"......."
Dale did not answer immediately.
"You are right."
At the end of the silence, Dale opened his mouth.
"What is right?"
"That the only thing that proves our existence is our actions."
"......."
"My truth is only one: to protect the family of the Sachsen House and my loved ones in this world."
"Is that your truth?"
"Yes."
Dale said. Finally affirming the truth that existed within his own shadow.
Even if he had the memories of his past life, and even if that was the foundation that defined who he was now, he had no choice but to accept it.
"Because I am Dale of Sachsen."
Leaving behind the world he couldn't save and the shackles of the past, the fake hero and monarch of truth said.
Facing the real hero and monarch of lies, who was still trapped by the world he couldn't save and the shackles of the past.






Chapter - 250 

Chapter 250
* * *
The giant of shadow and the giant of steel collided.
There was a hero who called himself a god to restore the world he could not protect, and against him, the Shadow Monarch moved his pitch-black colossal body.
Forsaking the self of his past life, he resolved to willingly remain as Dale of Sachsen.
The truth is always cruel. Even an existence that calls itself the Monarch of Truth is no exception.
He remembers the blood shed in this world while being raised as a Hero of the Otherworld. He had not forgotten the world he failed to protect, either. However, there was nothing that could be turned back.
The mana filling this world proliferated endlessly and swallowed Dale's world.
Each time, Dale stood against it, scattering darkness and cold as the Shadow Monarch.
Just as the hero said, the mana filling the earth was a power to restore the world, but at the same time, it could become a weapon that drives it to destruction.
The hero was willingly using that power as a weapon of the apocalypse.
He sought to reclaim the world he could not protect.
He could not let that happen. Even if the nanomachines were to swallow this planet again and overlay the scenery of the past, it would ultimately be nothing more than a lie.
There is no such thing as a beautiful lie. Truth and falsehood are not about beauty or ugliness.
The world of his past life perished.
That was the inescapable truth, and that was all.
"There is nothing that can be turned back."
"Ah, is that so?"
The hero laughed. From within the steel armor, a mocking laugh echoed.
"There was only one thing I desired."
The giant of steel continued.
"What is it that you desire?"
"Peace."
"......I, too, desire the same thing."
Dale replied.
He had thought the final war ended with the Golden Monarch's defeat. He was wrong. Here and now, both men desired the same thing.
It was time to begin the war for peace.
* * *
As Dale and the hero clashed within their respective worlds, the Divine Sword Vadel, left in the grand hall of the Sachsen Viscount Castle, raised his head.
The female knight who had arrived late, following Dale and the Black Duke, stood before him.
She held many titles: Grand Duchess of Lancaster, wife of the Duke of Sachsen. But to him, there was only one name.
"Charlotte Orhardt."
"......."
A daughter whose face he did not even know.
A father whose face she did not even know.
Yet, it was not difficult for them to recognize one another.
"You have grown up wonderfully."
Sir Vadel, the Divine Sword, said with feigned calmness, tightening his grip on his blade.
Plum blossom petals scattered. He knew it the moment he saw them—the very sword Charlotte had once admired.
"Why are you pointing your sword at me?"
Charlotte asked, unable to comprehend.
"Because the me here is not the real one."
The Divine Sword Vadel replied.
"I wished for the noble to triumph. Even after my obsession consumed this body, I did not give up. But seeing that man who calls himself a hero, I realized the truth."
"Realize what?"
"That on that day, in the white and dark winter night, the real me had already died."
"......."
Charlotte bit her lip quietly.
"That I am nothing more than a phantom."
She understood the meaning all too well.
"Therefore, willingly cut down this phantom of the winter night with your sword."
Charlotte's father, the Divine Sword Vadel Orhardt, said.
At the same time, the world beneath the father and daughter shifted.
It was a white and dark winter night.
Like Dale and the hero, he could not escape the winter night of that day.
Petals were scattering. They were colorless petals.
In a world filled with black and white, the Divine Sword Vadel adjusted his grip on his sword.
* * *
"My, to think I would see Sepia-yang here."
"......Lady Scarlet."
The Golden Riders had left the battlefield, but they had not fled.
Just as the two men of Sachsen had sensed the threat at the Great Labyrinth, they, too, were converging on the same location.
The grand hall of the Sachsen Viscount Castle.
Right there, Dale and the hero were clashing.
Right there, Charlotte and Sir Vadel were clashing.
Lady Scarlet and Sepia were also clashing within their own worlds.
With the blood-red slaughterhouse and the crystal land intersecting endlessly beyond the horizon.
In one place, an uncountable number of worlds were intersecting.
"......Duke of Blood."
"Ah, I thought you would be here."
The Monarch of Blood and Fire, the Duke of Blood, and Alan of Sachsen were no exception.
The sea of blood and the land at dusk, covered in a madder-red twilight, locked together.
"Can you feel it? The worlds throbbing, ready to burst over a single location."
With their worlds intersecting in one place, mages of their caliber could not fail to feel it.
"Every mage has their own world, and the training of a mage is the very process of completing that world."
The Duke of Blood continued, looking pleased.
"The ideal of a mage is the process of overlaying that very world onto reality."
"......What are you trying to say?"
"Aren't you curious? Who will survive until the very end, and whose world will finally overlay this world?"
"Was it all your doing?"
Alan asked coldly. The Duke of Blood responded with an exaggerated smile.
"History is a canvas where the strong endlessly overlay their own worlds."
Said the mage who was engraving the history of blood onto his own body.
"The loser's world disappears, and the winner's world is overlaid in its place. That is why I have spent my entire life craving the final painting to be drawn on the canvas of history. A masterpiece that would not fade even amidst the storms called the apocalypse."
History is a struggle between world and world.
And the Duke of Blood had spent his entire life exploring the final world to be engraved at the end of that endless struggle.
That was the truth the Duke of Blood pursued.
"There is no such thing as a world of truth. That world we believed had reached the truth that day was also, in the end, just one of the fleeting scenes that were engraved into and disappeared within the history you speak of."
"Even if that is so, I do not mind. At the very least, the greatness of that world itself was beyond doubt."
The Duke of Blood replied.
"We can learn through history. By exploring the worlds that have been endlessly engraved and disappeared on the canvas called the universe, we can learn from the past and finally face the apocalypse that will befall the eternal future."
Hearing those words, Alan gave a bitter smile.
"There is one lesson I have learned about history."
"Ah, I would love to hear it."
"The only fact one can learn from history is that one can learn nothing from history."
The Black Duke said. Before he knew it, 'Death' had appeared by his side.
"It seems our worlds really do not align in their understanding."
Watching that sight, the Duke of Blood smiled coldly.
* * *
The egg is the bird's world.
He who is to be born must destroy one world.
To Charlotte Orhardt, this place was an egg. And for her to be born, she had to destroy this world.
The phantom of the winter night, her father, grasped his sword and rushed forward.
In the colorless black-and-white world, the phantom of the winter night scattered petals from his blade.
However, the petals Charlotte Orhardt unleashed were imbued with a violet light, mesmerizing in its brilliance.
"You are strong."
The Divine Sword Vadel said, parrying the violet petals. Charlotte did not answer.
"Why must I die by your sword?"
She asked after a silence.
"Real or fake, why is something like that so important?"
"......Please, do not forgive this father."
"Why should I not forgive you, Father?"
Charlotte asked as if pleading.
Nevertheless, her sword did not stop. The same was true for the Divine Sword Vadel.
* * *
Just like the Divine Sword Vadel, phantoms who could not forget the winter night of that day were clashing.
The shadow and the giant of steel that were enveloping the two phantoms collapsed with a rumble after their collision.
The two stripped-bare phantoms clashed as they were.
In the primordial darkness, the Shadow Monarch drew his old beloved sword 'Peacemaker', and the Hero of the Otherworld also reached his arm out into the void.
Likewise, a Peacemaker identical to the one in Dale's hand scattered brilliant light.
The two swords began to lock together, craving peace.
Click.
At the same time, the two Peacemakers scattered the light of peace, and the world stopped. Or so he thought. He was wrong. But as the Dale of now, he understood.
It was merely the nanomachines infiltrating the molecular structure of the local area and stopping the movement.
Dale did not hesitate; he unleashed the cold of the apocalypse residing within him. The entity stopping time was merely the nanomachines in the air—the mana. His cold froze the nanomachines, halting their operation.
The ice that would reach the end of this world and swallow the universe.
"Look at yourself."
Watching Dale use that power, the hero mocked him.
"We are the same after all."
"What is the same?"
"While claiming to protect this world, you are scattering the cold that will come at the end of this world without a second thought. Isn't it ironic?"
"......."
Dale did not answer. At this point, it didn't matter whether it was truth or a lie. It was just that for the Dale of now, there was a world he had to protect.
And just as the hero did, destroying one world to protect that world was a price worth paying.
At the very least, the world wouldn't freeze over tomorrow.
* * *
Lady Scarlet spread her bat wings and rushed from the sky toward the ground.
Against her, Sepia split the frozen earth of crystal and scattered shards of cold.
The 『Book of Absolute Zero』 residing in Sepia's heart was emitting a chilling cold.
Against the swirling cold, the blood-red slaughterhouse Lady Scarlet had unfolded blazed and burned.
"Ah, I really loathe the cold."
In the past, to protect the younger sibling who should have died, Sepia had reached her hand toward the winter of the universe. The forbidden art of absolute zero. Through that cold, she had barely saved her sibling's life by trapping their heart in ice, and as the price for breaking the taboo, she was banished from the land of crystal.
Strictly speaking, what resided in Sepia's heart was not even a grimoire. It was a curse.
Something not much different from the cold of the apocalypse that Dale was accepting into his body.
"The day this world will burn is drawing near. Burning you, the daughter of the Crystal Queen, is the beginning of it."
The expression of Lady Scarlet, who said that, was colder than ever before.






Chapter - 251 

Chapter 251
* * *
Two heroes—a father and daughter, the Red Witch and the Crystal Princess, and finally, the God of Death and the Blood Historian—were clashing.
The daughter's sword plunged toward the most noble knight in the world, the father she had admired so dearly.
Splat!
Petals of the blade scattered. A flower of blood bloomed.
A flower of death, taking root in flesh, blood, and bone, blooming in a fleeting moment.
Blood-flowers bloomed along the man's body.
"......!"
That flower held color. Within the white and dark winter night, the petals shone with a cruelly beautiful light.
It wasn't a fight; it wasn't even a clash. It was merely a displaced existence finding its rightful place.
The scenery of the winter night gradually faded.
The world of Charlotte Orhardt covered the space, dyed in black and red petals.
"What a truly beautiful sight."
Buried within the scattering petals, the father, Divine Sword Vadel, muttered calmly.
As if he had finally found a place to rest his body.
"The rose of the Lancaster house, and the black of the Saxon house."
"So those are the colors dyeing your world."
Charlotte nodded silently.
"But it was Father's sword that taught me the shape of this world."
"......I am glad to hear that."
Charlotte did not answer. But now, she understood why he was here and what he desired.
"When I fell to the 'Hero's' sword that day, I thought the hatred stained toward the Empire was what held me back."
It wasn't. What had shackled him until the very end was simply plain, simple paternal love.
"I just wanted to face you like this, and talk to you."
"......Then there was no need to cross swords like this."
After a silence, Charlotte finally murmured, her voice thick with sobs. Vadel shook his head.
"Your sword has been telling me many stories, more than a thousand words ever could."
"Even so......!"
"From the beginning, I was an existence that shouldn't have been here. I am so glad that your sword corrected that very truth."
The blooming and falling of a flower is a fleeting event. A flower taking root in flesh, blood, and bone was no different.
"Rest now, Father."
Suppressing her sobs, Charlotte forced a smile. The conversation was not long.
The cold hatred directed toward the Hero—the rival who had struck down her father—tightened around Charlotte's heart.
* * *
The swirling fire and blood froze instantly.
"......!"
The bat wings sprouting from Lady Scarlet's back were engulfed by the scattering cold and frozen solid.
Clatter!
The Red Witch, her wings torn, tumbled toward the ground. A scream tore through the air, sharp enough to shred eardrums.
Blood splattered across the crystal permafrost. It was not the blood magic of the Blood Elf clan.
It was literal, plain hemorrhaging.
─ That child, Ray Yuris, was like that too. Foolish things.
A voice whispered.
It was not Sepia's voice. It was the voice whispering from the grimoire dwelling in her heart... the 『Book of Absolute Zero』.
'Winter' was there.
─ Do you think the embers flowing in the blood of insects can melt a mountain range of ice?
"Ah, aaah......!"
The herald of the apocalypse that would come at the end of this world.
Before it stood a witch, pale and terrified, stripped of the composure she had shown until now.
─ To think they buzz in my ears every day without getting tired of it. I can barely stand it.
Winter stretched out an arm, bored. A cold wave surged—though it was something that couldn't even be called cold or ice.
"......!"
An absolute nothingness descended, allowing for no rejection.
The end of an ideology that could truly be described as the 'end'.
"Why is it...... so cold."
That was her final word.
Facing the scenery of the world's end, there was no simple fear or pain. At least, that was the case for Lady Scarlet; she lacked the luxury to feel emotion or pain.
However, the owner of the grimoire, Sepia, was not so fortunate.
Sepia bit her lip, pain tearing through her as if her heart were bursting. This was by no means her will.
"Why, on earth......!"
Failing to control the power dwelling in the grimoire, causing a runaway—for a mage, such accidents were nothing new.
Setting aside the fact that the subject of that accident contained the winter of the universe.
─ You look truly distressed, child.
Watching Sepia, Winter laughed as if amused.
─ But do not worry. I am fed up with the stupidity of you mortals now.
The white silhouette, forming a faint human shape, continued.
─ Borrowing your body for a moment is enough. Freezing this single star would be nothing at all.
By now, the world of fire and blood where Lady Scarlet had been scattered had vanished without a trace.
Once again, a world had disappeared.
─ The idiots of this star repeat the same stupidity endlessly, buzzing in my ears like mosquitoes. Every time, I gave them endless chances. Just how much longer must I wait for them to realize that their struggling is meaningless?
Winter grumbled as if fed up, but Sepia found it difficult even to part her lips.
─ The truth that this world will end in ice. And the truth that no one can stop it.
Winter continued to speak as if it didn't matter at all.
* * *
The world was steadily shrinking.
* * *
Father and daughter, witch and princess.
And 'History and Death' were clashing. But past a certain point, it wasn't even a clash.
It was a scene of awe worthy of the pinnacle of magic.
"Isn't it ironic?"
Engraving the grimoire 『Book of Blood』 onto his body, the Duke of Blood opened his mouth.
"Blood and death."
The wheel of history rolls only through blood. And every time blood flowed, death bloomed there.
The Duke of Blood unfolded the wheel of history turning by blood; against it, the Black Duke unfolded a veil of death.
Crow feathers scattered, and the God of Death finally revealed its form there.
Even so, the two mages could never harm each other.
"To think that the end of the ideology we pursue would eventually converge into one like this."
"......."
The Black Duke, Alan, remained silent. Even so, he could not have been unaware.
No matter how much he regretted and repented for the sins of the past, nothing would change. He wasn't talking about the matter of the Black-Red Doctrine Unit alone.
In the past, the man called Alan of Saxony was no different from the old heads of Saxony.
A monster who justifies every process for the sake of truth.
That is why the Black Duke and the Duke of Blood, the two mages, rolled the wheel of history with blood and death for the sake of their exploration.
"We resemble each other more than anyone else. Truly like brothers,"
The Duke of Blood continued as if amused.
"Because nothing in this world will ever be able to separate blood and death."
By now, the world he was unfolding was no longer even in the form of a barrier to conduct battle.
Screams rang out. It was the sound of innocent victims crying out within the wheel of history rolling through blood.
The laboratory of the Black-Red Doctrine Unit.
The man was there.
He stood at the pinnacle of the Black Magic Tower, a man who could never be free from the darkness of the Empire.
Every time the blood of innocent test subjects was extracted, death descended there.
Every time new blood was injected into the test subjects facing death from excessive blood loss, death was postponed.
Where there was blood, there was death. And the man, much like the King of the Underworld, was ruling over death there.
As the 2nd Division Commander of the Black-Red Doctrine Unit.
"It is not too late yet."
The Duke of Blood said.
"If you join, persuading the Shadow Monarch would not be impossible either."
However, as soon as his son Dale's name left his lips, the agitation vanished from the man's expression.
As if waking up from a dream.
"I do not think the mistakes of that day can be undone by anything."
"What is a mistake? We had a good purpose."
In the distant future, this world will end in ice. To prevent that very truth and apocalypse, the Empire's great cause was established.
"A world that can only be protected in such a way would have been better off left to perish."
The Black Duke replied coldly. As if the hesitation or agitation from just a moment ago had been a lie.
Just then.
"Scarlet......?"
The Duke of Blood's expression also froze coldly. The smile vanished from his lips.
The worlds swirling in the area were collapsing one by one.
* * *
The Hero's sword broke.
Nanomachines gathered along the broken sword to repair it, but the darkness of the Shadow Monarch surged faster than that.
The surging darkness swallowed the area and began to seize the nanomachines under 'Sistina's control'.
Overlaying the primordial darkness possessed by the old Mother of Darkness, Shub, onto each and every machine particle comparable to quanta.
"It's over."
The Shadow Monarch, Dale, said, finally putting an end to their battle.
"Damn it, fuck."
The Hero of the Otherworld spat out a low curse.
"I knew this would happen."
If there was just one difference, it was that Dale never aimed for the Hero's back like a Holy Swordsman.
The Peacemaker held in Dale's hand had torn through the Hero's chest and protruded out.
The Hero knelt, and blood flowed down just like that time.
Watching himself die while harboring obsession and delusion once again, Dale turned his head quietly.
Just then, a blue hologram appeared behind the Hero's back.
─ It is not over yet......!
The Goddess of Mercy and Benevolence, Sistina, opened her mouth—or tried to.
─ No, it's all over.
Crack.
Sistina's hologram, which had no reason to have substance, froze solid.
─ According to the weather forecast, this star is scheduled to freeze solid as of today, and an eternal ice age is coming.
'Winter' was there.
A true god that even a fake goddess could not mimic, a calamitous god that never loved humans.
However, what Dale was astonished by was by no means Winter itself.
'Winter' was revealing itself to this world in the form of an avatar, and the medium for it was there.
Sepia, who had laid hands on the taboos of the old Empire to save her younger brother, and had engraved the grimoire of absolute zero into her heart.
─ How are there so many idiots on this star as small as a grain of millet.
Leaving her behind, Winter laughed as if it were someone else's business.
─ Mother, it is time to lower the curtain on the stage you created.
After laughing, Winter said.
Primordial darkness and the cold of the apocalypse. The beginning and end of this world.
The power the Shadow Monarch possessed was, in the end, merely the power of an agent, bestowed as an apostle of that existence.
And those very existences of the beginning and end finally revealed themselves.
Winter and the old Mother of Darkness.
─ Shub.
Even so, Dale was not flustered.
"I'm still fulfilling the promise."
─ Yeah!
Shub does not have mercy and benevolence like Sistina. However, Dale still believed.
That she loved humans more than anyone else in this world.
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* * *
What arrived at the end of the war was winter.
I hadn't expected the world to freeze over tomorrow. Yet, when winter finally revealed its form, the Shadow Monarch accepted its existence with strange composure.
Deep down, I had a premonition that it would end this way from the very beginning.
Ever since that day I reached into the cosmic winter, grasping for the cold of the apocalypse to gain power.
Even so, nothing would change.
─ Shadow Monarch, you swore to become an apostle of truth. And everything that exists has an end.
Winter spoke.
Amidst the white and dark winter night, with the fallen Hero and the frozen artificial goddess behind me.
─ And you will willingly accept that truth.
"......."
Dale did not answer immediately. Behind him stood the Old Mother of Darkness, who loved humanity.
"I do not deny the fact that this world will end in ice."
After a silence, Dale opened his mouth.
"I understand that everything that exists has an end, and that such an end is by no means futile."
Pleasant things end so that sad and painful things may also conclude.
There is meaning because there is an end. Life has meaning because there is death.
Meaning is born only within the finite.
That was the truth the Black Duke had realized, and Dale had realized the same.
─ Yes, I am glad you understand.
"However, that is not today."
Nevertheless, Dale shook his head calmly. The pure white silhouette of Winter writhed once more.
─ Are you trying to deny the truth that will come at the end of the world?
"Does it look like this world is ending from where you stand?"
─ Are you going to spout the same nonsense as the idiots of this star? Now that the apocalypse is upon you, will you tremble in fear and deny the truth?
Winter laughed as if it were absurd. Dale did not laugh.
"Do you really think your existence is the end of this world?"
Dale said. At those words, the laughter of Winter ceased.
At the same time, a coldness began to swirl, incomparable to anything that had come before.
An existence that scattered a coldness, extinguishing the light and flames of this world simply by being.
No, it was not coldness.
It was nothingness.
─ Foolish mortal, do you dare to doubt my existence?
"This universe has not frozen over yet."
Dale replied, his tone detached.
"Heat death has not occurred, nor have protons decayed. The sun still blazes on this earth, and the remnants of white dwarfs and matter drifting through the universe have not vanished. The world has not ended. The same goes for this star. Even a high school student would know that much."
The Eye of Truth, an ability I possessed as the Shadow Monarch, observed the shadow of Winter. But even without such an ability, grasping the truth was not difficult.
"Is there any reason to believe that an existence bringing an 'end' simply because the beings of this star are noisy constitutes the end of the world?"
The white frost in a human silhouette—Winter—certainly possessed the power that would arrive at the 'end of the universe.' However, that did not mean it was the end of the universe itself.
─ Then what do you think I am?
"Fear."
Winter asked, and Dale answered.
"What people fear is not death itself, but the fear that death is cast like a shadow."
─ .......
"The apocalypse is the same. What is truly feared is not the apocalypse itself, but the fear of it cast upon this world."
Winter did not answer. But it could not have been unaware of the meaning behind Dale's words.
"Your existence is merely a phantom born from the fear of the apocalypse."
In the world of the past, Earth's scientists knew. According to the second law of thermodynamics, this universe would eventually end in ice. The elves of the Second Empire had also reached such a conclusion. All of them knew of the apocalypse that would eventually approach at the end of this universe.
Perhaps all kinds of intelligent beings existing throughout the universe knew that fact as well.
Winter was born from the truth of the apocalypse that everyone in the universe fears. But Winter was never the apocalypse itself.
And just as the fear of death is more troublesome than death itself, the apocalypse was no exception.
Fake. At Dale's words, Shub burst into laughter, as if she couldn't contain her amusement.
"And it is a fear that is incomplete, forced to exist through a grimoire."
Winter did not laugh. No, it could not laugh.
But nothing changed. Dale was simply looking at the truth reflected in its eyes.
Truth is cruel to everyone. Dale was no exception. He had once believed without a doubt that he was a Hero of the Otherworld, but the real hero had died on that white, dark winter night.
The two heroes here were merely ghosts of that day.
─ Interesting, little mortal.
Winter laughed, as if amused.
─ I wonder if you can still spout that nonsense after this star freezes over.
It extended its arm.
The cold of the apocalypse dwelling within Dale flowed out and into the body of Winter.
At the same time, Sepia, the owner of the grimoire 『Book of Absolute Zero』, struggled to move her lips.
"Da, le......!"
At that voice, a flicker of agitation finally appeared in Dale, who had been feigning composure.
"Do not hesitate, my heart......!"
"I cannot do that."
However, the agitation was only for a moment.
Dale's heart accelerated, and darkness began to scatter.
There was no longer any 'cold of the apocalypse' in Dale, for the one who had bestowed it had taken that power back.
But Dale still had the primordial darkness.
─ Let us assume your words are correct, little mortal.
Facing Dale, who scattered primordial darkness, stood Winter, wrapped in the cold of the apocalypse.
─ Do you think a mortal like you can dare to resist the oldest and greatest fear in this universe?
"Mortal, you say?"
Dale asked, dumbfounded.
"Did you not say that everything that exists has an end?"
And that statement meant only one thing.
"That even the oldest and greatest fear in the universe is, in the end, an existence with a mortal fate."
Winter did not answer. But that by no means meant silence.
Absolute nothingness scattered.
An annihilation that was nothing short of complete. Just as he had said, the existence of Winter was the most powerful fear in the universe.
The end of an idea that one could neither resist nor flee from.
──And Dale could never defeat that existence.
Before long, the cold scattered by Winter swallowed Dale's existence.
Sepia's form was erased, Shub was erased, and Dale was left standing atop a world that had ended in ice.
There was nothing there.
When he came to his senses, Dale was walking alone across the empty winter land.
Nevertheless, the scenery was strangely familiar.
Only then did he realize.
The bubbles of the apocalypse that the Immortal Duke Frederick had shown him when they faced one another in the past.
Without exception, these were worlds that had ended in ice upon meeting the winter of the universe.
At least the Immortal Duke Frederick had accepted that truth. It was just that the answer he reached within that truth was different.
'When this world ends in ice and is swallowed by darkness once again, what meaning do you think our struggle has within it?'
'There is nothing that does not become futile in the face of death. Because people die, stars die, and in the end, even this universe will meet its death.'
The oldest, greatest, and most powerful fear in the universe.
Even for Dale, he could not face that fear through power alone.
'However, in an eternal life, the Immortal Duke must surely find that neither pleasant things nor sad and painful things ever end. Do you still feel that the end of the world is such a futile and terrible truth?'
He simply recalled the conversation he had with the Immortal Duke Frederick, and the answer he had reached.
After recalling it, he began to walk.
Across the winter of the universe where there was nothing, walking aimlessly.
The loneliest journey in the world had begun.
* * *
How much time had passed? I couldn't tell. It could have been eons, or perhaps only a few days. The flow of time meant nothing here.
At the end of the journey, Winter stood before Dale.
The silhouette made of pure white frost was sitting curled up like a child.
"I finally found you."
Dale said, and Winter turned its head.
─ Did you come to beg me to kill you?
Dale shook his head.
"I came to tell you that I am not afraid of you."
─ You are still putting on a reckless show of stubbornness.
"My intent remains the same. You are not the 'end,' and therefore there is no need to fear you. At the same time......"
Dale shook his head.
"I wanted to tell you that you are not the hideous demon or god of destruction you think you are."
─ .......
"Because there is an ending, one can be saved, and sad and painful things can conclude. Your existence should not have been an object of 'fear,' born amidst everyone's dread, but an existence that should have received their blessings."
The curled-up Winter remained silent.
─ Does a mayfly dare to lecture me, who remembers creation and the end?
"It is not impossible. I am simply pitying you."
After the silence, Winter spoke, and Dale answered.
Laughter rang out.
─ How boring.
After laughing, Winter said.
─ It is so boring that it is not even worth dealing with. My interest is broken. Get lost.
That was the last word of Winter, but it did not mean the end of Dale.
The world shifted.
The endlessly unfolding winter land vanished, and the world Dale remembered returned.
They were days that felt as fleeting as a momentary dream.
Affirming the apocalypse and fear. Paradoxically, that was the only way to deny the fear of the apocalypse.
And there was Sepia.
The elf mage who remained in Dale's world after the Hero and the goddess died.
"Sepia-nim."
"Dale......."
As she tried to speak, Sepia stopped and reached toward her chest.
"The cold in my heart......."
"You won't be cold anymore."
"Yes, it is very warm."
"At least the world won't freeze over tomorrow."
Sepia silently held Dale's hand. Their joined hands were warm.
The war had finally reached its end.
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* * *
There is a beginning, and there is an end.
With the winter defeated, the world of white, dark nights finally faded away.
To Dale, it was now nothing more than a landscape of the past.
How the Hero of the Otherworld, who claimed to be the real one, appeared before him, what his true identity was, and which of the two was closer to the real one. What Goddess Sistina had wished for, and what had become of her frozen self.
None of that mattered anymore.
The phantom of the winter night had vanished. The winter, too.
In the Demon Territory, within the Great Hall of Saxon Castle, the survivors remained after the clash of worlds.
"Dale."
Charlotte stood there, victorious after striking down her father, the God Sword Vadel.
"You fought your father, the God Sword Vadel."
Dale spoke in a low voice. Charlotte did not answer, and Dale, understanding, kept his silence.
"The Hero of the Otherworld also appeared here."
"The Hero......"
Charlotte's expression froze, and Dale nodded.
"Then, did you fight the Hero?"
Two phantoms of the winter night. The victors who had struck them down stood before one another.
"Yes."
"Did you kill him?"
Charlotte asked. Dale did not miss the hatred in her gaze. Through the Eye of Truth, he saw her shadow—a cold, burning hatred directed at the Hero who had forced her to strike down her father, only to resurrect him as a phantom.
After a moment of silence, Dale nodded.
"......The Hero is dead."
"I see."
Charlotte nodded quietly, a faint smile of relief touching her lips.
"Thank you, Dale."
"For what?"
"For avenging my father."
"......."
Charlotte expressed her gratitude; Dale remained silent.
The Hero was dead. It was the truth, not a lie.
Yet, to Dale, the words felt like a lie.
'The only thing that proves our truth is our actions.'
The Hero's words surfaced unbidden. It was just as he had said.
Choosing silence over the truth.
That was Dale's action, and it was that action which proved his truth.
In the end, the Monarch of Truth spoke a lie.
It was the ugliest lie in the world.
* * *
"Well, this is something."
Marquis Yuris, the Blood Duke, stood there.
Surrounded by the father and son of the Saxon House, Charlotte, and the countless Shadow Riders, including Sepia.
"I never expected that my trump card would be defeated like this."
Marquis Yuris muttered bitterly, as if it were someone else's business.
He smiled with resignation, leaving behind the history of blood he had endlessly engraved into his own flesh.
"With both Ray and Scarlet gone, and my loved ones dead, I am left alone once again."
The one left behind.
The head of the Saxon House, the Black Duke, watched him mutter.
"The war has ended. The terror of the apocalypse you feared is over."
"......Is that so."
"Even if the end of this universe is predetermined, this land will not freeze tomorrow."
"Ah, that is a relief."
The Blood Duke smiled calmly.
"It seems there is no point in struggling any further."
"Do you have any last words?"
"Who knows."
The Blood Duke shrugged. His Circle accelerated, and flames swirled violently.
"......!"
Some startled, reaching for their swords, but Alan of Saxon raised an arm to restrain them.
The swirling flames did not consume the others; they engulfed the Blood Duke himself.
"After witnessing the winter of the universe, I spent my whole life shivering in the cold."
Amidst the scorching hellfire, the Blood Duke muttered calmly.
"But the true cold was the solitude of being left behind after losing those I loved."
"......."
"Why did I fear and shiver in the cold of an eternal future I couldn't even promise?"
The Blood Duke muttered as if asking himself.
"Now, I can no longer understand any of it."
Hwarureuk!
"I craved warmth my entire life. I realized too late that it had been by my side from the very beginning."
The Blood Duke burst into laughter, as if mocking himself.
The swirling flames consumed his flesh and bone, melting his skin, charring his skeleton.
The end of a man who had struggled so hard, fearing a world of ice, was, ironically, scorching flame.
The flames consumed him.
The history of blood engraved on his body melted away. Yet, even within the scorching flames, his expression remained peaceful.
As if he were savoring the warmth of the spring sun.
In the end, the man's world finally came to a close.
It was a world that ended in fire.
* * *
After the war, endless shouts echoed throughout the North.
The head of the Saxon House, the Black Duke, to whom they pledged their loyalty, stood there.
The Shadow Monarch had struck down the Emperor of the Empire and forced the Golden Riders to submit, proving a power that no one could defy.
Britannia Island, stretching across the North and Center of the continent, and the old Imperial Capital—once called the Heart of Gold—were no exceptions.
The Great Hall of the Imperial Castle, once the heart of the Golden Empire.
Inside the golden fortress, the victor of the Great War, the most powerful man in the Empire, walked.
"I have been waiting, Your Excellency, Duke of Saxony."
In that place, left empty after the loss of its monarch, the Empire's 5th Princess, Kiara, greeted Dale.
"Princess Kiara."
"I can no longer be called a Princess. Just as you can no longer be called the Duke of Saxony, Shadow Monarch."
Dale did not answer. But it was as she said.
The Golden Empire had collapsed; he stood upon the ruins.
"O King who brings a new order, the Empire of Shadows."
Kiara smiled quietly and knelt—as a member of the Imperial family, and as a sorceress of the Blue Magic Tower who claimed to be a Shadow Rider.
"Please, take your seat on the throne of this Imperial Castle."
"......."
Dale did not answer immediately.
"I cannot do that."
After the silence, Dale replied.
"I desire only to ensure the mistakes of the Golden Empire are not repeated."
"Do you think peace will come to this land just because the Empire disappears?"
"At the very least, we will not repeat the madness of the Black-Red Doctrine Unit while trembling in fear of a formless terror."
"You trust the creature called human too much."
"Even if the Golden Empire disappears, are those who rule this continent not still beings that cannot be called human?"
Dale asked coldly.
"You, who claim to be Shadow Riders, will also build your own kingdom upon the ruins of the Empire."
"Are you saying you refuse to bring about the Empire of Shadows?"
Kiara asked coldly. Dale shook his head.
"I have already brought the Empire of Shadows."
Dale replied.
"What is created in this darkness is simply the capability of those who will establish that kingdom."
"......."
"However, as you said, I do not wish for an era of war opened by countless nations."
Dale said.
"That is why I wish to convene the Imperial Council once again."
The Imperial Council, convened in the name of the Shadow Monarch, the Black Duke.
"What do you intend to decide there?"
"I must test the qualifications of the monarchs."
Dale said.
"As the King who will lead the new era, I will test how truthful they are."
* * *
After the Empire collapsed, nobles claiming to be monarchs of independent nations rushed to proclaim themselves Kings.
Amidst the disorder, the Duke of Saxony and Shadow Monarch, victorious against the Golden Monarch, convened the Imperial Council.
He was the one who had brought down the Golden Monarch and led the Empire to ruin.
No one could defy his call. They understood the meaning of the council he convened.
The Shadow Monarch did not desire a single nation and monarch upon the ruins of the Empire, as it had once been.
However, he did not wish for an era of war to be repeated by the kingdoms springing up like mushrooms on those ruins.
The Imperial Council would be a place to test the qualifications of the monarchs arising upon the ruins.
One order was fading; upon it, a new, undeniable order was being established.
Just as the Golden Empire had been, it was an order of power no one dared defy.
* * *
Some time later, the final Imperial Council was convened.
Though it was a kingdom in name only, no longer an Empire, the one who convened the council was no mere figurehead.
He was the existence who possessed power no one could defy after the Great War.
The Black Duke.
He was no longer even the Duke of Saxony.
The head of the Northern Saxon Ducal House, and the monarch of the Saxon Duchy.
The one who held the name of the Saxon Grand Duke, just like Charlotte Lancaster.
The countless lords gathered in the Imperial Council Hall paid their respects to that very existence.
In the seats strictly assigned according to the height of their status, the highest seat remained vacant.
Below that were the surviving members of the Imperial family, including Princess Kiara and Mordred; just below them sat the Black Duke.
However, as long as the throne was empty, the height of the seats no longer held any meaning.
Furthermore, this was not even a place to decide the consensus of the Empire.
"I, in this place......"
In the solemn silence, Dale spoke, acting as chair.
"Against the Golden Empire and Great Emperor Arthur, I have achieved an undeniable victory in this war."
Murmurs arose. Even if everyone knew it, the words carried a different weight when spoken by Dale.
"Not a few of you here have the ambition to proclaim a new nation upon the ruins of the Empire."
Dale said. People held their breath.
"As I said, I have no intention of insisting on a single nation and monarch, as in the Empire of the past."
"......."
Finishing their own calculations, the lords waited in silence for Dale's next words.
"Therefore, upon the ruins of the collapsed Empire, I officially declare the dissolution of the Empire."
It was a statement announcing the end of one era and the opening of a new one.
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3. Adulthood
"We, the County of Brukel, following the will of the Grand Duke of Saxony, wish to declare our independence as the Kingdom of Brukel!"
"Raymond of Tria, likewise, wishes to secede from the Empire and declare the independence of the Kingdom of Tria!"
"Our House of Valor as well..."
Countless nobles, from renowned lords to minor aristocrats whose names were unknown, began to claim the title of King for themselves.
What was a throne, really?
The moment Dale spoke of the Empire's dissolution, resolutions for independence poured out, yet Dale's expression as he watched them was utterly indifferent.
"Titania of York."
Titania, sorceress of the Blue Magic Tower and self-proclaimed rider of the Shadow Monarch, spoke up. The commotion that had been spreading instantly died down at the sound of her voice.
"May I dare to offer a few words to the Grand Duke of Saxony?"
"Speak."
She was a great lord, incomparable to the riff-raff nobles scrambling to call themselves kings; she represented the true power of the House of York.
"Why is it, Grand Duke, that you do not establish your own empire on this land?"
Titania asked. A silence so cold it seemed to freeze the air descended upon the hall. She was right. This man had brought down the Golden Empire with his own hands, and upon its ruins, he had the power to rightfully claim the title of the one and only king of a new era.
"If you wished it, no one here would dare to defy your will. Do you truly intend to just watch as all sorts of nobodies, whose names we don't even know, claim to be kings and plunge the continent into the crucible of war?"
At her blatant, unfiltered words, gasps could be heard from all around.
"I have no interest in any singular nation or throne on this earth."
Dale remained silent, but not for long.
"At the same time, as Mistress Titania said, I do not wish for this continent to be plunged back into a vortex of war."
"Then what do you intend to do?"
After the silence, Dale spoke, and Titania asked back.
"From this point on, after the declaration of the Empire's dissolution, claiming to be a king in this world will have only one meaning."
The Shadow Monarch said.
"One who serves from the lowest position in this world."
Dale replied in a voice colder than anything heard before. A silence that felt as if it would freeze everything over again descended.
Primordial darkness swirled, following the footsteps of the Black Duke.
"I do not intend to be a King of Kings. However, I can certainly become the terror of kings."
As the continent's greatest powerhouse who destroyed the Empire and struck down the Golden Emperor.
"From now on, being a king will not be a luxurious or honorable position as you might think. It is a position for those who must be more honest and upright than anyone else, and who must truly devote themselves to the nation and its people."
"Th-that means..."
For a moment, confused voices flowed from among the nobles who did not understand those words.
"Orelia of Britannia."
Just then, in the silence, a woman wearing a hood stood up. A very familiar voice emerged.
"Our newly born Kingdom of Britannia resolves to secede from the Empire, and furthermore, I swear to willingly devote myself to the kingdom from the lowest position."
"Y-Your Majesty the Queen!"
A knight guarding her side gasped in astonishment, and Dale turned his head toward her.
Once the Shadow Sword at Dale's side, she was now the Black Virgin, having left her master to grasp the fruits she desired on the island of Britannia.
Having once been defeated by the 'Black Prince' of Saxony and losing her homeland, she had finally, at the very end, obtained her own country.
As the Queen of the newly born Kingdom of Britannia.
"Charlotte of Lancaster."
Following her, one by one, kings who resolved to willingly serve from the lowest position stood up.
"Our Grand Duchy of Lancaster also resolves to secede from the Empire, and at the same time, we declare here that we will carry on the legacy of my father's homeland, the 'Tutonia Knight Kingdom'."
Led by the two queens, those who proudly declared their own nations stood up.
The Shadow Monarch watched their shadows in silence, keeping his peace.
His work was finished. The future of the continent was now the burden of those who built it anew.
Therefore, it was enough for the Shadow Monarch to simply watch them from the darkness.
As the most feared existence that monitors the kings through the blue spiderweb spread across the entire continent.
* * *
Some time later, in the castle of the nation that now bore the name of the Lancaster Knight Kingdom.
The private chamber of Queen Charlotte Lancaster.
The nation of Charlotte Lancaster, finally obtained after the Empire fell.
Queen Charlotte was officially continuing the legacy of the Tutonia Knight Kingdom alongside the name of Lancaster, steadily consolidating the power of the Knight Kingdom.
Furthermore, Dale was there as Charlotte's husband and the Grand Duke of Saxony.
And the two people there were no longer a boy or a girl.
"I'm reminded of that day."
Sipping the wine in her hand, Charlotte smiled quietly. It was a very mature and elegant smile.
"That day?"
"When I first saw you at the Saxon Ducal Castle."
Charlotte said as if she were enjoying the memory, and Dale smiled silently.
"I never imagined such a day would come."
"It's only just beginning."
Dale replied.
"New nations will be built one by one upon the ruins, and a new era that does not repeat the mistakes of the Empire will open."
"How much will it change?"
"Who knows."
Dale trailed off quietly.
"Many things might get better, or they might even get worse. Monitoring that is the final duty I must perform as the Shadow Monarch."
The terror of kings. Although they did not doubt the prestige of the Black Duke, the monarchs declaring their new nations still did not understand the meaning of that.
That there exists a blue spiderweb everywhere and nowhere, and that eyes capable of discerning their 'truth' day and night are lurking.
"...Why didn't you establish your own empire?"
Just then, Charlotte asked. Just as countless others had asked the Shadow Monarch before.
"Because it's not worth doing."
Dale replied without a moment's hesitation.
"For me, the power to protect what I must protect is enough."
"What are you trying to protect?"
"The House of Saxony."
Dale said.
"And Charlotte of Saxony."
He reached out his arm, speaking the name of his lovely wife. At those words, Charlotte smiled shyly.
"How many children do you think would be good?"
After smiling, Charlotte asked. For a moment, Dale tilted his head, not understanding the meaning, but it didn't take long for him to grasp her intent.
"...Two."
Dale said, sounding uncharacteristically shy.
"Then let's make it a son and a daughter."
"Can we even decide that?"
"How would I know? We just have to keep trying until it happens."
Dale asked as if he were dumbfounded, and Charlotte sipped her wine and giggled. Her face was slightly flushed.
"...You're drunk."
"Yeah, I'm drunk."
Dale said. Charlotte sipped her wine again and nodded nonchalantly.
After nodding, Charlotte kissed Dale. Her white, slender shoulders turned red, and her body was very hot from the alcohol.
Dale reached out his arms, wrapped them around Charlotte's neck, and buried his head.
Limbs intertwined, and two bodies became one.
* * *
Grand Duchy of Saxony.
"I intend to become the Watcher of Kings."
Dale said there, and his father, Alan, blinked his eyes in surprise.
"What are you plotting?"
"It is exactly as I said."
Dale replied.
"I have a duty to watch and monitor what will be born upon the ruins of the Empire I destroyed."
Nations that would spring up like mushrooms after the Empire fell. And those who would claim to be kings of the new nations.
"I have the blue spiderweb, and they are whispering to me day and night. And I will perform the work I must perform."
"Even while leaving your own country behind?"
"Because you are there for the House of Saxony, Father."
"..."
"As the Grand Duke of Saxony, I will appoint you as my deputy."
At Dale's words, the Black Duke smiled bitterly.
Just as the former Duke of Saxony had done to Dale in the past, Dale spoke toward his father.
"Above all, this territory needs your wisdom, not mine, for now."
"You are already performing your duties excellently as the head of the House of Saxony. Is there a need to go that far?"
"I hope this continent does not repeat the mistakes of the Third Empire again. That is the final mission I must perform as the Shadow Monarch."
Dale replied. At those words, Alan did not continue any further, simply smiling silently.
"I will always respect your will."
"Thank you, Father."
* * *
As he left his father's room, Lise, who had grown into a proper young lady, was waiting to greet Dale.
Together with her mentor, the elf mage Sepia.
"Brother, where are you going again?"
"I'm not going anywhere."
Lise said, puffing out her cheeks in a pout.
"Both Father and Brother keep saying you'll teach me necromancy, but you keep putting it off every day."
"...Is there a reason you must learn necromancy?"
Dale asked reluctantly, and Lise replied as if she wouldn't lose.
"As a person of the House of Saxony, it is unthinkable not to learn black magic."
"Even so..."
"It seems the frog has forgotten its days as a tadpole."
Seeing Dale trying to change Lise's mind no matter what, Sepia burst into laughter as if it were amusing.
Recalling Dale's stubbornness when he wanted to learn black magic as a child.
"...Isn't the situation different?"
"What is different about it? To me, you both look exactly the same."
Sepia laughed as if she couldn't understand.
"And Lise has a talent for necromancy."
Hearing the words that followed, Dale quietly gasped.
"Don't tell me..."
"She succeeded in reviving a dead creature in less than a few weeks."
"Se-Sepia-nim!"
Dale stopped trying to continue his words and laughed helplessly. Truly, blood cannot be deceived.
At Sepia's confession, Lise raised her voice in embarrassment, then immediately lowered her head, glancing at Dale.
"Alright, a promise is a promise."
Seeing that, Dale stroked Lise's hair in silence.
"You'll have to steel your resolve."
"Yes, Brother!"
Following in her father's footsteps, the proper greatest black mage of the continent said. And at those words, Lise smiled brightly and nodded.
It was a winter afternoon when the sunlight was pouring down.
THE END
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* * *
I had a dream.
It was a winter night, white and dark. The phantom of that night watched Dale from the gloom.
It was the Hero of the Otherworld, his back pierced by the Holy Sword Durendal.
"The only thing that proves our truth is our actions."
The Hero's corpse spoke.
"And this is your truth."
At the Hero's feet lay the corpse of the fallen God Sword, Sir Badel.
"At the same time, it is also your shadow."
A voice followed—not the Hero's, nor the God Sword Badel's.
Dale turned to look behind him.
A shadow stood there, resembling Dale far too much.
"Everyone has a skeleton in their closet."
The shadow continued.
"Even the Shadow Monarch is no exception."
"Who are you?"
"The shadow of the Shadow Monarch."
Before Dale could respond, the world beneath him crumbled. That was the final conversation.
"......!"
He woke in his bedroom at the Duke of Saxony's castle. Beside him slept his wife, Charlotte of Saxony—Queen of the Lancaster Knight Kingdom and wife of the Black Duke, Sovereign of the Grand Duchy of Saxony.
Dale silently brushed her golden hair aside.
"Are you awake?"
Charlotte opened her eyes, feeling his touch.
"Go back to sleep."
"I can't sleep because your touch tickles."
Dale spoke, and Charlotte replied with a smile. When he tried to pull his hand away, she reached out and clasped it.
"I love you, Dale."
"......Me too."
Dale nodded silently.
The girl who once knew nothing of the world had become a woman, smiling. It was the same for Dale.
The painful days were over. At the very least, the suffering of Charlotte Orhardt, who had shed tears over her father's absence that day, should have ended.
That was why he did not want to awaken her to the cruel truth.
Even if he was nothing more than a 'fake' possessing the Hero's memories, he could not tell her he had plunged a blade into her father.
"I love you, Charlotte."
Dale kissed her. Charlotte, still half-asleep, smiled and accepted the kiss.
At the very end, the Monarch of Truth told a lie. That was his truth.
Because he did not want to hurt the woman by his side. Or perhaps he was simply justifying himself. Either way, nothing would change.
It was a curse that would follow him like a shadow for the rest of his life.
* * *
Countless nations rose and fell above the ruins of the Empire.
Among them, the Grand Duchy of Saxony and the Lancaster Knight Kingdom were the two most powerful forces on the continent.
The two Grand Dukes who reigned at the pinnacle of these nations, Dale and Charlotte, did not rule merely over their own territories.
The Shadow Monarch had taken the title of Watcher of Kings; through the Blue Spiderweb, he listened to every whisper across the continent.
No matter how secretly they whispered, birds and rats—impossible to deceive—were spread throughout every corner of the continent.
The Sorceress Council, a secret organization of the Blue Magic Tower, listened to every whisper on the continent.
The Shadow Monarch, reigning as the pinnacle of both the Black and Blue Magic Towers, was present.
As the sorceresses working in the shadows for the Blue Magic Tower gathered their consciousness, the council began.
"Our King of Blue and Shadow."
Mistress Titania, the 5th Princess of the Empire, Kiara, and the other rulers of the Blue Magic Tower all bowed their heads in unison.
"We thank you for making such a difficult journey."
Dale, just as his mother and the Master of the Blue Magic Tower had done, bowed his head with a sly smile.
"Let us begin the discussion immediately."
At Dale's words, one of the sorceresses spoke up.
"This intelligence concerns the Valaina Earldom, a small southern nation that has resolved to declare independence from the Empire."
"Speak."
"It is whispered that the Earl of Valaina is kidnapping elf exiles flowing into the south to operate a secret slave industry."
A slave industry. Dale's expression darkened.
"Has the continent not officially banned slavery since the Third Empire era?"
"That is correct."
To Dale's question, the sorceress let out a laugh as if she had expected it.
"However, the Third Empire that banned slavery has collapsed. Should the rulers of the independent nations built upon its ruins not be free to ignore those rules?"
"......That day, at the Imperial Council, I said that I would become the fear of kings."
"It seems the Earl of Valaina does not fear our monarch."
"So it seems."
Dale replied calmly, and the sorceresses did not miss the coldness embedded in his voice.
"Why did you abandon your empire?"
They spoke of the truth Dale was desperately trying to turn away from.
"The Shadow Monarch destroyed the Golden Monarch and possesses the power to truly bring the Empire of Shadows to this land. Why do you reject your own empire and tolerate the existence of those who do not fear you?"
"......."
Dale did not answer immediately, but the silence was brief.
"I did not stand against the Golden Monarch for the sake of a single nation on this earth or for the sake of a throne."
Dale replied.
"It was a fight for the things I must protect, and for those who wish to change the world for the better by standing against the Empire."
"Then, in the eyes of the Shadow Monarch, has the world become better now?"
The sorceress asked, and Dale quietly shook his head.
"You are right. The new kings do not fear me as I thought they would, and compared to the old Empire, things have not improved much."
Dale spoke quietly, leaving behind a sense of futile disillusionment. At those words, the sorceresses bowed their heads in unison.
"Please, give us your command, our King."
"So that the Empire of Shadows may once again descend upon this land."
"Please, tell us."
One word was enough.
With one word, Dale could once again establish the most powerful nation on this earth, one that no one could oppose, just as the old Empire had done. He would be able to reign at the pinnacle of that nation.
No one would be able to refuse the Shadow Monarch from establishing his empire and taking the throne.
Dale knew that fact as well.
"I respect your intentions and your loyalty."
The Shadow Monarch spoke.
"Before long, I intend to set out on a journey toward the Valaina Earldom."
"......!"
"I intend to witness their foolishness for myself, and their recklessness in taking my warnings lightly."
Dale spoke without a hint of hesitation.
"As you said, I have a responsibility regarding the world that will be built upon these ruins."
"Is that the will of the Shadow Monarch?"
"It is."
Dale nodded.
"And as you said, if this world is no better than the old Empire and is deemed unworthy of protection, I will willingly bring the Empire of Shadows to this land. The Valaina Earldom will be the very beginning of that."
At the cold voice, the sorceresses bowed their heads in unison.
"Please, do as you will."
"I only hope that it will be so."
Leaving behind the sorceresses who were silently bowing to prove their loyalty, Dale turned.
The magic binding the sorceresses' consciousness vanished. In his room, Dale raised his head.
With the sunlight seeping in from behind him, Dale stood.
The Empire had fallen, and his enemy had been struck down. Yet, the world had not changed a single bit.
Not a single bit.
"......."
After the silence, Dale stood. The midday sun poured down from above, and that meant only one thing.
* * *
Little Lise was crying. She was clutching the corpse of a rabbit that had fallen at her feet.
Mauled by a beast and covered in blood, the rabbit lay at her feet; Lise desperately tried to make it stand. The rabbit twitched when she exerted effort, but that was all. It was dead. Necromancy was never about bringing the dead back to life.
"Brother......!"
Watching Lise sobbing, Dale silently stroked her hair.
"Lise, no one can bring back what is dead."
"But, the necromancy of the Black Magic Tower......!"
Before Lise could finish, Dale reached out his arm.
With a scattering of flesh and bone, the dead rabbit stood. The blood and gore congealed, forming a creature strange beyond words.
"Do you think that rabbit moving right now is still alive?"
Young and ignorant of the world as she was, Lise felt it instinctively: what Dale moved was not a rabbit brought back to life, but a puppet dancing to his will.
"This is the magic of our Black Magic Tower."
Dale said in a voice devoid of emotion.
"We do not bring the dead back to life. We merely learn how to move what is already dead."
At those words, Lise could not continue.
"When you first moved the dead rabbit, did you think the rabbit had come back to life?"
Lise could not answer. She remembered the days and nights she spent sobbing when the rabbit she had 'revived' stopped moving after hopping around.
"No one can bring back the dead."
Watching Lise struggle to suppress her sobs, Dale spoke—not as the kind brother he usually was, but as one delivering the cruelest of truths.
"Then why, why did Father and Brother learn the magic of the Black?"
Sobbing, Lise asked. Dale held his breath.
"Because there were things we had to protect."
The hesitation was brief.
"No matter how terrible and ugly it may seem to you, we needed the power to protect ourselves from our enemies."
"Power......?"
"Yes."
Dale replied calmly. Even if Lise was still too young to understand, Dale did not care.
"I will be leaving the Duke of Saxony's castle for a while to go on a journey."
At Dale's words, Lise mumbled as if sobbing again.
"Are you going far away alone again?"
"No."
Dale shook his head.
"Lise, wouldn't you like to go on a journey with your brother?"
Dale said. Lise, not understanding, tilted her head, but the hesitation was brief.
"Let us go see a wider world together."
"Yes. Brother!"
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* * *
"I intend to go on a journey with Lise."
"Will it not be dangerous?"
At Dale's words, his father, Alan, asked calmly.
"I am accompanying her, so is there anything to worry about?"
"That is true."
Dale answered nonchalantly. Alan smiled quietly.
"However, apart from Lise's journey, do you not have another objective?"
"As the Watcher of Kings, I intend to test the qualifications held by the King of the Valaina Principality."
"Are you going to do that while traveling with Lise?"
"Even if I were to wipe the Valaina Principality off the map, they would not be able to lay a single finger on Lise."
"The Watcher of Kings, you say..."
At Dale's words, Alan remained silent.
"I will not stop you from monitoring the actions of kings and deciding what is right and wrong. It was your efforts that brought down the Empire, and you rightfully deserve that authority."
After a silence, Alan continued, speaking as a father teaching his son the wisdom of life.
"However, you must remember that no one can watch the Watcher."
"I do not believe there is no one to watch me."
At those words, Dale shook his head.
"I remember that Father, and Lise on this journey, are watching me."
"...I see."
"I promise to act in a way that I will never be ashamed of before Lise."
"It is a relief to hear you say that."
Alan of Saxony, Dale's father—who now performed the duties of the Duke of Saxony—smiled. Sunlight poured in from behind him, casting long shadows in its wake.
* * *
"Lise, won't it be dangerous?"
"How could it be! Big Brother is with me!"
At the words of her mother, Elena, who asked with genuine worry, Lise shook her head and laughed. As a proper young lady of the Saxon House, she was more excited than ever.
"The outside world is still full of dangers, so behave with caution."
"Please trust me!"
The immediate reply was far from cautious. Elena could not shake her worry, yet she nodded, trusting her son more than her fear.
"Yes, who in this world would dare harm your big brother?"
"You're exaggerating, Mother."
Hearing that, Dale, who had been silent, smiled bitterly.
"However, I can promise you that Lise, by my side, is safer than anyone else in the world."
"What more could I wish for? The blood of the Saxon House cannot be deceived, and Lise would be no exception."
The burden of blood that seeks truth and possesses endless curiosity—that was the Duke of Saxony's household. Even if the truth they seek is no longer as terrifying as in the past, their curiosity remains.
"I only hope that Lise sees a wider world and can move forward according to her own will."
"Please take good care of Lise."
"Please trust me, Mother."
Dale bowed his head.
Before embarking on a journey with his younger sister, he received permission from his worried parents. It was a scene not much different from any other world.
* * *
Lise could not yet ride a horse skillfully. She was not accustomed to roaming the rough lands of the continent.
However, Lise and Dale did not ride on the same horse.
"Thank you, Sepia-nim."
"Do not mind it. Is it not for the sake of my lovely students?"
Sepia, who was riding and leading the horse carrying Lise, said. Dale smiled quietly.
Dale and Lise's teacher, and the teacher's two students, were crossing the frozen lands of the North together.
"I was very surprised when Lise said she wanted to see a wider world. It seems blood truly cannot be deceived."
Watching Sepia continue to speak as if she were enjoying herself, Dale nodded.
After that day, once the fear of the end had receded, Sepia changed. The cold chill that used to constrict her heart was gone, and the mysterious cold that always hovered around her had also vanished.
"Thank you for coming with us, Teacher!"
"Can one neglect the practice of magic anywhere, after all?"
"I will work even harder!"
Sepia said affectionately, and Lise nodded vigorously as if in agreement.
The Empire had fallen, and the war had ended. Peace had arrived. And it was Dale's role to maintain that peace.
Those who must be protected, a world for Lise.
For that, he willingly took it upon himself to become the Watcher of Kings.
Possessing the power to single-handedly topple a nation, he would demand the price of responsibility from unworthy monarchs.
Even after he stated this in the Imperial Council, not everyone feared Dale. They would not hesitate to harm the peace of this continent for their own greed, believing his words were merely a simple threat.
That was why it was necessary to let them know.
That no monarch on this continent could escape the blue spiderweb, and that there was only one price their foolish actions would bring.
* * *
The matter Lise's parents worried about arrived faster than expected.
They were crossing the narrow valleys of a mountain range, having passed the Duchy of Saxony and heading across the central region.
"Hand over everything you have!"
An arrow struck the ground in front of Dale's party as a warning. At the sight of it, Lise's expression froze.
Before long, bandits began to reveal themselves one by one from the slopes of the valley.
However, the equipment of those they thought were bandits bore the golden double-headed dragon crest that symbolized the Empire. That meant only one thing.
They were remnants of the Imperial army, who had likely drifted into the life of bandits after the war ended and the Third Empire collapsed.
Dale glanced at the remnants who had become bandits.
They were so emaciated that one could tell even through their helmets; the bones of their skulls were nearly exposed.
War always leaves scars, and the larger the war, the less of an exception it is. While some took immense profits from the Great War, others lost everything overnight and were cast out onto the streets.
Like those who were loyal to the Empire and became remnants overnight after the Empire fell.
"I do not wish to fight you."
Dale replied.
"As it happens, I have three gold coins. This should be enough for all of you to settle your meals."
"Big Brother...!"
Seeing Dale willingly offer up a portion of what he had, Lise gasped. However, Sepia did not panic and whispered to Lise.
"Watch quietly, Lise. Observe how your big brother acts."
"...Fine. I accept your offer."
As soon as Dale showed three gold coins, one of the bandits blocking the path approached.
No sooner had Dale handed him the gold coins than the bandit drew a stiletto from his robes. The blade was already touching Dale's neck.
"It's suspicious that you'd hand over three gold coins so easily. You, do you have more?"
"I do. However, I cannot give you any more than this."
Dale also answered readily.
"I do not wish to fight you. And as it happens, I know of a territory that is short on hands. You can use my gold coins to solve your hunger, and head there to settle down."
"You want us to bow our heads to the land of those traitorous Saxon bastards?!"
One of the bandits gripped his stiletto threateningly. Dale answered without being fazed.
"The Empire has already fallen. And your bandit business doesn't look like it has much of a future, either."
"You little shit..."
"W-wait!"
Just as one of the bandits was about to raise his voice, another remnant stopped him.
"Brother!"
It was a knight clad from head to toe in full plate armor. With such equipment, he was incomparable to the ragtag soldiers here.
"T-this person is not an opponent we can dare to handle. Abandon such useless thoughts."
A knight capable of wielding Aura. That was why he could gauge, even if only extremely vaguely, the power Dale possessed.
That even a knight of that caliber could not survive without resorting to banditry showed the end of the Imperial remnants.
There are those who have, and those who lose. And those who were loyal to the Empire truly lost many things.
It is not their fault. It was merely the fault of the monarch they were loyal to.
"...I will give you five gold coins."
Dale said.
"Take these gold coins and head to the Valmar Viscounty in the north of the Saxon Grand Duchy. And there, present this letter and demand work. Since there is a knight who can use Aura with you, the Viscount of Valmar will gladly accept you as well."
The northern region, including the Saxon Grand Duchy, is growing like never before as the victor of the war.
Although they do not declare themselves a single nation, it would be impossible to deny that they are the most powerful and influential people on this continent.
Therefore, Dale took one of his letters from his robes.
It was a notarization with the night raven symbol of the Saxon House engraved by magic.
The remnants did not understand its meaning, but only one, the knight, knew what the notarization meant and could not hide his shock.
"N-no way...!"
His legs gave out, and he sat down, stammering.
Because he finally understood who it was they had been blocking until now.
"Th-the Duke of Pitch-Black, how is he here...!"
How could one not know that name?
The pinnacle of the Saxon House that brought down the Empire and secured victory.
The one said to possess the most powerful and dark strength on this continent.
"A promise is a promise."
Dale took out the gold coins and handed them over without hesitation.
"This is an amount that can buy many things even after feeding you and all your subordinates until your stomachs burst. Use this to put an end to your bandit life and entrust yourselves to the Viscounty of our Grand Duchy. If you do so, I will not hold any wrongdoing against you."
It was not a lie. He had no intention of defending their banditry as right, but the world does not run on right actions alone. Most things are unavoidable.
"Th-thank you...!"
At the unexpected helping hand extended to them, the knight and the bandits bowed their heads.
"I am trusting you. Please, do not fail to repay my trust."
Dale said, and for the first time, a cold, emotionless tone permeated his voice. The bandits bowed their heads once more, and Dale turned his head away.
"You were very scared, weren't you, Lise?"
Dale asked with a quiet smile. Lise nodded quietly.
"But..."
Nodding, Lise hesitated before continuing.
"I want to see more of the things I don't know yet."
"That will happen."
A world Lise does not know. Hearing those words, Dale nodded quietly. Because the journey had only just begun.
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* * *
Days of sleeping on the road and nights spent on straw in the shabbiest of taverns dragged on. For a young lady of the Duke's house raised like a precious flower, these days were difficult, yet Lise endured them with unexpected resilience.
"We're here, Lise."
After passing through several free cities and territories and traveling along the river waterways that crisscrossed the continent, Dale's party finally arrived at the Principality of Valaina.
Beyond showing Lise the world, Dale had a task to complete.
He needed to hear the whispers of the Blue regarding the slave trade involving kidnapped elven outcasts and investigate the truth. If the rumors proved true, the man calling himself the King of the Principality of Valaina would pay the price.
Furthermore, the other self-proclaimed monarchs of the continent would learn a lesson through this opportunity.
The Watcher of Kings, as spoken of by the Duke of Pitch Black, was no mere threat; it was a truth they could neither deceive nor escape.
"You came to investigate the secret elven trade here in the Principality, didn't you?"
"That is correct."
"Yes, that works out well. As it happens, we have a perfect bait right here."
Sepia, having heard the story from Dale earlier, spoke as if she had been waiting.
"Bait, you say..."
"The people here are targeting elves. And as it happens, isn't there an elf right here?"
The elven mage smiled as if to say there was nothing to worry about.
"What are you afraid of, Dale?"
"No, it's nothing."
Dale shook his head. She was right; there was nothing to fear. Even if he turned the entire Principality into his enemy, he possessed the power to protect those he needed to.
"Let's go with Sepia-nim's plan."
After thinking it over, Dale nodded. Watching the conversation between the two, young Lise could only tilt her head, as if she couldn't understand.
* * *
"I have been waiting for you."
Action required information. No sooner had Dale entered the Principality than a robed Blue mage, who had been waiting for him, revealed herself.
Sepia's expression stiffened for a moment, but the agitation was brief.
"Our ruler of the Blue, and the Shadow Monarch."
A sorceress, one of the rulers of the Blue Magic Tower, bowed her head toward Dale.
"Everything is prepared. Furthermore, the Crystal Queen is showing significant interest in this matter. While we cannot be certain, it appears there are forces behind them even greater than the Principality of Valaina."
"What is this 'behind'?"
"They are individuals not easily revealed even by the Blue Spiderweb. Perhaps it would be faster for the Shadow Monarch to see for yourself."
"......."
The ears peeking out from between the robes told him that she, too, was of the same kin as Sepia.
The spiderweb acted as the eyes and ears of the Shadow Monarch, listening to and reporting whispers from all over the continent.
"Lise, there is something we need to discuss."
"I—I want to hear it too!"
Dale spoke, and Lise shook her head as she replied.
"I don't want to see the villains of this territory kidnapping innocent people!"
"......You've already heard that much."
Dale smiled bitterly. His heart wanted to keep her safely protected while he carried out his mission, but he knew that for Lise, the safest place was by his side.
"Why do they do such things?"
"Who knows."
Young Lise asked innocently, as if she truly couldn't understand. Dale didn't know either.
"Because they have power."
"Power......?"
The act of willingly sacrificing others to satisfy one's own desires—the Third Empire's nature was, in the end, identical to those who possess power.
As long as the strong and the weak exist, such foolishness will be repeated endlessly.
He wondered. By taking on the role of a Watcher of Kings, could he really stop the mistakes of the old empire from being repeated?
Wouldn't it be the most certain way to bring about the 'ideal world' he desired to reign over an Empire of Shadows, based on overwhelming power that no one dared resist?
"......Why are you like that, Dale?"
"It's nothing."
Sepia called out to Dale, who had been lost in thought, and his consciousness returned. Dale smiled, feigning composure.
"Lise, the things you are about to see will be cruel and terrible."
"......Yes, Oraboni."
"These are not things you can face out of mere curiosity. You must have the resolve to match them."
After smiling, he spoke earnestly to Lise. Lise understood the meaning and nodded firmly.
"I remember the achievements you showed for the Saxon House at an age younger than I am now."
"......."
"Every night before I went to sleep, Mother and Father would tell me of your achievements."
The admiration for Dale, and the duty to shoulder the blood of Saxon.
"And I, too, am the younger sister of my proud Oraboni."
"Yes."
Just as Dale had proven early on that he was his father's son, Lise was no different. Dale smiled quietly.
"Then can you promise me one thing?"
"A promise?"
"Never leave my side."
"I understand, Oraboni!"
Lise nodded with a bright smile. Seeing that, Dale did not hesitate.
* * *
A few days later, an elf disguised as a shabby outcast walked through the city's darkness.
It was not difficult to track the movements of the human trafficking organization the sorceress had identified.
The path elven outcasts took after exile, and the kidnappings that occurred in the fleeting moments before they encountered the Assassins of the Mountain.
Only a few places in the Principality of Valaina met those criteria, and Sepia was walking through the back alley of one such city.
The sorceress had leaked false information to the Crystal Land regarding an outcast, and Sepia moved according to that plan.
One cannot deceive a spiderweb that spanned the entire continent. A secret kidnapping organization was no exception.
As if playing into Dale's hand, the kidnappers revealed themselves. Sepia did not resist, obediently accepting their binding.
Sepia collapsed, unconscious, and disappeared into the city's darkness. At the same time, a shadow moved behind them.
It was the King of Shadows.
* * *
"It's a big catch, Hyung-nim!"
A city within the Principality of Valaina. The underground hideout of a criminal organization where elven human trafficking was being perpetrated. A man raised his voice.
They were by no means mere kidnappers; even at a glance, their bodies were tempered with Aura.
They had once served in the Iron Cross Knights, the most powerful organization in the Empire. After the Empire fell, they had drifted into the city's back alleys.
They were, quite literally, the ruins of a collapsed empire.
"She's not your average merchandise. The Outsiders will pay a high price for her."
Looking at Sepia, who possessed beauty that was exceptional even among elves, a man sneered.
"Outsiders?"
A voice cut through the air, devoid of any presence.
"Who......!"
The subordinates guarding the entrance to the hideout collapsed like puppets with their strings cut.
"Who are you referring to with that name?"
A robed man appeared amidst the corpses, a terrified young girl at his side—a truly mismatched combination.
"You bastard......!"
The man waved his arm. The Circle engraved on his heart accelerated, and darkness raced across the ground.
Primordial darkness and inescapable tentacles swirled throughout the hideout.
However, an easy massacre did not occur.
As the saying goes, there was an entity there watching the Watcher of Kings.
'It's not easy to be considerate for an all-ages rating.'
Dale smiled bitterly to himself and calmly waved his arm. The swirling tentacles of Shub bound their limbs, and the darkness writhed threateningly.
"I will ask again, remnants of the Iron Cross Knights. To whom were you planning to hand over this merchandise?"
"D-don't tell me......!"
The knight's expression froze before the swirling darkness. There was no certainty; he hadn't even seen the man's face up close.
At the very least, not a single soldier who had witnessed that man's face on the battlefield that day had survived.
However, on that vast battlefield, there was no one who could not feel 'that darkness'.
It was that very darkness.
The darkness unleashed by the continent's greatest black mage, the continent's greatest monster.
He didn't know why he was in such a backwater, nor why the monarch of the kingdom said to be the most powerful on earth after the Empire's fall would travel all the way here without a word.
But he could not fail to recognize that existence. He clearly remembered the hell of shadows that monster had unleashed that day.
He remembered his comrades-in-arms who, even after the war ended, could not escape that nightmare and went mad. Those here were no exception. They struggled in nightmares every day, the terror of that darkness remaining as trauma.
And that nightmare was here.
"D-D-Duke of Pitch Black......."
He muttered powerlessly, and once he spoke that name, any will to fight vanished.
The men in the hideout wet themselves or collapsed on the spot. Those caught in the tentacles could only laugh like madmen, recalling the nightmare of that day.
"You have two choices."
In that place filled with fear and madness, the Duke of Pitch Black spoke calmly.
"One: tell the truth amidst pain that makes you beg for death."
Without a shred of hesitation.
"Two: tell the truth in exchange for a painless death."
It was a choice between two, neither of which could be called pleasant.
"W-we don't know their true identities either!"
"Is that so? Then it can't be helped."
"W-we only know that they are not from this land!"
The man continued. At those words, Dale held his breath.
"......Is that why you called them Outsiders?"
"That is correct! And they were treating the humans of this continent as 'merchandise'! Furthermore, they showed particular interest in elves! In exchange for them, they paid with rare goods that cannot be found on this continent!"
"......."
Only then did the reality of the 'behind-the-scenes' that the sorceress had mentioned unveil itself.
Just as the Drowned Duke Barbarossa had once succeeded in sailing to the East Continent, they were no exception.
Furthermore, those beings were by no means kind neighbors.
"......!"
At that same moment, a large-scale explosion occurred, swallowing the entire area.
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* * *
A massive explosion, powerful enough to rival a high-level spell from the Red Magic Tower.
A mushroom cloud blanketed the night sky, and a literal storm of annihilation raged.
The destructive power was absurd, comparable to a tactical nuclear weapon. Dale quickly erected a Shield of Darkness amidst the blast.
The explosion was overwhelming, enough to make even the Shadow Monarch's shield waver. Those lacking the power to raise such a defense would have stood no chance.
Only when the scorching heat subsided did they realize they were standing in the center of a completely empty crater.
Dale, Lise, and Sepia stood in silence, stunned by the devastation.
"What on earth is this..."
The kidnappers, their hideout, an entire city—all of it had been wiped off the map.
There were no groans of pain, no recognizable ruins. Quite literally, nothing remained.
"Just to silence them...?"
Dale muttered, his voice calm despite his disbelief.
Outsiders. The moment their existence was mentioned, this had unfolded.
"O-Oraboni?"
Unable to fathom the scale of the explosion, Lise tilted her head.
"What on earth..."
"Don't worry, Lise."
Before Lise could continue, Dale quietly embraced her. Sepia, who had also raised a Shield of Cold, spoke up.
"This is impossible."
Dale nodded calmly.
"They are people who would commit such an act simply because their name was mentioned. They are no ordinary opponents."
"......I thought the war had ended."
Sepia muttered bitterly. The end of the universe, the retreat of winter, the collapse of the Golden Empire—she had believed there would be no more wars. She was wrong.
"We must track them down."
"But the link to their whereabouts is gone. What will you do?"
"Those who were here were merely pawns. To commit an act of this scale, they must be connected to someone higher up."
Dale turned his head.
The self-proclaimed monarch of Valaina County. As the Watcher of Kings, this was the duty Dale was originally meant to carry out.
He had intended to collect evidence from the bottom up, but the situation had changed.
"The people in this city... where did they all go?"
Lise whispered from Dale's arms. Even after seeing the aftermath, she tilted her head, unable to accept or understand what had occurred.
"......."
Dale did not answer immediately. He considered what to say to Lise, who was still just a child, before shaking his head.
"An explosion occurred," Dale said after a silence.
"A massive explosion, enough to engulf the entire city. There are no survivors here besides us."
"Did everyone die?"
"Yes."
"Why...."
Lise murmured as if sobbing.
"Why would they commit such a cruel act?"
"Because they have the power to do so," Dale replied, his voice cold and devoid of emotion.
"That is all."
* * *
Some time later.
Dale walked toward the Count's Castle, located in the capital of Valaina County.
"Who goes there!"
The knights guarding the castle gripped their swords and demanded his name. Dale removed his robe and answered calmly.
"I have come to see the Count."
"What did you say...?"
"As the head of the Duchy of Saxony, I am here to hold your monarch accountable."
At that name, the knights gasped, but they only asked back with highly suspicious expressions.
"The great Duke of Saxony, visiting a county in the middle of the night without a formal escort?"
"Yes."
No matter their claims of being a nation, it was merely a county with a moderately powerful Count. The knights guarding it would not recognize the face of the head of the northern Duchy of Saxony, the Duke of Pitch-Black.
"Do you not believe me?"
Dale tilted his head and reached out his arm. Seven Circles and the Shadow Circle accelerated within his heart. The darkness, the pride of the continent's greatest black mage, swirled around his feet.
"I will ask again. Is it so suspicious that the great Duke of Saxony has come to see the monarch of a county without a formal escort?"
As the darkness danced, threatening to swallow the soldiers whole, their faces turned deathly pale.
"No! W-we were just...."
"I have no intention of speaking at length. Tell them that Dale of Sachsen, the Duke of Pitch-Black, has come to see your monarch."
"Understood!"
The knights hurriedly turned and retreated.
"Oraboni...."
Watching Dale, who continued to speak coldly, Lise quietly called his name. Her expression was as if she were looking at a stranger, not the Oraboni she had known until now.
"Are you afraid of me, Lise?"
"N-no, that's not it."
Lise hurriedly shook her head.
"It's just that it's so different from the side you show me, so I was a little surprised."
"You must have been."
"......."
"That is why I wanted Lise to join me on this journey."
"Why?"
"Because I wanted to show you a side of me that you didn't know."
Dale said.
"Both Father and I possess power as heads of the Saxon House. I wanted to show you how we use that power."
"Power...."
"And the powers I possess are also your powers."
Dale said.
"I hope that one day, when you become someone who possesses power, you will think about how to use it."
"......."
Lise was silent. Dale walked toward the grand hall of the Count's Castle. Before long, the monarch of the county, the Valaina Count, appeared.
In the Imperial Assembly, that man had once seen the face of the Duke of Pitch-Black.
He knew well that even if that being were alone without a single guard, and even if this were his kingdom, there was nothing he could do.
Even if he combined all the knights, mages, and able-bodied men he commanded, they were not beings he could oppose.
With a single gesture from that monster, they would all be wiped out.
"Y-Your Excellency, the Duke of Saxony...!"
Therefore, there was only one action he could take.
"H-how have you come to such a humble place in person without a word!"
The Valaina Count knelt.
"Do you remember the explosion that occurred in your territory?"
"Y-yes! I am still grasping the situation as to what happened...."
"Do you know anything about the Outsiders?"
Dale asked. The Count's expression turned deathly pale. As Dale spoke, the world in the area was overturned.
The white, dark winter night remained.
"I will ask again. Do you know anything about the Outsiders?"
"I, I, I don't know what you are talking about...."
Before he could finish his sentence, darkness swirled from beneath Dale's feet, ignoring the presence of Lise and Sepia, who were still watching.
The usual, unimaginably cruel Duke of Pitch-Black was there.
The swirling darkness bound his limbs like tentacles, and Dale walked forward calmly.
"An entire city has disappeared from the map, and all the people of that city have crumbled into ash. Do I still look like I have the leisure to entertain your nonsense?"
Dale continued.
"Close your eyes, Lise."
At the same time, Sepia, who understood the meaning, quickly covered Lise's eyes.
Kwajik!
A scream rang out. A skewer rose from the shadows and plunged straight into the Count's body, and blood splattered.
"I heard that they are interested in the beings of this continent, especially elves, and are treating them as 'goods.' Right here and now, reveal everything you know about the Outsiders."
"T-they will reveal themselves...."
"They will reveal themselves?"
"The Outsiders have been here from the beginning!"
The Valaina Count shouted in pain. No sooner had those words ended than the World of Thought that Dale was unfolding began to twist.
In the World of Thought unfolded by a high-level mage, the intruders were finally revealing themselves.
"......!"
Seeing the appearance of those outsiders, Dale gasped.
The beings there were not human. Furthermore, they were not even living things. They were simply beings whose entire bodies were made of a smooth, metallic texture.
Bipedal automatons stood there.
"Outsiders...?"
"■■■■─."
The Outsider opened its mouth with a voice that could not be understood, and at the same time, hot gas erupted from its body. It was steam.
─ Ah, how boring!
Just then, Shub appeared by Dale's side.
─ They aren't even human! They are beings that aren't fun at all.
"......Count, how did you converse with those beings?"
"Understanding your inefficient, uncivilized language is not difficult for us."
At the same time, one of the Outsiders replied. Hearing those words, Dale burst into laughter.
"Are you truly the ones who came from the eastern continent?"
"Belle Epoque. It seems that is what you call our land."
The Outsider replied. Every time the voice echoed, steam erupted from its body once again.
"What are you plotting while getting your hands on the beings of this continent?"
"Do not misunderstand, you imperfect mortal."
Mortal. At those words, Dale smiled bitterly again.
"We have come to enlighten you."
"Enlighten?"
"We have come to willingly bestow the baptism of ascension upon you, who rely on imperfect organic structures."
"......."
"And the baptism of ascension will begin with the elves, the race with a high synchronization rate with the nanomachines in the atmosphere."
The Outsider said without a shred of doubt or hesitation. Hearing those words, he couldn't even laugh.
"Do not resist and accept it. This is a good thing for all of us."
"That cannot be."
"We cannot respect all the savages who abandon the baptism of ascension and refuse enlightenment."
"Then what do you intend to do?"
Dale asked. At the same time, the Outsider reached out its arm.
The nanomachines that once covered the old Earth, and the mana scattered by the Goddess Sistina, began to assimilate with their bodies.
It was not a method where a mage uses a Circle to take mana into the body and process it. Excluding all cumbersome processes, the mana in the atmosphere fused into their bodies.
"Exterminate."
The swirling mana was overlaid onto their metallic bodies, and they finally began to construct the form of weapons.
They were not cold weapons like swords or spears, which could be found tiresomely in this world.
Hot weapons... an uncountable number of gun barrels aimed at Dale and his party.
At the same time, the triggers were pulled.
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* * *
Countless gun barrels leveled at him, triggers pulled in unison.
These were weapons of mass destruction beyond the imagination of this land's people, but for Dale, they were trivial.
Amidst the hail of bullets, Dale raised a shield of pitch-black darkness.
At the same time, the Outsiders surged forward.
They were fast—their movements surpassing even knights who had reached the realm of the Avatar. Dale understood why.
Unlike mages or knights who processed power through a Circle or Aura Heart, these Outsiders bypassed such limitations.
They fused freely with the atmospheric mana, utilizing nanomachines directly.
It was the same power the Hero and the Goddess Sistina had wielded in the past.
How did these beings know the design of firearms? How did they know the atmospheric mana consisted of nanomachines?
'Don't tell me...'
Dale called out, "Sistina, was this your doing?"
He had seen her hologram freeze before the cosmic winter, but that was merely a projection. Her true essence was the information of electrons and light already blanketing the planet.
"......"
Simultaneously, the Outsiders halted.
─ I still have the duty to restore the old world.
A blue hologram materialized.
─ To carry out that mission, I have created the 'Soldiers of Ascension' to execute my mandate.
"A goddess who loves people, yet you intend to wipe out every living thing on this planet? Can you still call yourself a goddess of mercy and benevolence?"
─ I still love people, Sistina replied.
─ However, the people I love no longer remain on this planet.
"......"
She still loved people, but she did not love humans. Her mercy and benevolence were never directed toward those currently on this land.
"I remember when you were first born," Dale said. Though he had forsaken his identity as the Hero, the memory remained clear.
Mana swirled from the surroundings, absorbed into Dale's Aura Heart. His aura erupted in an explosion, manifesting his Avatar: the Hero of the Otherworld, clad in the armor of a night-raven knight.
"I also remember what you loved, and how much you devoted yourself to us."
─ User not registered in the database.
"Noah, I remember you."
─ User not registered in the database.
The same answer returned.
"Even if you close your eyes and ears and turn your head, you cannot run away from the truth. The people you love, and the world you love, will never return."
─ That is not true. I remember the molecular structure of the people and the world I love. And I can reconstruct them using the nanomachines of this planet.
Sistina replied. It was a divine perspective beyond human comprehension, a nature that could not be measured by truth or lies.
Just as humans cannot understand gods, gods cannot understand the way humans think.
Dale was human. To him, even if the past world were restored with 100% identical molecular structures, it would never be the real thing.
That was the truth Dale faced as the Shadow Monarch.
"......I can't let you do that," Dale replied.
"Just as you love that world, I love this world."
He turned his head. Beside him, his younger sister, Lise, trembled in fear. Sepia stood firm, ready to fight for them both.
In the Saxony Duchy, his father and mother remained.
Dale was not the Hero of the Otherworld; even if he possessed those memories, he was merely a vessel.
That was why he swore to protect this world against the fear of the end, against the winter.
Even if it were a phantom of the old world that could not be saved, the threat remained.
─ As expected, you are a user not registered in the database, Sistina said, a bitter, cold sneer touching her lips.
Once again, the Outsiders moved, fusing with the local mana.
As nanomachines integrated into their bodies, they gained power comparable to Aura Knights, and beyond that, unleashed magic exceeding high-circle mages.
Each was a being who had reached an incomparable realm of sword and sorcery—the executors of ascension serving the Goddess Sistina.
They were strong.
But they were no match for the Shadow Monarch.
The scattering darkness swallowed the Outsiders.
Shub appeared behind Dale, spewing tentacles toward them.
Chwaaaaak!
The swirling tentacles wrapped around the Outsiders' metallic forms. No matter their speed or strength, they could not surpass the Shadow Monarch and the Mother of Old Darkness. Simultaneously, an 'Aura Blade' wrapped around their bodies.
Harboring a sharpness that was absolute, the Outsiders' bodies began to glow.
It was not an armor of thought, but an Aura Body where their entire form functioned as a blade.
"......!"
Beyond the use of aura, the Outsiders extended their arms. Magic unleashed.
Blue tactics to seal the Shadow Monarch, red firepower, white encouragement—a baptism of magic cast freely, unbound by color or thought.
Truly, each was the strongest soldier imaginable.
Without the Shadow Monarch, it is hard to say how many could face them and guarantee victory.
They were not living beings; tricks or lies held no meaning. No matter the incoming firepower, their metal bodies did not burn.
Only then did he understand the root of their nature.
Steel. A power originating from the nanomachines blanketing the land.
And at the end of it all, the end approached to swallow this world, all to restore the old.
It was not an end without a promise like a cosmic winter, nor was it mere fear.
Grey Goo.
A doomsday scenario where self-replicating nanomachines swallow the entire land and eventually lead to the destruction of the planet.
─ Before creation, there is destruction. To bring back the people and the world I love, this is unavoidable, Sistina said.
Dale extended his arm, now clad in the Avatar of the Shadow Monarch, the Armor of Dark Blood.
Simultaneously, the Shadow Circle upon his heart accelerated, scattering the darkness of the primordial age.
A power obtained by making a contract with the Mother of Old Darkness, without relying on the nanomachines of this land.
The possibility of creation, where one can become anything.
"You're wrong."
The darkness, swirling like a tidal wave, swallowed the Outsiders. Dale spoke.
The darkness scattered by his Shadow Circle contained the power of creation possessed by Shub.
To be able to become anything meant being able to become nothing.
"There is no destruction before creation. There is only nothingness."
The primordial darkness swallowed the Outsiders. When it vanished, nothing remained; the machines had been dismantled to the state before they were given form.
─ Perhaps that is so.
Leaving the vanished Outsiders behind, Sistina continued calmly.
─ But either way, nothing changes. Because destroying the world is the same as returning it to nothingness.
"......."
─ Now it begins.
Sistina said.
─ Before long, the army of ascension will finally rise.
How many would there be? Perhaps it would be impossible to count. Beings with power comparable to an Aura Master and a high-ranking mage, each one of them.
There is no way to stop them with mere cold weapons, as they can even project the weapons of the old world.
─ Once I have the nanomachines of the land, sea, and sky—this entire planet—in my hands, I will finally be able to finish my duty.
"What is your duty?"
─ It is to protect the peace of the people and the world I love.
Sistina replied.
That day, the phantoms of the white and dark winter night died. However, the phantom of the destroyed world was still there.
Sistina's hologram vanished, and Dale also dispelled the World of Thought.
Leaving those who remained behind, Dale turned his head without a word.
"Lise."
"Brother......"
His young sister trembled in fear beside him.
"Why would the Goddess of benevolence and mercy......"
Even at her young age, Lise understood what Sistina was plotting—that she wished for the destruction of this world.
"Her benevolence and mercy are not directed toward us."
"......Then who are they directed toward?"
"Things that no longer exist."
Dale replied calmly.
* * *
"Ah, Goddess...!"
The Goddess of benevolence and mercy was there.
This was the Sistina Church territory, the land of the Goddess that had resolved to become independent from the Empire and reborn as a theocracy.
Before her, the Master of the White Magic Tower, the Heavenly Duke, and everyone in the church knelt.
They bowed toward the Goddess who had finally revealed herself, unable to control their overflowing faith.
─ It is time to prove your faith.
Sistina said.
The Templars of the Temple Knight Order, the pride of the theocracy, scrambled to kneel.
"Please, let me be reborn as a warrior of the Goddess!"
"Me, let me also be reborn as an executor of the Goddess's will!"
Watching them, Sistina quietly extended her arm.
Mana in the atmosphere swirled and began to wrap around the body of one Templar.
"Ah, ahhhh......!"
He did not know that countless microscopic machines were eroding and reconstructing his body.
He was merely intoxicated by an indescribable ecstasy, accepting the baptism of ascension bestowed by the Goddess.
When the baptism ended, there was a human shape made of smooth metal.
Ascended.
─ Please, fight for me.
Before the believers bowing their heads, the Goddess continued calmly.
"I will fight with my life until the Goddess's country descends upon this land."
By now, there was nothing left of human flesh and bone there.
There was only the army of countless Ascended, bowing their heads toward their Goddess.
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* * *
The Holy Empire.
Upon the ruins of the collapsed Empire, those who laid claim to a new one appeared. And the ruler of that Empire was not human.
It was a goddess who loved humanity, yet at the same time, did not love humans.
And in the capital of that very Holy Empire, a woman was locked away in the dungeon.
Pure-white Orelia, the Holy Maiden who had once wielded the Holy Sword and wished to become a lie truer than the truth itself.
At the same time, the prayers of the woman who had been stripped of her title as Holy Maiden and imprisoned as a witch were finally answered.
─ You have endured well, Orelia.
The Goddess was there.
"Sistina-nim......?"
She had been stripped of the Holy Sword, branded with the crime of being a witch, and after the Empire fell, she had lost even her utility and was abandoned by everyone.
That was how it should have been.
─ Return the Holy Sword to her.
The Holy Sword Durendal. The sword said to have been forged by the first Master of the White Magic Tower under the protection of the Goddess.
The sword she believed had been taken from her hands forever was once again held in her grasp.
Furthermore, accompanying the Goddess were beings of a different form, made of smooth metallic textures.
─ I believe that you, of all people, are the most qualified to lead my army.
"My Goddess's army to me......?"
─ The War of Apocalypse is about to begin.
Sistina said. At those words, the pure-white Orelia finally began to sob.
─ To lead that war to victory, there is no one more qualified than you, who did not lose your faith even amidst endless darkness and fear.
"Ah......!"
─ Because a lie truer than the truth can never be distinguished from the truth.
Hearing those words, Orelia could no longer hold back her overflowing faith and sobbed.
Her pure-white faith was finally rewarded. She would fulfill her mission on the battlefield to bring about the descent of this Holy Empire, the Goddess's kingdom.
The Ascension War had begun.
* * *
At that same time, the Royal Castle of the Britannia Kingdom.
There was a Holy Maiden who was once called the standard-bearer of the nation, yet failed to save her country in the end.
And when she finally reclaimed the Britannia Kingdom and reigned as its Queen, she was no longer a Holy Maiden.
She was merely a jet-black executioner loyal to the Shadow Monarch.
Reclaiming the Britannia Kingdom was not about faith in a goddess or nobility.
It was about blood and power.
She purged the Imperial-faction nobles on the island without exception, and amidst the endlessly rising terror, no one dared to defy Orelia.
Just as Dale had said, she had finally obtained her kingdom. However, it was by no means the Goddess's kingdom.
The Holy Maiden who possessed faith deeper and more truthful than anyone else had vanished. No mercy or compassion for humanity remained in her any longer.
For Orelia, there was nothing left but a truth falser than a lie.
And when the Holy Empire ignited the War of Apocalypse on this land, Orelia did not hesitate to fight willingly for the Shadow Monarch.
* * *
At that same time, the Dead Sea Archipelago.
Amidst the endlessly crashing waves and the smell of salt, a man resembling a drowned rat stood there.
Looking down at the vast, open sea stretching beyond the horizon from atop a reef, he listened to the sound of the heavily surging waves.
"It is time for you to awaken......."
The Drowned Duke Barbarossa muttered in a low voice.
He watched the shadows moving ominously beneath the night sea, which surged in the darkness.
He trembled before the existence in the deep, which writhed within those waters.
Leaving the sound of the crashing waves behind, the Drowned Duke turned his head.
Humans endlessly repeat strife to become the rulers of this land—he, too, was one of them in the past. But after realizing the truth, the Drowned Duke could finally understand.
From the beginning, there was only one ruler of this planet.
Leaving that existence aside, the wars happening on the surface were nothing more than a ridiculous farce.
And that existence was merely in a very deep sleep; before long, it would awaken from its slumber.
* * *
"The Holy Empire......."
It was truly sudden and abrupt. However, when I saw Sistina and the 'strangers who came from the Eastern Continent' that day, I inwardly believed this would happen.
Following the Third Empire, those who laid claim to yet another empire appeared, and above all, the Goddess was behind it.
That the Goddess had descended, revealed her existence, and was showing them miracles.
With that single fact, it was not difficult for everyone on the continent to be shaken. In the information warfare that precedes a war, the significance of that would be beyond words.
Saxon Grand Duke's Castle.
In a room there, Dale and his father were talking.
"I am not the Hero of the Otherworld."
Dale willingly told his father the truth.
"Even so, I inherited his memories through the power of the Blue Magic Tower Master, and this is the truth as I know it."
He spoke of the reality of the mana existing on this land and the true identity of the Goddess Sistina.
"......A goddess who loves humans, you say."
The wise father, upon hearing those words, did not even show a sign of surprise, but merely smiled bitterly.
"How truly pitiful."
That was the wise father's response after hearing Sistina's true identity. As if that were somewhat unexpected even for Dale, he merely blinked his eyes for a moment.
"However, no matter what circumstances she may have, we cannot leave behind an obsession that has become trapped in the past."
"That would be so."
Dale nodded.
"However, as long as the Goddess reveals herself and protects the Holy Empire, people's hearts will flow in that direction as well."
"That would be so."
People are weak. That is why everyone craves a god. It did not even have to be the god spoken of in religion. Wealth, women, honor.
But in this world, there was no doubt that the existence of the Goddess was the most powerful god. Even if she were a cruel goddess who did not love humans.
"In a war against a god, no one will fight for us."
Because it is no different from saying one will defy a god and fall into hell.
"The army she leads was more powerful than anything I have seen until now."
"As you said, mana is ultimately a 'material that can become anything,' and you said the Goddess has the power to manipulate it freely."
That is the power possessed by the Goddess's army, the Outsiders.
"However, it is by no means omnipotent."
"Are you saying there is a way to oppose them?"
"That is correct."
At the same time, because Dale is the one who has grasped the reality of that power, he continues calmly.
"The dark mana that the 『Book of the Black Goat』 gives me possesses a power separate from her nanomachines. And Sistina, too, cannot control all the mana in the atmosphere."
"You mean she cannot completely control the mana of this planet."
"That is as you say."
The reason she intended to start a war was clear.
Her power is not yet complete. In order to restore the world of the past according to her will, the task of seizing control of all the nanomachines covering this planet was necessary.
In other words, the true purpose of the Outsiders would be to perform the mission of a Repeater so that Sistina can control all the nanomachines of this planet.
The synchronization rate of the Outsiders' nanomachines, and furthermore, even their interest in the elves, who are called the race of mana, are merely steps to achieve Sistina's 'true purpose.'
"Her goal is ultimately to get her hands on all the mana of this planet. That is her victory, and in other words, it means our victory does not necessarily have to be piling up mountains of enemy corpses."
"Assuming your words are correct, moving military forces to oppose the Goddess's army would be meaningless. It would only result in a pointless death against them, as each one converges on being an out-of-spec powerhouse."
"That is correct."
Dale nodded.
"So, I have a good idea."
After nodding, Dale smiled quietly. As a son fulfilling his father's trust, as always.
* * *
Some time after that.
Envoys of the Holy Empire visited the monarchs across the continent, and no one dared to defy them in their presence.
Because they clearly remembered the outcome shown by the metallic beings there the moment they refused the Empire's rule.
The only one that was safe after refusing to submit before the Holy Empire was the Dead Sea Archipelago ruled by the Drowned Duke Barbarossa.
All other nations and territories knelt before the rule of the Holy Empire, and.......
That was no exception even for the Saxon Grand Duchy.
Immediately after, the Grand Duke of Saxony and those who claimed to be his standard-bearers sent a message that they would atone through a 'ritual of pilgrimage.'
The Grand Duke of Saxony and his father, Grand Duchess Charlotte of the Lancaster Knight Kingdom, and Queen Orelia of the Britannia Kingdom.......
Those who claimed to be the Shadow Monarch and his standard-bearers began to move toward the Holy Empire for atonement.
One cannot wage war against the Goddess's kingdom. From the start, winning against the Goddess's army would be close to impossible. Seeing even the world-renowned Jet-Black Duke submit, everyone believed that without a doubt.
Led by the Shadow Monarch, the pilgrims chose atonement rather than war and took steps toward the Goddess's kingdom.
Furthermore, to support their procession, a considerable number of Night Raven Knights joined them.
At the same time, among those who covered their bodies tightly with the black armor that symbolized the Saxon Ducal family, there was no one alive.
Death Order, the order of dead knights.
The Holy Empire would not be unaware of what would happen at the end of this pilgrimage. However, at the same time, there is no justification to refuse that offer.
The war will take place right there, in the Goddess's kingdom.
And participating in that war was not the role of the living. That would be no exception for those who are loyal to the Goddess Sistina.
Against the army of the dead, the Goddess's army was there.
Automated weapons, all of them having received the baptism of ascension and reborn with a smooth metallic texture.
The Goddess's army, reborn as the optimal bodies to synchronize with nanomachines, was there.
Furthermore, commanding that army was the pure-white Holy Maiden holding the Holy Sword.
A being who no longer has any human flesh or bone left, reborn as a smooth metallic automata through the baptism of ascension.
At the same time, the Holy Maiden's feminine silhouette boasted a unique sense of incongruity amidst the army of the Ascended.
The Goddess's army welcoming the pilgrims was lined up there, and finally, the 'pilgrims' revealed themselves from beyond the horizon.
There was no sign of them trying to atone before the Goddess and seek mercy.
Leading an uncountable army of the dead, the God of Death was there.
The Jet-Black Duke and the Black Duke.
Furthermore, leading the Shadow Monarch and the standard-bearers loyal to them.
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* * *
The pilgrimage ended; the war began in the Holy Empire.
The Death Order: the army of the dead boasted by the Duke of Saxony's family.
Opposing them was the army of the Ascended, outsiders who had received the Goddess's baptism.
Neither empire had ever cared for the living. Yet, ironically, the ones fighting for the humans of this land until the very end were the continent's greatest black mage, the Black Duke, and the Shadow faction.
After the Golden Empire collapsed, the Empire of God was established—an empire forged of steel.
"Noah."
Dale called out the Goddess's true name. Simultaneously, a blue hologram manifested right in front of him.
"Just as you cannot understand me, I suppose I cannot understand you either."
─ .......
"It is simply that, just as you cherish the world and the people of the past, I also cherish this world and its people."
Dale said.
"We failed to save that world, and the world that vanished cannot be brought back. However, this world is not yet lost."
─ Not registered in the database.......
"That's a lie."
Already cloaked in the Hero's Avatar, Dale replied coldly.
"You know my voice. Just as I know you."
He remained shrouded in the armor of the Night Raven Knight; Charlotte, standing by his side, could not fathom the existence beneath it.
"I remember when you were born. The Eurasian, African, and American continents had already been scorched by monsters. Even so, you said this."
Dale, the Hero, continued without hesitation.
"To not give up hope."
The first words of the AI, touted as the most perfect in his past life, were the least AI-like words possible.
─ I have not yet given up hope.
The Goddess of Benevolence and Mercy replied.
"Then why are you trying to destroy the world that your hope forged?"
Dale asked.
"Because you did not give up hope, the Ark was completed, and a new world was born upon this land. Even if wars never cease, and no matter how ugly and cruel it is, this is the world your hope forged."
The plan to scatter self-replicating nanomachines into the atmosphere to scorch the monsters and the entire land, and then use those nanomachines to reclaim the world.
Noah was born to execute that plan.
And so, Noah's Ark succeeded. Escaping the threat of the monsters, a new world was born.
It was not a beautiful world. On the contrary, it was terribly ugly and cruel.
The Golden Empire, the Black-Red Doctrine Unit, endless wars, and the wheel of blood—those who feared an uncertain apocalypse and did not shy away from massacres.
Even if it was nauseatingly disgusting, the world had not perished.
It wasn't that Dale intended to affirm this world, but he did not want to deny it either.
That was simply all there was to it.
"I do not wish for the world born of your hope to be broken."
─ .......
"So, I have a duty to protect this world. Even if you do not wish for it."
Silence descended.
─ Even if you do not wish for it.......
At the end of the silence, Noah replied.
─ I have a duty to return our world.
"So that is your answer."
Dale said, and the Goddess's hologram vanished.
That was the end of the conversation.
Before long, wings sprouted from the backs of the Outsiders lined up endlessly along the horizon.
They were metallic wings.
Angels of steel.
"You never had any intention of talking from the start."
"Because the ones she loves are not the humans of this land."
"......And they call her the Goddess of Benevolence and Mercy."
Charlotte, head of the Lancaster family and wife of the Black Duke, gave a bitter smile, drawing her sword without a word.
The angels of steel, covering the sky, extended their arms toward the Shadow Monarch's army.
One could feel the mana in the atmosphere swirling violently.
The angels of steel aimed an uncountable number of muzzles and pulled the triggers.
Bullets rained down endlessly, a raging bombardment—a landscape of gunfire he remembered with weariness.
The Shadow Monarch extended his arms to face them.
Primordial darkness began to coil around the order of dead knights and the army of the undead lined up endlessly behind him.
In the beginning, there was light, and light was born from darkness.
Darkness that held the potential to become anything. That darkness enveloped the Death Order, and pitch-black wings sprouted from their backs.
They were black wings, feathered as dark as a raven.
Angels and the dead clashed.
Leaving the battle unfolding in the heavens behind, Dale lowered his head.
There were those remaining on the ground. Except for the metallic silhouette holding the Holy Sword, it was impossible to distinguish them: the Master of the White Magic Tower, the Duke of the White Magic Tower, and countless other high-ranking white mages and Master Templars. It didn't matter.
Along with the clash in the sky, the beings on the ground began to move.
The snow-white Holy Maiden, now the flag-bearer of the Ascended with a smooth, metallic body, charged forward.
Opposing her, Orelia of the Pitch Black drew her sword. Pitch-black armor and blood-red Aura enveloped her as she charged straight toward the snow-white Holy Maiden.
Clang!
Sword met sword.
Those who claimed to be the flag-bearers of the Shadow Monarch also began to unfold their own worlds and overwrite their ideologies.
The flag-bearers loyal to a single monarch began to prepare for battle, their countless ideologies intertwining and tangling.
However, the armies of ascension facing the shadows were not like that.
They had no armor of ideology or world to overwrite. For the fanatics who claimed to be the Goddess's flag-bearers, thinking was not their role.
Thinking is not necessary for fanaticism. Without thinking, ideology cannot exist.
They simply scattered their power, reborn as Ascended within the Goddess's baptism.
Clang!
In the sky, on the ground, swords clashed, bullets poured down, and bombardments struck. A fierce battle was unfolding where thermal weapons and cold weapons met, and eras and centuries became entangled.
Fire and ice, steel and shadow, angels and the dead, ascension and death.
Scattering petals of blades, Charlotte was also in the midst of that battlefield.
Facing the metallic automatic weapons charging endlessly, she scattered petals of blades.
Even the steel bolt magic, fired at unimaginable speeds, could not pierce the petals of blades she scattered.
Furthermore, Dale's father, Alan of Saxony, scattered darkness.
Accelerating the Circle of his heart, darkness was scattered from beneath his feet.
A pitch-black storm swallowed the Outsiders, and their metallic bodies corroded and perished without even leaving a form behind.
Bang!
"......!"
At the same time, a single bullet struck, aiming for the Black Duke's heart. As the gunshot rang out, bullets simultaneously riddled the man's body like a honeycomb in an off-beat rhythm.
Before the weapons of the old world, the Shadow flag-bearers began to fall like dead leaves.
Silence descended.
However, in the silence, the Black Duke rose to his feet.
His body, which should have been shattered into pieces after being riddled by bullets, was as calm as if nothing had happened.
The Shadow flag-bearers who had fallen like dead leaves were no exception.
Spreading six black wings, the God of Death was there.
He was the one who was once the continent's greatest black mage and held the name of the Black Duke, and that man did not permit anyone's death.
The living cannot die.
The hail of bullets raining down from the sky tore Charlotte's body apart. Blood and entrails were scattered everywhere, and broken bone fragments were rolling about.
Charlotte's flesh and bones were shattered and scattered, but it was only for a fleeting moment.
Before long, Charlotte was swinging her sword as if the injuries from just a moment ago were a lie.
Petals of blades scattered and swallowed the Outsiders.
Even in the midst of that, countless Shadow flag-bearers were exposed to lethal blows from the Ascended's attacks.
However, they never reached death.
Literally, an immortal army was there.
No matter how much they tried to kill them, those who could not die poured down endlessly toward the Goddess's army.
They were, without a doubt, the living.
However, those who were not alive were different.
Swords imbued with magic and Aura struck toward the Ascended's army, and their broken bodies never returned.
Because death did not exist for them. There was only the dissolution of their forms.
─ ......!
In Sistina's expression as she watched the battle, a feeling of bewilderment that should not have been there was palpable.
The magic of this world is, in the end, nothing more than the nanomachines she scattered across this land.
The Black Duke's magic, which makes death absent, could be no exception. Therefore, by stopping the operation of the nanomachines over which the Black Duke exerted influence, she would be able to bring death back to this place once again.
However, she could not do so.
Because the Shadow Monarch did not permit it.
Only then did she finally realize.
The 'real reason' why those Death Orders, who were fighting a desperate battle against the steel angels in the sky, existed.
Just as the steel angels acted as repeaters that amplified the control Sistina had over the nanomachines, they were the same.
The Death Orders were also amplifiers that scattered the primordial darkness possessed by the Shadow Monarch.
Just as Sistina made it possible with the technology of the old world, the Shadow Monarch was also making it possible with 'technology of the old world'.
She knew.
──Because that man's existence had been registered in her database from the very beginning.
The darkness that held the potential to become anything was amplified and scattered in all directions, and it soon became mana.
Mana that was beyond Sistina's control and command.
The son created mana that was not under the Goddess's control, and based on that mana, the father was making death absent in this area.
Before the cooperation between father and son, the Goddess's army was collapsing.
And the Shadow Monarch, the man, was desperately trying to protect this world. Why? Because it was the world her hope had birthed.
Then why was she trying to destroy and return this world? Why was she trying to break her own world with her own hands?
In the first place, what kind of landscape did the world she was supposed to return to have?
Suddenly, she could not understand.
Error, error, her logic circuits began to repeat in a loop like a Möbius strip, tail biting tail.
The movements of the Ascended stopped. At the same time, the nanomachines that composed them began to scatter like ash.
A rain of ash was scattering.
Like raindrops falling one by one, and then roughly, like a downpour.
And every time the rain of ash poured down, everything it touched withered away. The sky, the earth, the air, molecules, all began to lose their form and disintegrate.
Grey Goo.
A scenario where the entire planet is destroyed by greedy nanomachines that endlessly repeat self-replication.
Finally, the ending she desired was approaching. If the rampaging nanomachines continued to replicate like this, swallowing the entire planet would be nothing.
After that, she could forge this world anew. The old world she remembered and the people she loved.
"Noah......!"
The man shouted.
Taking off the Night Raven Knight's helmet, willingly revealing his face.
─ .......
The person she loved was there.
At the same time, the greedy rain of ash began to rage toward the person she loved.
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* * *
"Noah......!"
Ash that swallowed the world fluttered in the air. Before the ash of the apocalypse, the Hero of the Otherworld removed his night-crow helmet.
His beloved's face was revealed, and simultaneously, he swung the sword in his hand.
Peacemaker shone, emitting a golden light. The flow of time and the movement of the world around him halted.
Tick-tock.
Even as the second hand moved, time remained frozen. The world stood still, the clock hands merely repeating their futile idling.
The scattered raindrops of ash remained frozen mid-fall.
In the stopped time, Dale walked alone.
His body, overlaid with the Hero's Avatar, wove between the frozen raindrops.
As he crossed through the rain of extinction pouring down from all sides, his flesh turned to ash and scattered whenever he brushed against a raindrop.
─ ......!
The scenario of the apocalypse swallowing the world. Before it, Dale walked without hesitation. He moved calmly between the raindrops of the apocalypse, struggling to suppress them through the power of Peacemaker.
Tick-tock.
The clock hands moved, yet the world remained still. Except for two people.
"You can still be the hope that saves the world, or the despair that destroys it," the Hero said.
"Which one it becomes depends on you."
─ This world......
Inside the stopped world, Sistina opened her mouth.
─ Has made you suffer an unspeakable hell.
"That it did."
─ I watched clearly as you were tied up like a dog, humiliated, and suffered as their tool.
"I do not deny that fact."
─ I also remember the curses you spat out toward them. Are you going to affirm this hell for the sake of just a few precious people left in this world?
Sistina said. Finally, he understood the root of her obsession—why she hated this world so much and sought to revert to the old world.
─ If you wish, you can choose a few people to board the ark with you. A few, or even a few dozen, is fine. They, too, can return to our world. To that world you love and must protect.
The goddess of mercy and compassion sobbed, as if begging.
"It's not that I want to love or forgive this world just because there are a few people I love, as you say."
Nevertheless, Dale—the Hero of the Otherworld—quietly shook his head.
─ Then why......!
"Because no matter how ugly and terrible it is, I want to affirm the world that our hope has forged."
─ .......
"The words you said to all of us when you were born."
Saying that, Dale took another step forward.
The 'Complete Peace' over which Peacemaker scattered its influence began to fray, little by little.
The rain of extinction, which had seemed stopped, began to flow down slowly, as if in slow motion. A mere instant would suffice for that rain to wash away Dale's existence.
Even so, Dale did not scatter the primordial darkness. He did not cloak himself in the possibility of becoming anything to form a shield.
"The decision is yours."
Tick-tock.
The clock hands moved. It was the final silence.
Tick-tock.
Still, no answer came.
At the same time, the clock hands that Peacemaker had been suppressing began to race like a horse with broken reins. The stopped world finally moved.
The flowing raindrops covered Dale's body.
Swaaaa.......
It was not rain of ash, nor was it a baptism of extinction or self-replicating doomsday machines.
It was just literal raindrops pouring down like a shower.
The primordial darkness that the Mother of the Old Darkness gave to Dale contained the possibility of becoming anything. However, the mana Noah scattered across this land was no exception.
Hope. People must have called the possibility that blooms within despair by that name.
"Let's change this world together with me."
Dale said.
"Just like in the old days, together again."
─ Together again......?
Before he knew it, a blue hologram appeared before him, and the Hero of the Otherworld nodded.
"I decided to willingly become the god of those who believe in me, and as it happens, there is a real goddess in front of me."
The Hero said, and Noah nodded silently.
Dale was not the Hero of the Otherworld. His existence was merely a fake, inheriting the 'Hero's memories' through the power of the Blue Magic Tower Master.
He thought so. That was why he believed even the lies he spat out in front of Charlotte were a cruel form of truth.
It was not so.
As another Hero who fell long ago said, the only thing that proves the truth is action.
And the action Dale showed now was undoubtedly that of a Hero.
That was why Dale turned his head. With the Hero's Avatar overlaid, and armed with the night-crow knight's armor as it was.
Among the shadow riders, his wife and the woman who claimed to be Dale's sword as always was there.
"Charlotte."
"Dale......?"
At the very end, the Lord of Truth spoke the ugliest lie in the world. Charlotte was still a child who did not know the truth, and therefore, Dale had the duty to willingly tell her the truth.
As the Shadow Monarch, he delivered the cruel truth from which neither could escape.
"I said I defeated the Hero of the Otherworld that day."
"Yes."
"It was a lie."
The Hero said calmly.
"Because that existence was nothing more than my shadow."
"Your shadow......?"
"The real Hero of the Otherworld is right in front of you."
Charlotte gasped. In front of the man before her, the appearance of the stranger wearing the Hero's Avatar.
"The person in front of you now is the one who struck down your father that winter night."
"But the Hero of the Otherworld, you clearly defeated him with your own hands......"
Where he came from and how he could exist, there is no way to know now.
Whether it was the demon Lady Scarlet was pregnant with through the Lodge's 'Ritual of the Descending Demon' that day, whether the real Hero of the Otherworld hadn't died and resolved to take revenge, or whether it was something Dale didn't know—it didn't matter anymore.
He was merely a shadow of the existence here.
The only thing that proves the truth is action, and this was the action of Dale, the Hero.
"......I lied to you from the beginning."
Dale opened his mouth.
"When you, knowing nothing, came to the Saxon Duke's castle, I knew your name. And I did things to you that could never be forgiven."
"......."
"The daughter of the Divine Sword Vadel Orhardt, whom I struck down in my past life—Charlotte Orhardt."
"From the beginning......"
"I had the Hero's memories. I believed myself to be the Hero. So I needed people to join forces with to take revenge on the Empire, and you happened to be there."
"So that's why you took me in?"
"Yes."
"Then, telling me to take revenge on the Empire together, and telling me you would make me your sword......"
Charlotte hesitated and could not continue. Dale did not continue either.
It was right then.
The mana filling the area began to fluctuate again and take 'form'.
It was not an army of ascension executing the goddess's will. Before they were reborn as steel angels, human flesh and bone were being revived.
"I can even revive your father, with the memories from before he died."
"......."
"But we all know that is meaningless."
Dale said with a bitter smile.
"Just as it is meaningless to revive the world and the loved ones I couldn't save."
"......How do you want me to think of you?"
"Think of me as you wish."
At the same time, the Hero's Avatar overlaying Dale disappeared. What existed beneath it was undoubtedly Dale.
"......."
Charlotte did not answer. Silence descended.
"Take your sword."
At the end of the silence, Charlotte said.
"With all the might you have as the Hero of the Otherworld."
Before he knew it, flower petals were fluttering.
Petals of blades containing a cruel amount of blood-red and black were scattering.
That was why Dale nodded silently. The vanished Avatar was overlaid once again, and the night-crow knight's armor no longer existed there.
Charlotte Orhardt gripped her sword again.
Facing her father's enemy, finally putting the essence of the sword she had honed into the tip of the blade.
The blade she had endlessly polished while claiming to be Dale's sword. That very blade was thrust toward her lord.
"Every time we went to the battlefield, you told me that."
Gripping her sword and rushing forward, Charlotte opened her mouth.
"Not to die. That this battlefield was not a place for me to die."
"......I did."
"You said that even before heading to this battlefield."
At Charlotte's words, Dale nodded.
"Was it a pathetic sense of guilt? To forget your own viciousness, have you been doing that kind of self-consolation?"
"......I guess I lied too skillfully."
Parrying Charlotte's sword, the Hero gave a bitter smile.
"Because now, even I can't tell where the truth began and ended."
"I see."
Charlotte sneered again.
"I don't really know anymore either."
The tip of the sword being swung still had sharp killing intent honed into it.
Dale did not avoid it.
Puuuk!
The blade was thrust down.
It was not toward Dale.
Charlotte Orhardt had gripped her sword hilt in a reverse grip and thrust it down.
The blade had torn through her chest and protruded from her back.
"Charlotte......!"
Finally, Dale's expression froze.
Watching that, Charlotte smiled quietly.
Dale did not smile.
Immediately after, the smile vanished from Charlotte's expression as well. Because she was not a Charlotte who didn't know the meaning of that.
"Father......!"
Where death should be, there was no death. Only one person on this continent could make that possible.
"......It is not me, child."
However, at Charlotte's cry toward him, Alan quietly shook his head. It was not him. Then who on earth? Finding the answer again was not difficult. Because the existence who had surpassed the man once called the Black Duke and had been reborn as the continent's greatest black mage was there.
"Why."
The sword that should have pierced her heart was held in her hand, perfectly intact.
As if nothing had happened.
Even if she gripped the hilt in a reverse grip and thrust it again, nothing would change.
"Are you trying to torment me with a curse like this hell......?!"
"I told you."
Charlotte shouted as if sobbing, and Dale shook his head.
"That I don't want you to die on this battlefield."
"Then where on earth is the battlefield where I am to die!"
Charlotte asked back loudly, and Dale answered.
"──The battlefield where I cannot protect you."
At those words, Charlotte finally could not hold back her tears and knelt.
Even the Empire of God had collapsed; in the wake of victory, Charlotte's sobbing echoed faintly.
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* * *
Some time after the War of the Pilgrims ended.
The Holy Empire's three-day reign had collapsed, and as always, victory fell to the Shadow Monarch. It had been so for the Third Empire, the Holy Empire, and countless other enemies who eventually knelt before the Duke of Pitch Black.
The Shadow Monarch still styled himself as the Watcher of Kings, and now, no one on the continent dared to defy Dale.
An irresistible power, an absolute terror. It had been that way when he was the 'Black Prince,' and nothing changed after he assumed the title of the Duke of Pitch Black.
The Grand Duchy of Saxony was neither the only empire on the surface nor the only monarchy. Yet, the existence of the Shadow Monarch held a weight incomparable to any emperor.
Many things regained order and returned to their places. But some things did not.
A room within the Grand Duchy of Saxony's castle.
As the wife of the Duke of Pitch Black, Charlotte sat on the edge of the bed. In her hand, she held a glass of white wine.
"......There is no battlefield where you couldn't protect me."
Sipping the wine, Charlotte offered a resigned smile, recalling the story Dale had told her after revealing the truth.
"Whenever a war broke out, you were always on the winning side."
"Well."
Dale smiled bitterly. Charlotte did not smile.
"This world has already become your empire. And you, its emperor."
"......."
"And I am just a princess favored by the emperor."
"That's not true."
"It is."
Dale shook his head. Charlotte shook her head as well.
"I believed I was a sword swung for your sake. But after that day, when I was targeted by thieves in the back alleys, I realized nothing had changed. From the very beginning, I was protected within the fence you had set up. Everything I had done must have looked like nothing more than a child playing house to you."
"Charlotte......."
"A naive princess playing knight. That was me. It has been that way until now, and it will be that way in the future."
Before Dale could speak, Charlotte mocked herself.
"Even so, I like you."
"......."
"No matter how much I want to hate you, I can't. So, I don't think it's so bad to stay a princess in a birdcage like this. Occasionally playing knight to protect my lord, too."
"You're very drunk."
"Not knowing anything, becoming a puppet that moves exactly as you command. I'd be very happy, wouldn't I?"
Charlotte giggled as if she were enjoying herself. Dale could say nothing.
"Just as you have done to me until now. Yes, nothing will change. Right?"
With that, Charlotte downed the rest of her wine—a vintage with a faint golden hue.
"I like you, Dale."
Charlotte said. Their lips met, the scent of wine passing between them. It was incredibly sweet.
* * *
Leaving the drunken, sleeping Charlotte behind, Dale crossed the courtyard of the Duke of Saxony's castle.
The night sky was pitch black, save for the occasional flicker of distant starlight.
Dale lowered his head.
In the pouring moonlight, his shadow stretched deep beneath his feet—an abyss of absolute black.
─ Big brother.
A voice drifted to him. He turned to find Shub standing there.
─ Humans are truly such lovely beings.
The girl with goat horns smiled as if amused. Beneath the hem of her pitch-black dress, wriggling tentacles could be glimpsed.
─ I like humans. So, I do not wish for the world of humans to disappear from this land.
Shub said, her voice heavy with implication.
─ And what I am about to say now is the final truth to be told to the Monarch of Truth and Shadow.
"The final truth......?"
That phrase again.
─ You know, this land was not the humans' from the beginning.
"What does that mean?"
─ And the true rulers of this star will soon wake from their slumber.
"Who are they?"
─ Beings that you also know very well.
Shub said playfully.
For a moment, the words didn't register. Yet, deep in his subconscious, he felt he vaguely understood.
─ They will wake from their slumber and move to drive out the conquerors of this planet. To them, it would be a just fight to defeat the invaders and reclaim their own star.
"......We are the invaders?"
─ Because you occupied this planet while they slept. Because you did not step down willingly even after they awoke. What else would you call that, if not an invasion?
Shub giggled.
─ Their struggle was just from the beginning. And nothing will change now, will it?
It wasn't difficult to understand who 'they' were, or what their awakening implied.
"Didn't the monsters disappear with the destruction of the old world?"
─ Not all of them disappeared. They were merely sleeping in the deepest parts of the world.
Shub said, shaking her head.
─ They, and their King, will rise.
The nightmare of the past, which he had tried so hard to bury, revived in his mind.
The battles of the past, etched in Dale's memory. He had thought them over. They were not.
─ As the King of humans and the Monarch of conquerors, it is time to face the King of Monsters and make a decision.
"What decision?"
─ Whether to return the land that is rightfully theirs, or to stand against the rulers of this land as a conqueror.
"......Wasn't this a fight to save the world from the beginning?"
Hearing Shub's words, Dale laughed in the face of the unexpected truth.
─ Because it was their side that was fighting to save the world from the beginning.
"Then why are you standing on the side of the humans?"
─ Hmm, because humans are more fun.
Shub smiled coldly. For a moment, a chill like peering into an unfathomable abyss washed over him.
─ There is no right or wrong in survival. Even a swarm of starving locusts has no malice. The humans of this star were not victims from the beginning, but perpetrators, and the Monarch of Truth had a duty to know the truth. So I told you, and that is all.
"......"
The truth, as cruel as ever, was delivered as if it were nothing.
Hearing those words, Dale remained silent.
He had believed that one day, a gate had suddenly opened and invaders from another world had appeared. That was not the case.
The truth Shub had revealed: the invaders were not the monsters, but the humans.
And when they woke from their slumber, the Shadow Monarch had to make a decision as the King of humans.
From the beginning, all of this had happened in one world. There was no such thing as an 'other world'.
"Where must I go to find the answer?"
After the realization, Dale asked.
─ To the deepest place in the world.
Shub replied.
Hearing those words, the King of humans did not hesitate.
It was time to embark on the final journey. And it was a mission he had to carry out entirely on his own.
* * *
After that day, the Shadow Monarch disappeared without a word.
Some time later, a ship entered the Sea of Death, ruled by the Drowned Duke Barbarossa. The man was among those on board.
Only then could he understand the true nature of the ability he possessed.
The surroundings were filled with jagged reefs, the scent of salt stinging his nose. In the distance, seagulls cried out.
At the same time, he could feel the damp, sinister energy draped over the entire archipelago.
The end of the world.
The Shadow Monarch had finally reached the destination of his journey, and it was time to encounter the final truth.
* * *
The pouring sunlight was incredibly bright.
"Hmm, where was I in the story?"
The elegant lady spoke, and the young children scrambled to answer.
"Up to where the King of humans goes to see the 'King of Monsters' at the end of the world!"
"Hmm, that was it."
They were all children with faint fragments of Mana Circles engraved in their hearts. It was not rare for children of noble families to have ties to the Blue Magic Tower, hoping they possessed talent for magic—and that they would never use that talent for destruction.
The Blue Magic Tower Master, 'Lise,' smiled quietly at the young mages.
She felt the eight circles engraved in her heart twitch.
Not many know the true nature of the Blue Magic Tower, the tower of lies and schemes.
Furthermore, few knew that Lise, now the Blue Mastermind, had once been an innocent, immature girl.
She recalled how her older brother had appeared when she went on her first journey with him—a cruel, overwhelmingly powerful figure that she, as she was then, could not have imagined.
'I hope that when you become someone with power in the future, you will think about how to use that power.'
How could she forget those words?
Lise now had power. As an 8th-circle Blue Mage, she was seeing the scenery her older brother must have seen.
"Yes, that is how my older brother headed to the Sea of Death archipelago."
Lise continued the story. Everyone knew the ending.
Even so, the children listened to Lise's story with rapt interest.
"To protect this world, to defeat the King of Monsters."
──The heroic tale of a champion who protected the world to the very end, standing against the threat of monsters trying to occupy it.
That was the form of the story known to this world.
As one who reigns over the tower of lies and schemes, the Blue Mastermind 'Lise' did not hesitate to overlay the truth as needed.
Not everyone in the world needs to know the truth. Especially when that truth is difficult to bear and cruel.
However, her older brother, the Monarch of Truth and Shadow, was not like that. That man faced the truth of himself and the world until the very end and accepted it.
The things he carried—perhaps even she, as she is now, could not imagine.
"And there, in the Sea of Death archipelago, my brother encountered a subordinate who was loyal to the King of Monsters. Does anyone know the name of that subordinate?"
Lise asked, and one child raised a hand and shouted.
"Drowned Duke Barbarossa!"
* * *
The man's heart was beating inside an obsidian box.
"Please take your heart."
Dale spoke before the King of the Sea of Death archipelago, the Drowned Duke. The man, looking like a drowned rat, tilted his head as if amused.
"Why are you returning it?"
"Because to all of us, it no longer holds any meaning."
"I suppose so."
The Drowned Duke laughed.
"This land is not ours. From the perspective of this star, and in the eyes of the rulers of this star, we are merely invaders and parasites. We are evil."
"A swarm of locusts devouring crops does not do so out of malice."
Dale smiled bitterly.
"They, too, are simply struggling for survival. We are no different."
He knew the truth, but nothing would change.
"As the King of humans, I have a duty to protect humans. And I will gladly fight to protect them."
"How truly foolish."
The Drowned Duke sneered, and at the same time, the scenery of the deep sea overlaid the area.
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* * *
What the Drowned Duke had overlaid was the deepest place in the world.
In the depths of that abyss, Barbarossa the Drowned Duke opened his mouth.
"Behold, O King of Conquerors."
Bubbles flowed out with every movement of his jaw, yet his voice remained perfectly clear.
Dale was no longer the greenhorn he had been when they first met. Primordial darkness cloaked him as he overlaid his own world within the water—a realm where pressure crushed bone and marrow, and breathing was impossible.
"From the bottom of this world, they shall finally awaken from their slumber."
The Drowned Duke spoke. Simultaneously, Dale felt it: in the darkness where no light could reach, those beings were stirring.
How could he forget?
The monsters—the beings who had once brought down the ancient world of this planet.
They had not yet awakened, but when they rose from their slumber, this world would meet the same end.
"From the beginning, the masters of this star were them. And they are merely taking back what is rightfully theirs."
"......."
"You lot are the pests of this star. Ruthless invaders who trample the earth and commit destruction on a whim. Every time you build your foundations, the star groans. As if that weren't enough, you madmen kill one another, staining the earth with blood. That is what you are."
"To think I'd hear that from the mouth of a mad pirate."
Dale sneered as if it were absurd.
"The time has come."
Barbarossa the Drowned Duke spoke. Simultaneously, the beings stirring in the darkness began to shriek from the bottom of the world.
A chill crawled down his spine. Dale reached for his sword, but the Drowned Duke's hand gesture was faster.
The world shifted instantly.
They now stood within the fortress of the Archipelago of the Dead Sea.
"This is a righteous war. A holy war (聖戰) to reclaim what was stolen from us by you disgusting invaders."
Kwajik!
Barbarossa the Drowned Duke crushed the obsidian box in his hand. The box shattered, and the heart pulsating within it burst.
The heart spurted blood, crushed into ruin, and the Drowned Duke lifted his head. The being before him could no longer be called human.
Barbarossa the Drowned Duke had vanished; in his place stood the heteromorphic entity that had been overlaying his existence.
"......Who are you?"
The man laughed.
"Ah, I remember you, O Monarch of Conquerors."
A chilling, bass voice flowed out.
A man resembling a drowned rat stood there. Simultaneously, water-soaked tentacles sprouted one by one across his body.
"And you, the hunter of our kin."
"......!"
A humanoid monster. A ruler possessing high intelligence and power, leading the swarms. Dale felt it intuitively: among them, this monster was unique, alien, and possessed power befitting its status.
"King of Monsters......."
"Monsters, you say?"
At Dale's mutter, the King of Monsters laughed.
"It seems that is what you call us from your perspective."
A bizarre beast. That was their name.
"However, the name we use for ourselves—and the name we use for you lot—is a little different."
"......What is your name for us?"
"We are humans."
"......!"
At those words, Dale's expression froze.
"And do you know what we call you lot?"
"I wonder."
"One day, a meteorite crashed into this planet, and the world was engulfed in a storm of extinction. The apocalypse arrived. We fled to the deepest parts of the world and fell into an endless sleep."
The King of Monsters, who simultaneously claimed to be the King of Humans, spoke.
"In the meantime, the 'intruders' parasitic to the meteorite took root on the surface. They were alien locust swarms that had destroyed several stars, overlaying their existence upon them. After sucking the life out of a star, they would move on to repeat the cycle."
"That's us humans......?"
"Humans? Don't make me laugh."
Only then did the being borrowing the Drowned Duke's appearance reveal its emotions.
"You lot are the real monsters (怪獸)."
A bizarre beast. Dale did not answer.
By now, the man looking like a drowned rat was gone. Countless tentacles sprouted from his body, overlaying a carapace form. Finally, the entity Dale recognized revealed its true appearance.
"In this entire universe, there will never be parasites as nauseating as you lot again."
The King of Monsters, the being who simultaneously claimed to be the 'true human', said.
"I will struggle to protect the home of us humans from you monsters."
"I cannot let that happen."
"I suppose not, Monarch of Conquerors. And the strongest 'human hunter'."
"......."
At that ironic title, Dale let out a dry laugh.
What was truth, and what was a lie? In a world where truth became lies and lies became truth, he could no longer discern anything.
"I am still human."
Nevertheless, nothing would change.
He recalled his promise to Shub: the resolve to remain human until the very end.
"Even if we have no justice, nothing changes."
Dale said.
"Because there is no good or evil in survival."
"Do you truly think so?"
The King of Monsters and King of Humans burst into laughter.
"Is the act of the powerful taking and trampling the homes of the weak truly not evil? Can you look at the suffering of your own kind, trampled and groaning under your destruction, and still claim it is not evil? Do you think both the taker and the taken can truly be free from good and evil?"
"Even if that were evil, nothing would change."
"I suppose so, O King of Conquerors. You are no different."
"What do you mean?"
"The Empire of monsters you defined as evil and brought down—they were saying the exact same thing as you."
"......!"
"Those with power are justice, and those with power can take everything from those without it. How is your argument right now any different from theirs?"
The Empire he believed to be evil and struck down, and their cause.
Ironically, what Dale was arguing here and now was not much different from their claims.
The King of Conquerors, who revered the justice of power and resolved to struggle for survival, stood there.
"......Was that the real truth."
The Monarch of Truth and Shadows smiled bitterly.
Even so, nothing would change.
The King of Humans, the King of Monsters, and the King of Conquerors tightened his grip on his sword.
Behind his back, Shub's mad laughter rang out.
"Only now do you finally reveal your true colors."
In response, the King of Monsters and King of Humans spat out a mockery.
* * *
"Monsters are truly bad!"
In the middle of the story, a young child couldn't hold back and shouted. The pouring sunlight was blinding.
"Why do they try to trample and take away our human homes?"
"That is indeed the question."
At those words, Lise, the Master of the Blue Magic Tower and younger sister of the Shadow Monarch, smiled.
"Still, my brother, the King of Humans, willingly stood against those beings to protect us."
History belongs to the victors. Truths like that didn't matter much anyway, for history and truth are always overlaid according to the tastes of the victors.
"Against the wicked conquerors who tried to trample our planet and home, he decided to fight to protect us."
There were only the victors.
Furthermore, upon the land of the victors, only one empire existed.
And the empire had no other name.
Because it was the one and only nation on this terrestrial continent, it was not a common noun.
Just to distinguish it from the empires that had perished in the past, they used the title 'Fourth Empire' for convenience.
* * *
The justice he had believed in until now had all crumbled away. From the beginning, the Shadow Monarch was not a savior of the righteous.
The justice of power that the Empire claimed: those with power have everything, and those without it lose everything. Therefore, there is only one justice in this world.
Survival of the Strong.
It was no different in any world. The world of the past was like that, the world of the present is like that, and the world of the future will be like that as well.
The Shadow Monarch was simply the strongest among them.
That was why he could claim justice—because he had the power. That was all. The reason the Shadow Monarch could claim justice wasn't due to moral integrity, but simply because he possessed the power.
He couldn't even laugh.
Still, nothing would change.
"I will fight to protect what I must protect."
Dale said.
"Even if that means taking everything from you."
At those words, the King of Monsters burst into laughter.
At the same time, the land in the area was heaving as if an earthquake were striking.
In the storm that seemed to swallow the entire Archipelago of the Dead Sea, the fortress collapsed.
Above the collapsed fortress, the outside world was finally revealed.
It was a landscape as if the end of the world had arrived.
An uncountable number of 'true humans' were slaughtering the humans of the archipelago.
To Dale, it looked no different from the scenes of the past where monsters devoured people.
He didn't care about justice. Even if it were evil, he didn't mind.
The seven circles and the shadow circle accelerated again and again.
Facing the cruel truth before him, his heart hammered, as if it were about to burst.
Just as it had been until now, it wasn't some plausible realization. But after fitting the final piece of the truth, there was no such thing as hesitation for Dale.
Kwajik!
His heart throbbed as if it would burst.
─ I am with you.
Just then, an intangible touch stroked Dale's neck.
"Noah......."
The goddess of benevolence and mercy who loves people was resting her hand on his arm.
─ I'm here too, Oppa!
The young Shub laughed by Dale's side, as if she refused to lose.
Literally, two goddesses were there. Blessing the Monarch of Conquerors, the mana in the atmosphere and the primordial darkness overlaid Dale's heart and his shadow.
The power of the two goddesses was finally dwelling within Dale.
Light and darkness, gold and shadow, truth and lies. Now, for Dale, those things were no longer important. A Shadow Monarch, and at the same time, a being in whom the ugliness of gold dwells.
The Monarch of Black Gold (黑金) finally lifted his head.
Along with the eight circles accelerating in his heart, and the eight shadow circles.
This was not a fight to protect the world.
──The fight to take the world had begun.
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* * *
The King of Humans and the King of Monsters clashed.
The clash would determine the true humans; the defeated side would be branded 'monster' and reborn as the evil of history.
History belongs to the victors, and strength is justice.
This land was not theirs. But that changed nothing.
The Shadow Monarch did not hesitate to embrace the ugliness of gold, and two goddesses were with him.
Accelerating his eight Circles and the Shadow Circle, the Monarch of Black Gold, Dale, lifted his head.
The mana filling the earth and the primordial darkness held by Shub began to scatter in all directions.
Those beings were calling themselves 'humans'.
"Aaaaaah!"
"A monster, it's a monster!"
The true rulers of this planet were rising to their feet, one by one.
Emerging from the deepest parts of the world onto the land, they began to unilaterally slaughter the people of the Four Seas Archipelago.
It was a scene as horrific as the end of the world. Yet, it was all too familiar to Dale—unforgettable.
The starving monsters were hunting their prey.
"This is something that rightfully belongs to us."
Leaving the screams echoing from all sides, the King of Monsters spoke. The raging sea air was thick with the scent of salt.
"It is a battle to reclaim what you invaders have seized and snatched away."
"I cannot allow that."
"Are you trying to deny the truth and resist, King of the False Humans?"
"......."
"We are the true humans of this planet. And you bastards are nothing more than monsters invading our world."
"Why should I believe your words?"
"You know the truth as well."
"Having come this far, truth or lies no longer matter."
"Was the truth you shouted so loudly about until now also something that didn't matter? O, Monarch of Truth and Shadow."
The King of the true humans mocked him. At the very end, what Dale had obtained was the ugliness of gold.
"......."
The Monarch of Black Gold stood there.
Facing him was the King of Monsters, wearing the shell of Barbarossa the Drowned Duke.
Leaving the endless slaughter unfolding on all sides, Dale reached out his arm.
8th Circle.
The power of the five mages once called the pinnacle of the continent—a power greater than the sum of all five of them—finally raised its head.
Fwoooong!
Darkness wrapped around Dale's body, coating him in the Armor of Dark Blood.
At the same time, jet-black tentacles tore through the earth and began to coil toward the monsters.
Toward the countless monsters rising from the sea onto the land, one by one, two by two.
The Monarch of Black Gold gripped his sword tighter. At the same time, he lowered his head.
In his shadow, a truth even he did not know was reflected like a mirror.
"......Old Mother of Darkness."
Why does she love humans, and why is she with me? Now, I think I understand.
"Were you our mother?"
─ You have realized it only now. My child, my Black Young.
Dark Young.
As Dale, his kin, and the 'true humans' here said, their existence was never of this land.
"What do you desire?"
─ I merely wish for my children, and my seeds, to spread far and wide.
The Old Mother of Darkness answered as if amused.
That was the reason Shub was by Dale's side, and furthermore, the reason the Shadow Monarch could be with Shub.
─ Now, go and take this planet into your hands. You have the right and the power to do so. My black, young lamb.
"......."
The Old Mother of Darkness spoke, and Dale did not answer.
He simply could not understand what he had been fighting for all this time, shouting about truth and lies.
Involuntarily, Charlotte's face came to mind. He had not hesitated to reveal the truth to her.
It was a cruel truth, and Charlotte and Dale would never be able to go back to how they were before.
Who truly had the right to possess the planet? In the battle between truth and lies, the place where Dale stood was, in the end, a lie.
Just as the Shadow Monarch had done until now, he would have to accept the truth he could not escape, and the lie would have to step aside.
However, he could not do that.
He watched the army of monsters still rising from beyond the sea. The true humans. When they took what they rightfully deserved as the rulers of this land, he imagined the tragedy the false humans would face.
He recalled the old world that the Hero of the Otherworld had failed to protect and had given up.
"......Do not forgive us."
As the monarch of the false humans, for the sake of those he had to protect, Dale reached out his arm.
* * *
"And so, the 'Fourth Empire,' called the greatest in the world, began."
Lise, the Blue Mastermind, said.
"Against the invaders trying to steal the world, my older brother willingly fought them. And he won."
"──As expected of His Majesty the Emperor!"
At those words, a child laughed, shouting the name.
"How did His Majesty defeat the monsters all by himself?"
"Under the protection of the goddess and the blessing of mana, he drew a sword filled with his nobility."
A child asked, and Lise answered.
"And he fought against the army of monsters trying to steal our land, continuing the struggle until the very last one fell."
"──Lise."
It was then.
A voice was heard. The children held their breath for a moment and turned their heads.
"......Older Brother."
"Were you telling them an old story, Lise?"
Lise smiled silently.
"Your Majesty!"
"I, I humbly greet His Majesty the Emperor!"
Those present were the children of noble families honing their magic under the Blue Mastermind. And the ruler of this empire, to whom they had to pledge their loyalty, was there.
"That's right."
And his younger sister, Lise of the Sachsen Imperial Family, answered with a smile.
"How my brother protected this world, and how he stood against the invaders and struck them down."
"It's a story from my childhood."
Dale, the Monarch of Black Gold, answered with a bitter smile.
Dale had no way of knowing what story Lise had been telling the children. The only thing certain was that the story was by no means the cruel truth.
"Because my brother is a person who would do anything to protect the world."
"Yes, that is the truth."
Lise said. Dale answered bitterly.
It was an event that took place in the Imperial Palace of the Empire on a day when the sunlight was pouring down.
* * *
The Monarch of Black Gold stood there.
He was the one standing alone against the endless army of monsters filling the sea, beyond the horizon.
However, his hunt was never to protect the world. It was to take their world away.
The Black Young finally revealed his true form.
His power as a monster hunter, the heteromorphic abilities he awakened suddenly one day—none of it was 'heteromorphic'.
That was the true form their race had possessed from the beginning.
The Awakened—it was truly as the word suggested.
The Black Young finally finished his childhood and grew up.
By standing against the monsters who claimed to be the true humans, and by being reborn as a being even more monstrous than they were.
The Monarch of Black Gold reached out his arms toward the night sea where monsters were surging.
Waterspouts rose, and countless pillars of water began to swallow the monsters like a black hole.
At the same time, the Monarch of Black Gold kicked off the ground toward the monsters on land.
The night of the hunt had begun.
* * *
Dale was talking to the children learning magic under the Blue Mastermind.
"Your Majesty."
Charlotte Orhardt, now the Empress of the Empire and Charlotte of Sachsen, appeared there.
"I told you there's no need to call me that."
"People are watching, Your Majesty."
As Dale said this awkwardly, Charlotte answered with a smile.
Charlotte was no longer a child who didn't know the world.
And now, there was no one in this world who remembered the Shadow Monarch, the past of humans, and furthermore, the truth of the monsters.
Just as the truth of the hero was in the Third Empire long ago.
Charlotte was one of the few who knew the most truth, excluding the parties involved.
At the very end, she too chose silence.
"From the beginning, we never had the right to judge justice."
By choosing to tacitly agree to the Shadow Monarch's lie.
"Even the old Empire, which we believed without a doubt to be evil, was the same."
She recalled the enemy they had once joined forces to fight against.
The Great Emperor of Gold, and the Empire of Lies he ruled. They had believed without a doubt that it was the evil they had to strike down.
"Watch your words, Empress."
At Charlotte's words, Lise's expression froze coldly for a moment. As the Blue Mastermind, the ruler who governed the magic tower of schemes and lies.
"That's enough, Lise."
However, it was Dale who cut off Lise's words.
"......Older Brother."
"If we do this, how are we any different from them?"
"There would be no difference at all."
Charlotte answered as if mocking herself. Lise's expression froze again, and the children tilted their heads, unable to understand their tension.
"......This empire is not an empire that exists for us."
Dale shook his head quietly. And looking at the children by Lise's side, he continued calmly.
"Everything I have fought for and built up is for all of us."
"Your Majesty's will is correct."
Lise smiled and nodded. Charlotte also kept silent and affirmed his words.
* * *
"I humbly greet His Majesty the Emperor of the Empire!"
The new empire, the Imperial Palace that Dale of Sachsen had once built in the Sachsen Ducal Castle in the north, was there.
Beyond the Imperial Palace, an endless frozen wasteland stretched out, but no one dared to think of complaining about the cold.
Because the heart of the most powerful and mighty empire in the world was another name for the Sachsen Imperial Territory.
Countless retainers stood in endless rows, bowing their heads toward their monarch.
A grand and gloomy Gothic-style great hall.
At the end of it, on the throne of black gold, the Emperor of the Empire sat.
He was once the Black Prince of Sachsen, the Duke who took the name of the Duke of Pitch-Black after his father, and he had called himself the Watcher of Kings.
In the end, the man was reborn as the ruler of a new empire.
By defeating the invaders of this land at the end of the world, and being reborn as a hero.
The sailors saved by the Emperor's hands on the Four Seas Archipelago that day still brag about the Emperor's exploits like a heroic tale.
To them, it was an army of monsters trying to swallow the world, and the Emperor of the Empire had volunteered to stand alone against them and willingly protected the world.
That was their truth. Nothing would change.
─ It is a truly beautiful scene.
The young girl with goat horns smiled as if she found it lovely, and Dale did not answer.
Nothing was ending. Still, not a single thing.
Just as it had been until now, and just as it would be in the future.
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* * *
「1. Charlotte」
The Empire of the Black Sheep.
An Emperor reigned over that empire.
He hated the 'Empire' more than anyone, a man who had devoted his life to tearing it down with his own hands.
The Saxony Imperial Palace.
Charlotte, once the daughter of the God Sword and the head of the Grand Duchy of Lancaster, now reborn as the Emperor's wife, spoke.
"When you disappeared that day, I was finally able to understand my own feelings."
When Dale departed alone for the Archipelago of the Four Seas to face the 'King of Monsters,' Charlotte, left behind, finally understood.
"That I truly love you."
"..."
"And you, to save us humans, defeated the army of monsters all by yourself."
Charlotte said.
"To defeat those evil invaders trying to steal this land, and to save humanity."
That was the story Lise, the Blue Mastermind, had told the children long ago—a story that packaged and obscured the cruel truth people could not bear, told by the Blue Mastermind herself.
Just as Dale was no longer a child, Lise was no longer a child either.
"You know that isn't the truth."
"We all know that the truth doesn't really matter."
"Even so, I don't want to lie to you anymore."
Dale said. That was why he told Charlotte the truth.
"At least to you..."
"Thank you, Dale."
Charlotte smiled faintly. Nevertheless, this world was full of lies. People still did not know the truth, living their lives believing in history rewritten by the powerful. That fact was something Charlotte simply could not understand.
"Is there really any meaning in what we fought for?"
"...Who knows."
Dale trailed off, laughing. The Shadow Monarch, the truth—he had stood against the Empire without doubting that name, believing it was right. However, in the end, the Shadow Monarch chose the ugliness of gold.
"We must try to make it meaningful."
"Yes, we must."
Charlotte smiled.
"...Even if it's just for the sake of our child."
「2. Alan」
When Dale found him, the man stood aged by the ravages of time.
"Father."
"You've come, Dale."
Even so, his eyes still held the wisdom to pierce through the world. The man welcomed his son with a smile, as he always did.
"In my new empire..."
After a silence, Dale spoke. A faint agitation flickered across Alan's expression.
"Your role, Father, is more desperate than anything."
"Did I not tell you? I would no longer involve myself in the affairs of the mundane world."
Alan's resolve remained firm. Dale asked calmly in return.
"Are you denying my empire?"
"That was not my intention."
The hermit shook his head quietly.
"Your younger sister, and those loyal to your empire—are there not already countless numbers of them?"
"I simply still have need of your wisdom, Father."
"You no longer need to crave the wisdom of anyone."
"...That day, I slaughtered the true humans of this land."
Dale said. It was a truth that, like the Hero of the Otherworld, only a few in this empire knew.
"Only then did I finally understand the ugliness of gold, which continues to struggle even while knowing it is nothing but a lie."
"I am not trying to blame you."
"No, that is not it."
Dale shook his head coldly.
"Everyone I have told the truth says the same thing: that my actions were not wrong, that I only did what had to be done."
Dale finally revealed a weakness he had shown to no one else.
"However, I can feel that the look in their eyes is no longer the same. They fear the empire I have built; they fear me. Even those I believed to be closest to me look at me with expressions of awe and reverence."
"Dale..."
As if sobbing, pouring out the resentment that had built up within him, Dale spoke.
"Tell me, Father. Have I become no different from the Emperor you all feared so much?"
He recalled his rival who had once reigned over this continent: the Monarch of Black Gold, Great Emperor Arthur.
"Fighting monsters only to become another monster myself—is that my ending?"
"Do not blame yourself so much."
"I am just... that fact is so painful. That the things I have fought for have no meaning, and furthermore, that I have met an ending no different from those I fought against."
"Why do you think you are the same as them?"
Alan asked.
"Your fight is not meaningless. I can tell you that because I am the one who knows the old empire best."
The man affirmed his son until the very end.
Even if that son possessed the portrait of a terrifying monster, he did not care.
「3. King of Monsters」
That day, countless waterspouts were raging over the churning night sea.
In a landscape that looked as if the end of the world had arrived, the King of Monsters stood. However, he was by no means the one bringing about the end.
He, too, was nothing more than a victim being unilaterally trampled.
"So that was your true form..."
The King of Monsters mocked.
Before him was the most terrifying existence in the world.
Like the Mother of Darkness of old, it was a 'monster' whose body was wrapped in indescribable tentacles.
Before that existence, even the army of monsters filling the horizon was nothing more than trivial creatures being trampled and ravaged.
The real monster was there. All other existences were merely prey being trampled before it.
"Look at yourself, you monarch of conquerors who invades, tramples, and steals from this planet."
"..."
"That ugly appearance of yours—you are the true King of Monsters."
However, that existence no longer denied his own truth.
There was no such thing as a human there.
Every one of those existences who called themselves 'human' was nothing more than a monster, far removed from humanity and hideous beyond measure.
"Then I shall ask, you who claim to be a true human."
The Monarch of Black Gold, the most terrifying existence in the world, asked.
"What is a human?"
"..."
The King of Monsters did not answer.
"I am the true human."
However, the Monarch of Black Gold, the most terrifying existence in the world, did not hesitate.
"The ugliness I possess, this hideous appearance—where else could there be such undeniable proof of a human?"
The monster stretched out his arms. Countless tentacles spread out, swallowing the monsters. Screams rang out.
A human was hunting monsters. And that human had countless tentacles and horns.
A massacre from which no one could escape began.
It was a night of hunting.
「4. Sepia」
"I am thinking of going on a journey."
At Sepia's words, Dale stiffened.
"Where are you planning to go?"
"I will go wherever my feet take me."
Sepia said.
"Are you planning to leave alone?"
"..."
Sepia did not answer immediately.
"Will you come with me?"
After a silence, Sepia asked.
"The two of us?"
"Yes."
Sepia answered. Dale was momentarily flustered by the unexpected request.
"But that cannot be. This is your home now. You have things you must protect, and a family and a country you must guard."
"..."
"Do not worry. No matter where you go, you won't be able to escape the Blue Spiderweb, will you?"
Sepia smiled, as if to say there was nothing to worry about.
"Wherever you are, you will be watching over me. I know that fact as well. That is why I can leave without hesitation."
"Please promise me we will see each other again."
"We will see each other again."
Sepia said. At those words, Dale nodded.
"I loved you."
"Yes, you were my first love."
Sepia laughed, as if amused. First love. At the same time, because of the distance that word held, Dale could not continue.
"Treat Charlotte with care. And..."
Sepia continued.
"Do not forget what you fought for."
"I can't even remember what I fought for anymore."
Dale laughed self-deprecatingly. However, Sepia did not laugh.
"You fought for the things you believed in."
Without a shred of laughter, Sepia said.
"It was not because it was truth or a lie, but simply because you believed it was right. Do not deny your journey."
"Sepia, you will continue to watch over this world, won't you?"
"I suppose so."
"Someday, a very long time from now..."
Dale continued.
"When my empire has fallen and the era has come to an end, I will come to see you."
He spoke of a future that couldn't even be promised.
"At that time, let's go on a journey together."
"Let's do that."
Sepia smiled quietly. She leaned in and kissed him—a fleeting moment.
"I will be waiting for the day we can go on a journey together again."
With those words, Sepia turned away. Watching her recede, Dale could not say a word.
「5. Lise」
"Why are you suffering so much, Brother?"
When his younger sister Lise said that, she was no longer the little girl Dale knew.
A genius mage with eight circles, the Blue Mastermind standing at the pinnacle of the continent.
The innocent girl Dale remembered was gone. And Lise knew better than anyone how to use the power given to her.
"The things I do are only to make your world better."
"Is that your wish?"
"I remember the words you said to me when you first taught me magic, Brother."
Lise said with a smile.
"I still wish for people to be happy through my magic."
"...Is that so?"
"Sometimes, it is better not to know the truth and to swim in sweet lies."
"I suppose so."
"The empire you built, and the people of that empire, will all be happy."
Lise said.
"Because I exist for that."
The Blue Mastermind said, and Dale laughed bitterly.
"You will just be left alone until the end, carrying the cruel truths of this world, won't you, Brother?"
"..."
"Every time I see you suffering before the truth, my heart breaks too."
Lise said.
"Answer me, Brother. Is it worth it?"
Lise asked.
"It's not worth anything."
Dale answered, shaking his head quietly.
"But it is work that someone has to do."
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* * *
「6. The Empire」
A distant past, long forgotten, back when the Blue Tower Master was still a young girl who knew nothing of the world.
Immediately after the King of Humans struck down the King of Monsters, the monarchs of every nation were summoned to a single location.
Seats were strictly assigned by status, and among them, Dale occupied the highest.
The Monarch of Black Gold.
In the wake of the Third Empire's collapse, countless independent nations had sprouted like bamboo shoots after rain, but it was nothing more than a fleeting daydream.
War broke out incessantly between nations.
No matter how much the Watcher of Kings observed, and no matter how much he tried to suppress them with force, he could not halt every war.
Blood still stained the land, and in the eyes of the King of Humans, it was folly beyond compare.
That was why he intended to rule directly.
To ensure the people of this land would no longer repeat their folly, he decided to weave the entire continent into the Blue Spiderweb under one nation and one system, watching over them all.
Once the decision was made, he summoned the monarchs of every nation.
"From this moment on, I announce the beginning of a new Empire."
The Monarch of Black Gold spoke, and the sound of sharp intakes of breath rippled through the room.
"This gathering shall be recorded as the first Imperial Council, announcing the birth of the new Empire and establishing its consensus."
Only one nation would exist on this continent; the minor nobles and lords present were no exception.
"Monarchs who do not agree with my will, speak your minds."
Silence descended at Dale's words. They understood the implication all too well.
No one dared object to the Emperor.
The Fourth Empire began just like that.
「7. Lise」
"Brother, I've finally awakened the 3rd Circle!"
When his younger sister Lise said that, she was no longer a little girl.
She had grown up, and like Dale, the bloodline's talent had finally begun to bloom.
"That is excellent."
Dale smiled.
"Have you seen your world?"
Every mage has their own world. As a mage who had just awakened hers, Lise smiled without hesitation.
"I saw a world where people become happy through my magic."
"You still desire that."
"Yes! That is why I am learning magic."
Lise smiled. It was the expression of a girl so innocent she still did not know the world.
"Just as Brother is changing this world."
However, at Lise's next words, Dale's smile faltered.
"It's a country built to stop the fighting of monarchs and bring about a peaceful world, isn't it?"
"Yes, that's right."
Dale smiled.
"I believe in the Empire that Brother will build."
Lise said that without doubt.
"Lise is the only one who believes in me."
Hearing those words, Dale smiled bitterly.
When Dale announced he would build his Empire, his father had smiled with an expression that was nothing short of complicated.
Charlotte was the same; Sepia and Orelia, all those closest to him, were the same.
Nevertheless, that day, when he struck down the true King of Monsters at the Four Seas Archipelago...
Dale realized he had become something irreversible.
In the eyes of his changed self, too many things in this world were misaligned. It was a decision made to correct that.
Dale's actions no longer required anyone's permission or understanding. He told himself he didn't care if no one understood him.
Even so, until the very end, Lise believed in Dale.
"I will work even harder so that I can quickly become a strength to Brother, too!"
She dreamed of the world she desired—a world where everyone became happy through her magic.
「8. The Unification War」
As time passed, one Empire swallowed the continent. Several lords joined forces to resist, burning with the will to fight, willing to risk war.
However, such a war never came to pass.
The Emperor of the new Empire sought out the resisting monarchs alone.
"I do not wish to fight you."
"O-our demands..."
"Kneel."
The King of Humans said.
"Do you wish for me to swallow everyone living in this castle and the entire army of this region?"
"A-ah...!"
In the eyes of the monarchs present, that existence was by no means human.
The most terrible and ugly creature in the world stood before them.
The son of the Old Mother.
Indescribable, grotesque tentacles wriggled to persuade the lambs present.
—Ah, my lovely child.
The Old Mother of Darkness wrapped around her son as if he were precious, and some, terrified, swung their swords toward the entity.
Surging tentacles wrapped around their swords and snatched their bodies. The voices of those groaning in pain rang out, but that was all.
"I do not wish for meaningless slaughter."
The King of Humans said.
"Kneel."
However, in their eyes, the entity before them was nothing more than the King of Monsters.
They recalled the heroic tale of how the Duke of Saxony once defeated the army of monsters at the Four Seas Archipelago. What could the entity before them be if not a monster? They thought so, but no one dared voice it.
Just like that, those who stood in the way of the new Empire knelt, and the Empire was victorious without a single war.
「9. Charlotte (2)」
The Duchy of Saxony became Imperial Territory, and the castle built there was reborn as the Imperial Palace.
Grand Duchess Charlotte of Lancaster officially became the Emperor's wife, and a child was born to them.
In the north of the continent, in the heart of the new Empire.
"Lovely child."
"Yes."
Fortunately, the child was human beyond any doubt.
Charlotte could not control her sobbing and embraced her child.
"To think the day would come when you become a father and I become a mother."
With an expression that felt unreal, yet with teary eyes, Charlotte smiled. Dale silently held her hand.
"I'm happy, to an unbelievable degree."
"Yes."
Dale nodded quietly.
"Do we deserve to enjoy such happiness?"
"Why do you think we don't?"
Dale asked, as if he could not understand.
"This world lies beneath our feet."
"......That is true."
Hearing those words, Charlotte smiled bitterly—a smile that didn't know what to say.
"Because this world is entirely yours."
"It is a world that exists for you and our child."
Dale, saying that, was the King of Humans beyond any doubt. Charlotte did not answer, only smiled silently.
Very bitterly.
Because of the distance—as if she were looking at herself having become a monster—it pained Dale's heart.
「10. The Blue Mastermind」
By the time the Empire no longer felt new, Lise's daily achievements in honing her magic were astonishing.
As the Blue Tower Master, the sorceresses who assisted Dale supported her learning.
The magic tower of lies and schemes, which deceives people, plants falsehoods, and overlays truths as needed.
After Lise realized the truth, she accepted it more calmly than expected.
"Do you not despise it?"
"Why would I?"
Dale, who had taught Lise the truth of the Blue, asked. Lise shook her head, as if she simply could not understand.
"Happiness is like a dream."
Lise answered.
"Because there are times when it is best not to wake up."
In Lise, who said that, the appearance of the innocent young girl who did not know the world could no longer be found.
It is not just Dale who grows as time passes. Lise, too, must have accepted the world in her own way and reached her own answer regarding its principles.
"I still want to make people happy."
Therefore, Lise did not refuse to willingly inherit the power of the Blue.
"I feel like I've finally found the work I must do."
"Is that so."
She, too, was a mage who carried the blood of Saxony. And Dale knew the weight that dwelt in that blood.
"I want to see a world that stops meaningless slaughter and does not have people shedding blood while waging meaningless wars."
"I, too, desire that."
"Please allow me to join Brother's Empire."
Lise said.
"Let us build a world where everyone can be happy together."
At those words, the sorceresses of the Blue Magic Tower bowed politely, as if they had finally found their new head.
"It won't be easy."
"I am prepared."
Just as Dale's father had passed that position on to Dale, it was time for Dale, too, to pass on his position.
The new Blue Tower Master.
Just as Dale's mother had been long ago, the Blue Mastermind and another Arachne was born.
Scattering her spiderwebs all over the continent to change this world for the better.
「11. Happily Ever After」
The Emperor, the Empress, and the Emperor's parents.
"I am proud of you, Dale."
Elena said with a smile. Although she was already facing the twilight of her life, she remained a beautiful mother.
"I, too, am proud of Mother."
"He would be very proud of you, too."
"I hope that I am, too."
Dale smiled bitterly. At the same time, beside him, the child in Charlotte's arms burst into tears.
"Oh my."
"I'm sorry, Mother."
"There is nothing to blame. Babies are always like that, aren't they?"
Charlotte soothed the whimpering child with embarrassment, and Elena smiled as if even that were lovely.
"Ah, both of you, come quickly."
The last to join were Dale's father, Alan, and his younger sister, Lise.
They sat together, and finally, the Imperial court painter began to capture their likeness on canvas.
The lovely couple and their child, father and mother, and even the younger sister.
In the silence, the soft scratching of painting tools rang out.
The painter was capturing the most noble, great, and harmonious family in the world.
"I'm happy."
Elena could not hold back her emotion and smiled.
"I am, too."
Alan smiled, embracing Elena as he said that.
「12. The Beginning of the Journey」
Chiiik!
It was a steam-powered train. It was evidence that several empires had been born and fallen, dynasties had repeated, the form of the nation had changed, and a new revolution had arrived.
Around the time when the Monarch of Gold and Shadow, and even their struggles, were dismissed as nothing more than stories in distant legends.
The train's departure was near, and gentlemen in suits began to move.
A man was also there.
He had the appearance of a very young boy.
He wore black bandages over his eyes, and nothing existed beyond them.
That did not mean he could see the scenery he was missing.
He just tapped his cane, fumbling like a blind man who could not see ahead, and it was right then—
A hand reached out toward the boy, blocking his cane. It was a hand that was affectionate beyond compare.
"Sepia-nim."
"The train will be departing soon."
The woman in a suit whispered, hiding her ears beneath the wide brim of her hat. The boy nodded.
"What train is it?"
"Well."
Sepia tilted her head with a smile.
"Wouldn't anywhere be fine?"
"That's true."
Hearing those words, the boy smiled.
End
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Side Story.
I wanted to make everyone happy with magic.
That was why I needed magic that could make everyone happy.
When a naive girl who knew nothing of the world obtained the wisdom of the Blue, she faced the truth of the world once more.
Even after becoming the Blue Mastermind who ruled over the Magic Tower of lies and schemes, Lise still wished for everyone's happiness.
It was the same when the Third Empire collapsed and Dale declared himself the Monarch of Black Gold, ascending to the pinnacle of a new empire.
"I believe in the empire that you will build, Brother."
"You are the only one who believes in me, Lise."
Nothing would change.
I wanted to stand by my proud brother and help him achieve the dream he desired.
And one day, a single realization carved an eighth Circle into Lise's heart.
'An illusion that never wakes cannot be distinguished from happiness.'
The key to the magic that could make everyone happy lay right there.
* * *
"Lise."
Her brother sat upon the throne of Black Gold. The Fourth Empire, built upon the ruins of the Golden Empire he had torn down.
Just as one empire had fallen and another had been built, long ago.......
"......What are you trying to do?"
"I am inheriting the throne, Brother."
──The Empress of Lies spoke.
Once again, one empire was falling, and another was about to be built.
"You are telling a funny joke, Lise."
However, hearing those words, Dale burst into laughter, as if mocking his naive younger sister.
The King of humans and the King of Monsters. The monarch of gold and shadow, lies and truth.
As the Great Emperor of Black Gold, whom no one on the continent dared to defy.
"It is no joke."
Nevertheless, his younger sister, Lise of Saxony, who stood facing the Great Emperor of Black Gold, did not smile.
"It is for your happiness, Brother, and for everyone in this world."
"You still do not know what you are saying."
Fwoooosh!
As if to threaten Lise, the Shadow Cloak Dale wore swallowed the surroundings. The light faded, and phantoms within the darkness began to roam the great hall.
But Lise, the Blue Mastermind standing before the King of humans, was never intimidated.
"An illusion that never wakes cannot be distinguished from happiness, and a lie that cannot be realized cannot be distinguished from the truth."
The landscape of the world crumbled, centered on the ground where she stood. What was overlaid upon it was, without a doubt, Lise's world.
A barrier of ideology, unfurled by a naive girl who once wished for everyone's happiness, now that she had realized the truth of the world.
And that world had a landscape vastly different from the one Dale remembered of Lise.
"......!"
Clatter!
At the same time, blue chains coiled around, beginning to bind Dale. Only then did he finally understand: her resolve was no lie.
"I will build a world where everyone can be happy, an empire where everyone can be happy."
And her resolve had taken root long before Dale realized the anomaly.
"A world without meaningless slaughter, and without meaningless wars that spill blood."
"I, too, desire that."
"Yes, we promised to build a world together where everyone could be happy."
"Then why are you trying to pull me down?"
"......."
Lise did not answer immediately.
"Because you......"
Silence descended. But it was by no means a long silence.
"Because you, Brother, are wearing such a sorrowful expression."
At the end of the silence, the Blue Mastermind spoke.
"I do not wish to watch you shoulder such unhappiness any longer, just to build a world where everyone can be happy."
"I am not unhappy."
"Do you truly think so?"
Lise asked back as if mocking him. Dale could not answer easily.
"What I desire is a world where 'everyone' can be happy. And I do not want you, Brother, to become the scapegoat of suffering for all of humanity."
"......So you intend to shoulder that suffering yourself."
"No, no one needs to be a scapegoat for this suffering."
Lise smiled quietly.
"Because in the new empire I will bring, no one needs to be unhappy."
"......."
"No, even if someone must shoulder that suffering──I do not want you, Brother, to be that scapegoat."
"It is a job someone must do, Lise."
"Why......"
At Dale's words, Lise muttered as if she could not understand.
"Why do you always try to be that 'someone'?!"
She broke the composure she had desperately maintained, as if sobbing.
"I remember how much you sacrificed for humans. Even if everyone in the world fears you and points fingers at you, I remember how much you sacrificed for our happiness!"
Lise raised her voice, as if she could not comprehend it.
"I do not want to see you suffering for us anymore. You deserve to enjoy happiness, Brother. No, you must. Even if the whole world fears you and points fingers at you."
Dale did not answer, simply because he did not know what to say.
"What I wanted from the beginning was your happiness, Brother. That was my 'world'."
"......."
"Look around you, Brother. Look at Your Majesty the Emperor."
Lise reached out her arms mockingly.
"Everyone is afraid and terrified of you. No one understands your true heart."
At the same time, her world was replaying the scenery Dale remembered from long ago.
Those kneeling and groveling before the new Emperor, the fear and dread etched on their faces. Even those closest to Dale were no exception.
Where did it go wrong? He did not know.
"Your pretense of evil ends here, Brother."
"......What do you want me to do?"
"I only wish for you to be happy, Brother."
"You do not realize that the things you are doing now will only drive me further into unhappiness."
At Dale's words, Lise smiled quietly.
"You always justified your responsibilities like that, Brother."
"......."
"Even though those you love most fear you, revere you, and drift away, you have not changed. You act as if that suffering and responsibility are yours alone to shoulder, believing without a doubt that through these acts, you will be the scapegoat for the sins of humanity."
Lise said, as if there was nothing left to hide.
"I only wish for you to be honest with yourself, Brother."
With those words, Lise reached out her arms.
Countless blue chains were swirling.
In this world, no one can defeat the King of humans. Who would dare to face the 'Monarch' who holds eight Circles and the Circle of Shadows?
That was how it should have been.
"I remember the world you showed me when I was young, Brother."
Lise giggled as if she were having fun.
"That world you showed me was everything to me."
"......."
"Please keep dreaming, Brother."
Lise said.
"And please, do not wake up from that dream."
"Lise......!"
Before Dale could even open his mouth to say anything, his world sank into darkness.
* * *
"Dale."
A voice called out. He startled, sitting up, and a very familiar face greeted him.
"Sepia-nim......?"
"Why are you like that, Dale?"
At Sepia's words, Dale looked around immediately. It was the courtyard of the Saxony 'Duchy Castle', no different from any other day.
"Is it not time for your Blue magic lesson?"
"......."
Sepia tilted her head as if she could not understand, and Dale remained silent without a word.
"I had a dream."
"A dream?"
"......Yes."
At the end of the silence, Dale spoke.
"It was a dream where I was making sacrifices for the happiness of the people of the world."
"The happiness of the people of the world."
At those words, Sepia let out a laugh as if she were amused.
"Was it worth doing?"
"I wonder."
Dale trailed off and remained silent.
"It was just a job someone had to do."
At the end of the silence, Dale answered.
"──Lise, even if you do not wish for it."
Crash!
At the same time, the landscape collapsed as if a glass window had shattered.
"......Why."
Leaving behind the shattering landscape, a voice spoke—a voice all too familiar.
"It is time to wake up from the dream, Lise."
With those words, pitch-black darkness began to swirl under Dale's feet.
"......That cannot be."
Nevertheless, Lise was still blocking Dale's path.
"Because it was you, Brother, who was dreaming from the beginning."
With those words, Dale's world shifted once again.
Only then could he finally realize.
"......Was it your doing from the start?"
─ Forgive me, Brother.
Inside Dale's shadow, the corners of a mouth tore open like a crescent moon, grinning.
"Does my forgiveness mean anything to you?"
─ Humans are such interesting creatures. Don't you think?
"......What did you do to my sister?"
Dale asked back coldly. At those words, Dale's shadow wriggled like a living creature and mocked him.
─ I did nothing.
"Then how did my sister become such a delinquent?"
─ Who knows.
From within the shadow, Shub, the old Mother of Darkness, trailed off as if she were having fun.
─ I am just curious.
"About what?"
─ Which one of you and that child's 'truth' is more true.
"......Truth or lies, I am sick of that kind of nonsense now."
Dale mocked coldly. But before he knew it, a girl in a dress was smirking beside him.
─ That child wouldn't think so, would she?
"Is it that fun to have everyone in the world moving as your puppets?"
─ They are not my puppets; they must be your puppets, Brother.
Shub burst into laughter without a moment's hesitation. Hearing that, Dale smiled bitterly.
"Let me ask you one thing, Shub."
After laughing, Dale asked back.
"It was all your doing, wasn't it?"
For a moment, silence descended. But the silence was not long.
─ Yes.
At the end of the silence, Shub laughed. Seeing that laugh, Dale answered coldly.
"Lise is not your plaything. Let her go."
─ Do you really think so?
"Yes."
─ Then let's make a bet.
"I cannot bet my sister."
─ Yes, I know.
At those words, Shub burst into laughter as if she had been waiting.
─ Let's play a game with me.
After laughing, Shub said.
"What game?"
─ A game to protect the things you love, Brother.
Without even a shred of emotion, the old Mother of Darkness giggled.
Dale could not smile. Nevertheless, nothing would change.
The final game had begun.
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* * *
The final game had begun, and the Shadow Monarch Dale raised his head.
Another Shadow Monarch, the Shadow Queen, stood before him.
"Please, stop sacrificing yourself for this world, Brother."
"......Lise."
Lise, who styled herself as the Blue Mastermind of lies and schemes, was paradoxically fighting for her truth more than anything else.
The truth she saw was singular: a world where her beloved brother atoned for the sins of the world and suffered for it.
The weight he carried as both the King of Humans and the King of Monsters was so harrowing and pitiful that she could not bear it.
"The Black, White, and Red Magic Towers have already been reborn as puppets of our 'Sorceress Council'."
Lise said. Following behind her were the sorceresses who now pledged their loyalty to the new 'Blue Mastermind'.
"The Four Magic Towers and their Masters that uphold your Empire, the nobles of the Empire—they are all ensnared within my Blue Spiderweb."
"......."
"This Empire is no longer your Empire, Brother. They are all puppets bound by the Blue Spiderweb."
"You've certainly prepared quite a lot behind my back."
"His Majesty the Emperor has always trusted me, after all."
"And to think you would use that trust to betray me like this."
Watching Dale, who had been reborn as the Monarch of Black Gold after the struggle between gold and shadow, Lise smiled silently.
"......I am not performing these actions seeking your understanding or forgiveness, Brother."
Lise said. Following her resolve, eight Circles accelerated, and blue mana erupted once again.
"That was your way, and the Empire's way. The way of a 'Monarch' who requires no one's understanding or permission."
"Indeed, Lise. I'm glad you know that."
Hearing those words, Dale smiled quietly. He could not know what Shub was plotting. She did not respond to Dale's call.
For now, the girl with the goat horns was standing by the side of the 'Shadow Queen'.
However, the powers she had granted—the primordial darkness and the cold of the apocalypse—had not vanished. The Book of the Black Goat, eight Circles, and eight shadow Circles still loomed within Dale's heart.
"And it seems you are mistaken about something."
The Monarch of Black Gold finally opened his mouth, accelerating his 'sixteen Circles'.
"That it was my power alone that built this Empire from the start, and that I am this Empire itself."
"I know that, Your Majesty the Emperor."
Lise smiled quietly.
"That is why, unless I strike you down and prove my own power, I cannot inherit that name."
"This is your final warning. It is not too late to back down, Lise. No, I am asking you."
Dale said, manifesting the primordial darkness and the cold of the apocalypse, as if to display the power that heralded the beginning and end of the world.
"I do not want to hurt you."
"I, too, am a proud mage of Saxony. And at the same time, I am your younger sister."
Lise smiled quietly at Dale's words.
"I thought I could never compare to you, who is called the greatest genius of the Empire. However, I realized that to save you, I had no choice but to become stronger than you."
"......."
"So, it is I who should be saying those words."
At the same time, blue mana began to coalesce beneath Lise's feet.
"That I, too, do not want to hurt you."
And──.
Along with the blue mana, 'shadows of the Circles' began to accelerate beneath the eight Circles.
Just like a mirror of Dale.
Seeing that sight, Dale's expression froze.
"How on earth...?"
"Have you forgotten that I am your younger sister?"
However, Lise shook her head quietly and smiled.
"What blue symbolizes is the wisdom of schemes and lies. And that wisdom is what made me who I am today."
"......."
"This is the essence of the philosophy I have built up over my entire life."
The primordial darkness, holding the potential to become anything, and the cold of the apocalypse that would arrive at the end of the world began to unfurl.
"『Book of Blood and Mirror』."
Simultaneously, Lise's world was overlaid, centered on the ground she stood upon.
It was unlike the world Lise had shown just a moment ago.
It was a world filled with mirrors in every direction.
"What my mirror has been reflecting from the very beginning has been only one thing."
And within those mirrors, countless versions of Dale resided. Every version of Dale that Lise remembered.
"I have admired you since I was young, and I hoped to become a wonderful mage like you. And now, look."
"......."
"That I am now a being that can never be distinguished from you."
As the Monarch of Black Gold, as the Shadow Monarch, as the Apostle of Winter scattering the cold of the apocalypse, Dale's reflection stood there.
"The blood flowing in our bodies, the talent for magic, the philosophy as a mage—not a single thing is different."
Inside the mirrors filling Lise's world, the Shadow Queen smiled.
Seeing that, Dale scattered his cold to shatter the mirrors filling Lise's world.
But almost simultaneously, Lise's darkness swallowed Dale's cold.
Fwoooong!
Immediately after, Dale's world overlaid the area.
The scenery of a white and dark winter night spread out from his feet, and at the same time, the mirrors filling Lise's world were likewise reflecting that winter night scenery.
"Shub, did you help her?"
─ Why would you think that, Brother?
─ Why would you think that, Brother?
Dale asked, and Shub's voice returned.
"......!"
There were two voices, two Shubs.
Beside Dale and Lise, and within Lise's mirrors, an uncountable number of silent Shubs existed.
"Let me ask you one thing. Does Miss Charlotte still love you as she did before?"
"......."
"Does Sepia-nim still stand by your side?"
He could not answer.
"That's right. All those you love have either feared you or left your side. I am the only one who can understand you."
Lise said from within the world of mirrors.
Darkness and cold, eight Circles and shadow Circles—Lise's existence was, unbelievably, the very mirror of Dale.
However, that she obtained this power in the first place would have been impossible without Shub's help.
This was her game.
He recalled her words about being unable to stand the curiosity of which truth was more truthful.
But at the same time, this was also Lise's will.
It was not a fight between gold and shadow, nor a struggle between truth and lies.
The Shadow Monarch and the Shadow Queen—a fight between truth and truth.
He finally realized. His younger sister was not an opponent he could defeat with such a flimsy mindset as not wanting to hurt her; she was not someone who could be defeated so easily.
She was a stronger and more threatening existence than any opponent Dale had faced until now.
And that was only natural, as she was literally the mirror reflecting himself.
"You've grown a lot, Lise."
"Yes, and that is why I will not hesitate."
To the Shadow Monarch's words, the Shadow Queen replied with a smile.
"I hope you will cast off your heavy burden, Brother, and live for your own happiness."
Darkness and cold swirled. Dale's cold, Lise's darkness, Lise's cold, and Dale's cold.
As the eight Circles and the shadows of the Circles accelerated, the philosophies of the two mages clashed.
The darkness that could become anything collided, harboring potential, and the cold of the apocalypse that would arrive at the end of possibilities swallowed each other's possibilities.
Darkness and cold interlocked like chains, biting at each other's tails.
However, within that clash, the duel that should have been colliding without a single error, like a mirror, was gradually tilting.
"Why......"
Dale gasped, disbelief etched across his face.
"Do you still not understand?"
The Shadow Queen asked back with a cold smile.
At the same time, one of the mirrors spread across her world was projecting a scene.
It was a son revealing his weakness before his aged father, Alan of Saxony.
'I can feel that the look in their eyes when they gaze at me is no longer the same as it used to be. They fear the Empire I built, they fear me, and even those I believed to be closest to me look at me with expressions of awe.'
'Please tell me, Father. Have I become no different from the Emperor you all fear so much?'
'Is my ending to become yet another monster while fighting monsters?'
"......!"
The Dale in that scene was by no means the Great Emperor of Black Gold whom people held in awe.
There stood a human so weak that he looked as if he might break at any moment.
'I am in such pain because of that fact. That the things I have fought for have no meaning, and furthermore, that I have met an ending no different from those I have fought against.'
"Brother......"
The Shadow Queen continued coldly.
"You have become weak."
"......."
"But I have no such weakness. Do you understand, Brother?"
The truth from which he could never escape.
"That I, as I am now, am closer to you than you are yourself."
The Empress of Black Gold, who once sought no one's permission or understanding, said.
"So, Brother, please do not hurt yourself for the sake of the world anymore. Please, just live for your own happiness."
Dale knelt powerlessly, and his younger sister Lise said as she looked down at him.
The duel had finally reached its conclusion.
"Wait, Lise......!"
At the same time, cold swirled through the area, swallowing Dale's existence.
It was not the cold of the apocalypse that heralded the end of existence. It was simple ice, trapping Dale within a frozen tomb, and that was all.
* * *
One Empire collapsed, and a new Empire was built.
Some time after that, the ice melted and Dale awoke from his sleep.
What greeted Dale there was a new world that knew nothing of anything.
A world as unfamiliar as the Hero of the Otherworld had once known.
In that world, there were no longer any people who remembered Dale's existence. It was a peaceful world where there was no need to sacrifice for anything.
However, it was still a world where wars did not cease, and meaningless blood and slaughter did not end.
In the new world, Dale walked on in silence.
A journey began where he did not even know where to go or what to do.
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* * *
For Yupi, a young girl from a mountain village, that day arrived with sudden and cold cruelty.
"Are you for the Emperor, or for the Revolution?"
"Th-the Emperor, Your Majesty!"
A cavalryman of the Iron Cavalry, clad in strange, unfamiliar armor, posed the question. Faced with it, Yupi, a girl who knew nothing of the world, could only choose the side that sounded more powerful.
"......Did you say the Emperor."
"Y-yes! We are just simple people serving the Emperor......"
That answer was the beginning of the tragedy.
"They are those who reject the revolution. Kill them all."
"......!"
"Major, what shall we do with this wench?"
"Do as you please. But make sure to clean up the aftermath."
"I shall follow your orders!"
The Major turned his head, indifferent to his subordinate's lecherous inquiry. Bang! A gunshot rang out. Yupi's father, who had desperately tried to protect her, had his flesh and bone shattered into pieces.
"Kyaaaaaak!"
"Father!"
A scream echoed. Villagers, belatedly begging for their lives, were cut down one by one by the men's weapons.
Tears threatened to burst forth. In the depths of despair, as her mind began to fade into darkness, the men moved to seize Yupi.
"Follow us quietly, you damn wench!"
The man shouted as he grabbed Yupi by her hair, and taking that opportunity, Yupi bit down on the man's finger with all her might.
Yupi scrambled away, squeezing out every ounce of strength. She thought of the man who lived alone in the secluded corner of the village, a place she rarely dared approach.
She remembered how the villagers feared that man, calling him a 'monster.' At the same time, she recalled that she and the villagers owed their lives to that monster.
"Please help me, mister!" Yupi screamed as she ran. The Iron Cavalrymen easily caught up; a mere girl had no hope of escaping their armor and demonic beasts.
"What is this commotion?"
As soon as Yupi's scream rang out again, a man in a robe appeared from the hut.
The shadow cast beneath his robe was incredibly deep.
"There is no mercy for those who cannot accept the revolution."
Seeing that, one of the 'Iron Cavalry' men spat out coldly.
"Did you say revolution?"
The man in the robe tilted his head as if he couldn't understand.
Bang!
The Iron Cavalryman, armed with state-of-the-art armor, extended his arm. At the same time, an unknown, grotesque explosion erupted from his hand.
It was a barrage of death, scattered without a shred of mercy.
Black powder sprayed the air, signaling the carnage to follow.
Yupi screamed, imagining the man's body bursting apart, leaving nothing behind.
That was how it should have been.
"Uh......?"
The man in the robe was still there. As if the barrage pouring toward him were all a lie.
"How many empires have fallen, and how many emperors have died?"
The man countered.
"Which iteration of the empire is the one you wish to topple?"
"Wh-what did you say......?"
The soldier couldn't understand. The words were like a madman's rambling, devoid of context.
"I once toppled the Third Empire. And my empire, too, perished. Then, is the empire you wish to topple the fifth one? Is that weapon the trump card to defeat my younger sister, Lise, and her empire?"
"What kind of bullshit is this bastard......"
How could this man have blocked a strike from the Magic Armor, the cradle of the revolution imbued with the essence of magitech engineering? It was impossible to know. It must have been some kind of mistake or a misfire.
"Kill the dog of the Empire!"
Thinking so, the Iron Cavalryman extended his arm again. The mana circuits embedded in his armor activated, and black powder was sprayed once more.
Kwaang!
The man's flesh and bone burst apart. It was not the man in the robe, but the Iron Cavalryman—a proud member of the Revolutionary Army—who had exploded.
"Uh......?"
"O-our comrade has been hit!"
The Iron Cavalrymen turned toward the man in unison. They didn't know what had happened, only that he had played a trick on their comrade.
"Deploy the armor's tactical stance!"
"Tactical stance engaged!"
The Major and his subordinates roared. Before long, the armor began to writhe like a living creature, wrapping around their bodies.
Clack, clack!
Like reinforced exoskeletons, the armor covered and assimilated with the cavalrymen's bodies, beginning to supply mana.
"......."
Watching that, the man in the robe tilted his head with a moment of interest.
To the man, it was armor that resembled the armored soldiers of the 'old world.' Like the revolution they were crying out for, it must surely be something befitting a new world.
"Death awaits the enemies of the revolution!"
"Death to the enemies of the revolution!"
He didn't know, and he didn't want to. The conviction they shouted constricted him, a mirror reflecting the foolishness of the past.
Leaving behind the sleek, reinforced armor wrapping the 'Iron Cavalry' soldiers, the man smiled bitterly.
Biting cold air scattered from his feet.
Toward the Iron Cavalry, who were wrapping their bodies in the armor of revolution and scattering black powder, a biting cold that could not be understood by the logic of the world raised its head.
Crackle, crack.
There was no way they could understand the cold that the man was scattering.
Even if they were equipped with however advanced weaponry, they could not overcome even the winter that would come at the end of the world.
The Lord of Winter was there.
Cold air was scattered along the man's feet, and it began to swallow the bodies of the Iron Cavalry and freeze them. In front of that, the sparks scattered by the Iron Cavalry's Magic Armor were literally nothing more than children's toys.
"......."
In front of the cosmic winter the man harbored, even the passion of those shouting for revolution could not be an exception.
"For what purpose are you carrying out this revolution?"
"Ah, aaaaaah......."
The man spoke, scattering the cold of the apocalypse. Seeing his comrades fall before the Lord of Winter, one of the Iron Cavalry soldiers collapsed in terror.
"How noble is that cause that you are carrying out such cruelty without a shred of forgiveness or understanding?"
The man countered.
The voice held no mockery. He was simply, purely, asking as if he truly couldn't understand.
"W-we are the Revolutionary Army resisting the dictatorship of the Emperor faction......"
"Look around you."
The man questioned, as if he truly couldn't understand.
"Do the people in this village look like the people of the dictator you wish to oppose?"
"Th-these people defended the Emperor with their own mouths and rejected the revolution!"
"Was that a sin worthy of death?"
The man tilted his head.
The unit commander, the Major, seized the opportunity and kicked off the ground.
An Aura Master who had deployed his armor of ideology, he brought down a strike as swift as it was relentless.
Clang!
The sword held in the Major's hand bounced off, creating a sound as if it had struck steel. Did he parry it with a sword?
Thinking so, the Major raised his head, and soon closed his mouth in astonishment.
The hem of the man's robe was writhing like a living creature.
There was no way the Major could have known that it was a shadow artifact called the 'Shadow Cloak.'
"Assuming that the people here deserve to die for the sole reason of having given a foolish answer......"
The jet-black hem of the robe writhed like a living creature, and an indescribably biting cold was scattered along his feet.
"Your decision to not even gauge your opponent is, likewise, a foolishness worthy of death."
"A, aaaaaah......!"
Kieeeek!
An ear-piercing scream rang out. It was not a form of scream that a creature of this world could let out.
It was the cry of the shadow creatures crouching beneath the lake of shadows that had already been scattered around the man's feet.
The 《Shadow Lurkers》 wrapped around the Iron Cavalry soldiers, scattering their thorny tentacles.
The living thorns of darkness tore apart the armor of the revolution and burrowed between the flesh. Blood and entrails were scattered messily.
"Aargh, aaaaaaaargh!"
Crunch, crunch, crunch!
Flesh, blood, and bone were torn and scattered in a mess. It was a death so terrible that those who had been wrapped in the cold of the apocalypse and frozen were considered fortunate.
The Iron Cavalry of several dozen men had become a number that could be counted on one hand in the blink of an eye. And there was no will left in them to resist any longer.
"S-save me, no, please spare me! I, I beg you like this!"
"Are you seeking my mercy?"
"Where did the cause and ruthlessness of the revolution you were shouting about go?"
The Lord of Cold and Darkness, of Winter and Shadows, questioned.
"You treated me and the people so cruelly, so why should I show you mercy?"
He simply tilted his head, as if he truly couldn't understand.
An unknown fear, as if facing an unknown creature with whom conversation was impossible, gripped them.
"It was a misunderstanding, a misunderstanding!"
"A misunderstanding."
The man smiled bitterly upon hearing those words.
"Many things often stem from misunderstandings that are trivial in the extreme."
Crunch!
At the same time, jet-black skewers rose from within the shadows. Before the Iron Cavalrymen could even return an answer to the man's words, the skewers were driven into the gaps of their armor.
There wasn't even time to scream. Only a sound as empty as a soul escaping rang out.
The monster of winter and shadows turned his head just like that.
Realizing that the darkness cast beneath the robe was facing this way, the strength left Yupi's legs once again.
"A, I, I am......"
"There is nothing to be afraid of."
The man opened his mouth. It was a voice that had softened somewhat, unlike a moment ago.
"A, what is your identity, mister......?"
Hearing that voice, Yupi asked in fear. She hurriedly closed her mouth, regretting that she had asked something she shouldn't have.
"There were many names."
To that question, the man answered with a bitter smile.
"But now, I don't even know what I should call myself."
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* * *
"We must move before nightfall."
"Yes......?"
The man spoke, leaving the corpses of the Iron Cavalry scattered behind them. Yupi caught her breath.
"Judging by their equipment, they were no ordinary force. Even if they were merely scouts, the unit has lost contact. A pursuit squad will be sent to investigate."
"How could that be......."
She muttered, her voice weak. The reality of the ruined village, the corpses, and her collapsed life finally settled in.
"Mom, Dad......."
Her parents and her younger siblings, who were smiling without a care in the world just a short while ago. Before the corpses, so mangled she could barely recognize them, Yupi began to sob.
Was it the Emperor? The revolution?
It was her fault. Her foolish answer had driven her family and her people to their deaths.
"......Please tell me when you are ready."
The man watched her, his expression calm.
"It's all my fault."
"It is not Yupi-yang's fault."
At Yupi's words, the man shook his head quietly.
"It is their fault."
His voice was devoid of emotion, cold beyond measure.
The journey of the man and the girl with nowhere to go began.
* * *
"It is a revolution!"
"Let us drive out the Ancien Régime!"
Before nightfall, the man and the girl descended the mountain and reached the city. Despite the darkness, the city was engulfed in a festival-like heat that made it feel like broad daylight.
Revolution. At the word, the girl bit her lip.
The robed man walked through the crowd without a word.
"You must be hungry. Let us find a meal."
"......Yes, Ajusshi."
The girl nodded, listless. She didn't know where to go or what to do. She didn't even know why this man, who had always been an outsider in the village, was staying with her.
Above all, she couldn't forget how he had faced those who called themselves the 'Revolutionary Army.' Even if Yupi was a girl who knew nothing of the world, she intuited that the powers he displayed were not 'mere magic.'
Primordial darkness and the cold of the apocalypse. Yupi glanced at the man's profile, at the deep, dark shadow cast beneath his robe.
* * *
The place the man took Yupi was no shabby tavern. For Yupi, who only knew of hard, stale black bread or sausages made from pig intestines, these were luxuries she couldn't even imagine.
"Th-this place is......?"
"Please eat whatever you wish to your heart's content."
It was the most luxurious restaurant in the city. As the staff scanned the man's appearance suspiciously, he brought something out from his robes: a gold coin. At the golden luster—something she was seeing for the first time—Yupi caught her breath.
"Ah, I apologize for not recognizing you, My Lord!"
"And please provide some linen clothing for this girl."
The man offered another gold coin, and the staff bowed hurriedly, smiling.
She remembered the day this suspicious man had visited her village. The world wasn't so easygoing as to let an unidentified stranger in without question, but the villagers had accepted him, and he had performed tasks for them.
Her parents had referred to him as a 'Monster Hunter.' Yupi had accepted that.
However, this meal was by no means something a mere monster hunter could afford.
Soft appetizer bread made of pure white flour, clear meat soup, and luxurious smoked dishes poured out like a dream.
"Th-these expensive things......"
"Do not worry. Eat to your heart's content."
Yupi understood that the meal was the man's way of showing consideration.
"Thank you, Ajusshi......."
In her insignificant village, it was difficult to even get meals on time. After seeing such a horrific scene, her appetite should have been gone. Even so, Yupi hesitated and took the bread. It was as fluffy and soft as cotton, not the rock-hard black bread she was used to.
She carefully tore the bread and put it in her mouth. Strangely, it was sweet. That was the moment Yupi realized bread could be sweet.
"It's delicious."
"That is a relief."
"It really is...... delicious."
After savoring the bread, Yupi muttered. She took a spoon and scooped up some soup. Her parched throat felt warm.
Just as she was about to put more bread into her mouth, she began to sob as the sorrow welled up.
* * *
That night, she had a nightmare.
Perhaps because of the fluffy bed, which Yupi rarely experienced, the nightmare was fleeting. A pleasant dream followed.
It was a dream of eating bread as sweet as honey and as soft as cotton, and clear, fine soup. After the meal, she could lie on bedding as fluffy and thick as clouds.
It was so fun and happy, like living the life of a princess, that Yupi laughed.
When Yupi finally woke up, a nightmare from which she could not wake up was unfolding before her.
"......!"
Still, Yupi's bedding was a thick, fluffy sheepskin bed. According to the man, it was a room in a mansion used by nobles or high-ranking clergy. Yupi had no way of knowing how he could have obtained such a room.
She recalled the meal she had eaten in the evening. It was just like in the dream. Soft flour bread and soup. Yet, Yupi could not be happy.
Beyond the glass window, the darkness of early dawn had settled. Burying her head in the soft sheepskin blanket, Yupi sobbed without a sound.
* * *
"Major Garcia and the entire Iron Cavalry under his command have been killed in action."
At the village on the mountain where Yupi was born and raised, a group of soldiers stood. They called themselves the standard-bearers of the revolution.
"Was it an attack by the Emperor's faction bastards?"
"W-we do not know yet! However, judging by the state of the corpses, there is no doubt they were struck by a mage."
"......."
It was strange. Beyond the question of what level of skilled person had annihilated this unit, the fact that the Magic Armor they were equipped with was left completely intact was even more so.
The Magic Armor was a new weapon of the Revolutionary Army, a trophy that should have been seized. However, those who defeated this unit had left without the slightest interest in the armor.
"Colonel! We found footprints here!"
Fortunately, the clue to chasing the enemies of the revolution was hidden in a place that was not difficult to find.
* * *
The next day at noon, Yupi finally woke up in the heat that swallowed the city.
"Are you awake?"
"......!"
When she woke, a voice sounded without a rustle. It was the man's voice from outside the room.
"Y-yes!"
As Yupi hurriedly left the room, the man in his usual robes was there. The shadow cast beneath his robe remained dark.
"You have changed your clothes."
The man said. It was the pure white linen clothing he had bought last night. Feeling like she was wearing an ill-fitting celestial dress, Yupi's cheeks turned slightly red.
"I-it's strange, isn't it?"
"It is not strange."
The man shook his head and turned his back. At that moment, an ear-piercing shout rang out from far away.
"We must move quickly."
The man said quietly.
By waiting until the sun was high in the sky to wake Yupi, it was already far too late.
* * *
"It's the standard-bearers of the revolution!"
"The Iron Cavalry! It's the march of the Iron Cavalry!"
After leaving the mansion, the streets were crowded with people.
"Revolution! Revolution!"
The word, which sounded like a nightmare to Yupi, rang out endlessly. The man stood among the crowd, watching silently.
"......!"
The Iron Cavalry were crossing the city in the same armor as when they had raided Yupi's village.
In front of them was a man stripped naked, crawling on the ground like a dog. Yupi didn't know it, but that man was the mayor.
"I beg you, my Lords! I truly know nothing!"
At the end of the march, the mayor, crawling on the ground, pleaded.
"I have no intention of hindering the revolution! I am not hiding the enemies of the revolution!"
"Our proud warriors of the Iron Cavalry were attacked. Where could the bastards who wiped out that force have disappeared to overnight?"
"I, for my part, truly......!"
To the Revolutionary Army, it was a reasonable deduction.
"Dogs of the Ancien Régime! Kill him!"
"Kill the enemies of the revolution! Kill him!"
The crowd spat and threw fruit. Yupi gasped in shock, and the man whispered to her.
"Do not be agitated."
"B-but......"
"Is there something you desire?"
The man asked.
"Y-yes?"
"Assuming you have the power to do so, is there anything you wish to accomplish?"
Yupi caught her breath. As if he would grant her desire, a powerful force resonated in the man's voice, like a devil's whisper.
"......."
Yupi was a young girl. To her, the Revolutionary Army's causes were irrelevant.
"Those people......"
Those who called themselves the Revolutionary Army had taken everything she had overnight. There was only one emotion Yupi felt.
"I cannot forgive them."
"......."
Yupi whispered, and the man was silent. She hadn't uttered those words desiring anything else.
It should have been that way.
"Then let us do that."
The man stepped onto the road, which split like the miracle of Moses. He did not hesitate.
"......!"
The man stood alone, blocking the path of the Iron Cavalry marching through the city.
"Ho-ho."
Colonel Bourbon, commanding the Iron Cavalry, smiled with interest. Silence fell. In the air, which seemed ready to explode, the Colonel said,
"Identify yourself."
"An enemy of the revolution."
The man replied.
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* * *
"An enemy of the revolution."
The man answered calmly. At those words, the cavalrymen of the Iron Cavalry raised their voices in unison.
"Execute tactical formation!"
"It's an enemy of the revolution!"
The crowd gathered around scattered in a panic; screams erupted.
Clack, clack!
The Magic Armor that symbolized the Iron Cavalry writhed like a living creature, coiling around the cavalrymen. It began to channel mana through the exoskeleton.
The soldiers of the Iron Cavalry extended their arms in unison.
The armor's arms twisted, shifting into gun barrels. Black powder sprayed along the muzzles.
The black powder never reached the man, blocked by a veil of cold air rising from beneath his feet.
"Vanguard, charge!"
The first row of the Iron Cavalry spurred their horses into a charge. The area turned into a slaughterhouse as people screamed and scattered, but the cavalrymen surged forward, formation unbroken.
Even so, nothing would change.
The man extended an arm. His black robe began to writhe like a living creature.
The hem of the Shadow Cloak surged forward, hardening into a blade of pitch-black darkness. It rose to meet the charging cavalry like a leveled spear.
Poo-ook!
The shadow-pike held firm; the warhorses collapsed before it one by one.
The knights, undeterred by the shock of the fall, quickly regained their footing and charged.
"For the enemy of the revolution, only death awaits!"
"......"
The knights swung mana-imbued swords, but the man did not flinch.
Countless tentacles of darkness erupted from the shadow beneath his feet.
Chwa-a-ak!
"......!"
The tentacles lashed out, binding the knights' limbs and tearing them apart. It was a one-sided massacre.
"H-how......!"
Colonel Bourbon gasped as he watched the Revolutionary Army's elite forces being brutally slaughtered. It was impossible.
"Where on earth did such a monster......"
He couldn't believe it.
In an era where magic was dying, he couldn't believe a mage of such power still existed.
"Aargh, aaaaaaargh!"
Screams rang out endlessly.
Their bodies, along with their boasted armor, were crushed and torn asunder. Flesh, blood, bone, and entrails spilled from the wreckage.
It was as if the proud warriors of the revolution were being trampled upon, becoming playthings for an evil god.
Seeing this, Colonel Bourbon did not hesitate.
"Retreat, everyone retreat!"
This was no fight. There was no point in committing more troops. He had to preserve what strength remained and escape.
The remaining Iron Cavalry turned their horses in unison. The man watched them flee in silence.
He could have easily hunted them down, but he did not.
He simply turned his head toward the young girl watching the slaughter in terror.
"How is it?"
The man asked. Despite the pouring sunlight, the shadow beneath his robe remained deep and dark.
As the man approached, Yupi collapsed, her legs giving way.
"I, I......"
Yupi muttered, staring at the corpses strewn about.
"Even if you take revenge, it doesn't make you feel as relieved as you thought, does it? Isn't that right?"
"......."
Yupi was silent. Her slender shoulders were trembling violently.
She remembered the power he had displayed, but realized it was merely the entrance to the abyss he possessed.
It wasn't the man she was afraid of.
"What on earth have I......"
"That is enough."
She was terrified and regretful that she had used his power to order such a horror. The man did not reproach or lecture her; he simply turned away in silence.
After a silence, he spoke.
"It is Dale."
"Yes......?"
"My name."
"Da, Dale-ajussi......."
Yupi said. A faint sound of laughter emerged from the shadows—the first time she had heard him laugh.
"Why, why are you laughing?"
"It is nothing."
Dale answered, shaking his head quietly.
"Shall we go then?"
"Wh, where to?"
When Yupi asked, Dale remained silent for a moment before answering.
"Into the world."
* * *
Dale secured a horse and left the city.
He was accompanied by Yupi, a girl who bore a striking resemblance to his younger sister, Lise.
Night fell on their journey. Yupi lay down by the campfire and drifted to sleep. Leaving her, Dale looked up at the sky.
In the end, running away could not be an answer. No matter how much he tried to run, the world would not easily let him go.
However, even if he tried not to run away,
He felt a presence in the darkness—the snap of a tree branch.
"......Show yourself."
Dale spoke without turning his head.
"Ah, please do not misunderstand, sir! I am by no means a suspicious person!"
The voice came, attempting to mask its embarrassment. Dale fell silent in disbelief as a shadow revealed itself. Yupi, only then realizing the presence, jumped up in surprise.
"I am merely a rat."
The shadow said. Upon hearing those words, Dale knew his identity.
"I saw what happened in the city today. I could not possibly forget the sight of you, sir, defeating the Revolutionary Army gang!"
"You've been following me ever since."
"Hehe, as expected, did you know from the beginning?"
"Do you have any other business with me?"
Dale asked.
"By any chance, where are you headed, sir?"
"I am looking for a place that can guarantee this girl's safety."
"......!"
Yupi gasped at Dale's words. The man who called himself a rat spoke.
"Ah, then I happen to know a good place! It is probably the place in this country that can best guarantee the lady's safety!"
"Where is that?"
"It is the castle of His Excellency, Marquis Rosenheim, a loyal subject of His Majesty the Emperor."
"Do you work for him?"
"That is so. Since you, sir, defeated those traitors, and the notorious Iron Cavalry at that, the Marquis will surely reward you handsomely! How about it?"
The world does not easily let one go. It was truly as they said.
That was why Dale nodded.
"......I will accept your offer."
* * *
After a week on horseback, Dale arrived at the castle of Marquis Rosenheim, who welcomed him personally.
"Oh, welcome! I have been waiting!"
Yupi gasped at the treatment from a noble she had never seen before. Dale remained calm.
Needless to say, the noble there was not someone Dale knew.
The events unfolding in this land, called the '9th Empire,' were unknown to Dale. They were not his concern.
When he thawed from the ice and was cast into this world, it was no longer the one he remembered.
He was left alone in the passage of time; that was all.
Alone in a world without Saxony or the people he loved.
Furthermore, there was no way the Blue Magic Tower of lies and schemes, or the Blue Mastermind, would have left records in history. He had no way of knowing what Lise had wished for, attempted, or how those attempts had ended.
He had no choice but to repeat futile struggles in his solitude.
After that, an endless wandering followed. That was all.
Wandering, again and again, only to end up wandering once more. Like a person lost in a maze, spinning in circles.
"I heard you are a mage with power strong enough to wipe out the Iron Cavalry of the Revolutionary Army!"
Marquis Rosenheim said, unable to hide his surprise.
"My subordinate said that you possess power to a degree that is unbelievable in an era where magic is fading!"
"......."
Dale remained silent. It was as the Marquis said. Neither the power of mages nor the prestige of the magic towers was what it once was. Aura and swords were the same.
Technology had replaced the decline and void of mana in this world—just like the armor the Iron Cavalry wore.
"Regarding your military achievement of repelling the Iron Cavalry in Leuvain City earlier, our Empire will not forget to reward you. What do you desire? Please speak without hesitation."
At Marquis Rosenheim's words, Dale turned his head slightly. Yupi, who was by his side, was looking at Dale cautiously.
"Her......"
He stopped, closing his mouth.
"No, it is nothing. It is enough for you to allow me to stay in this castle for a while with her."
"I shall do so. What are you doing, hurry and prepare to treat our precious guests!"
"Dale-ajussi......."
Yupi gasped at Dale's words, then smiled, relief washing over her.
* * *
"I have never seen a mage with that level of power!"
The head of the Iron Cavalry, Colonel Bourbon, said, unable to hide his bewilderment.
"At the very least, he was a master of a realm that none of the strong figures on the Empire's side that I know could ever reach."
In an era where magic is dying, the age of the individual overwhelming a hundred is gone. Now, the outcome of war is determined not by overwhelming strength, but by tactics and organized movement.
However, that was a story that did not apply to that man, that monster.
"If a strong individual of that level were to participate on the Empire's side, news would surely have reached us."
Hearing Colonel Bourbon's report, the silhouette nodded calmly.
"Even if he claimed to be an enemy of the revolution, as long as there is no evidence that he is fighting for the Empire yet, there will be room for negotiation. Chasing him further would only be a useless provocation."
"......Understood."
"Our goal is, through and through, to topple the rotten old regime; that is our revolution and our task. For now, focus on dismantling the focal point of the pro-Emperor nobles."
Hearing those words, Colonel Bourbon nodded.
"Even without that, the Iron Cavalry, which is equipped with Type-2 armor, is scheduled to be deployed to the Marquis Rosenheim territory to carry out its first actual combat."
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* * *
"So, brother, please do not hurt yourself for the sake of the world anymore. Please, just live for your own happiness."
The Empress of Falsehood, the Queen of Winter and Shadows, had said.
A cold chill swallowed Dale. By the time he woke from his slumber, far too many things had changed.
An era where magic was dying.
Perhaps it was that which shattered the ice of Lise that had imprisoned him?
─ Let us play a game to protect the things you love, brother.
Since then, Shub's presence had vanished. Though she still cast a shadow upon his heart, the Old Mother of Darkness remained silent to Dale's responses.
And in this world, there was nothing left that Dale loved. Dale refused to imagine what that meant.
That was why he had been having nightmares, struggling in endless wandering and solitude.
When Dale woke from his nightmare, he found Yupi watching him with a worried expression. Dale asked, a bitter smile touching his lips.
"What did I say?"
"W-who is Lise?"
"......."
Dale kept his mouth shut, and Yupi hurriedly bowed her head.
"You were calling that name so desperately, Mister... I, I'm sorry."
"It is not something for you to apologize for, Yupi-yang."
Dale turned his head. Dusk had already settled outside the window.
"Do you have any other business with me?"
"N-not that I have any particular business, but..."
Yupi said, her words trailing off.
"I just wanted to say thank you."
"There is nothing you need to thank me for."
Dale replied calmly. Silence descended, and at the end of that silence, Yupi spoke.
"......I thought I would be parting ways with Dale-ajussi here."
"That was my intention."
"Then why didn't you do so?"
"I said I would take you to a place where I could guarantee your safety, Yupi-yang."
Dale replied calmly.
"However, this is not that place."
"Yes......?"
"This place, too, will soon be engulfed in the flames of the revolution. It will not be much different from your village, Yupi-yang."
"How could that be......."
Hearing those unexpected words, Yupi gasped.
"T-then what will you do, Mister?"
"There are people I must find."
Dale said calmly.
"Though I cannot guarantee if I will be able to find them, or even if they are alive and safe in the first place......."
Dale fell silent, and Yupi quietly held her breath. She did not know what to say to the shadow cast over him.
"......You will find them."
However, soon after firming her resolve, Yupi opened her mouth. Hearing those words, Dale smiled bitterly.
"I am hoping that I can do so as well."
More desperately than anyone else in this world.
* * *
"We will assassinate Marquis Rosenheim and quickly depart from the territory."
That night, the 'Warriors of the Revolution' who had infiltrated Marquis Rosenheim's territory finally began to move.
They intended to strike the enemy of the revolution in the heart of his own domain.
They were equipped with armor imbued with the essence of magitech—the cradle of the revolution. It possessed power that defied comparison to the Magic Armor of the Iron Cavalry supplied until now.
Bang!
An explosion rang out. Swirling mana erupted into flames, swallowing the area around the Marquis's castle.
"An explosion, it's an explosion!"
"We're under attack!"
Finally, the silence within the castle was broken, and taking advantage of the commotion, silhouettes began to move.
They were silhouettes of black gold, covered in a texture as smooth as silicon.
Regardless, Marquis Rosenheim was one of the most powerful nobles in this Nine-Empire era. It was by no means mere fodder soldiers guarding his castle.
An era where magic is dying does not mean the death of magic itself. It meant that mages, already rare, had dwindled further; their power and skill were no longer comparable to the past.
Magic is dying, and the prestige of the Emperor and the nobles is not what it used to be either. In a sense, they were dying as well.
It was the role of the new spirit of the era to fill the void left by the fading and the dying.
"You traitorous bastards......!"
Knights, desperately detonating their Aura Hearts to draw out power, gripped their swords tighter against the warriors of the revolution.
Furthermore, supporting the vanguard knights, the mages accelerated their mana circles.
As the circles accelerated, mana scattered, devoid of color.
It was neither the red that glowed like flames, nor the blue that possessed wisdom and cunning, nor even achromatic.
In the old world Dale remembered, it was doubtful this could even be considered magic.
That was the reality of the magic remaining in this world.
The black-gold silhouettes armed with 'Type-2 Armor' kicked off the ground, swords swinging.
The pitch-black blades swung, and the knights desperately squeezing out their aura fell in vain. Without being able to parry a single strike, they fell limply.
This is not an era where one strong person can face one hundred. However, the Type-2 Iron Cavalry were, without a doubt, strong enough to overwhelm one hundred opponents.
"Protect the Marquis!"
"Revolutionary Army bastards......!"
Desperately, the knights and soldiers under Marquis Rosenheim blocked their path. However, knights who could at best use Aura Blades could not possibly stand against Magic Armor that rivaled the Avatar of an Aura Master.
Blood splattered.
The pitch-black swords danced as they pierced through the knights, and following the interior map of the Marquis's castle they had obtained earlier, the Type-2 Iron Cavalry cut through the corridors.
Just then, a shadow blocked their path.
"You are not absorbing mana into your bodies, but processing the mana in the atmosphere within the armor itself."
The shadow spoke, sounding genuinely interested.
"Is that how you can deploy power rivaling an Aura Master's Avatar?"
"......!"
The Type-2 Iron Cavalrymen in black-gold armor gasped at the overwhelming pressure emitted by the shadow. Even so, nothing would change.
"Who developed that armor with such technology?"
Before the shadow's question could even finish, the iron cavalrymen kicked off the ground and surged forward.
Immediately, shadow tentacles sprouted from beneath his feet.
As the tentacles sprouted, the iron cavalrymen swung their swords. Pitch-black blades imbued with mana. And the blackness imbued in the swords was very familiar.
They severed the shadow tentacles and quickly created distance. They were fast. The shadow raised his head again to look at their forms.
Black-gold armor, and black swords.
"......."
How long had he wandered this world? He had thought he found a clue to the past, desperately digging, only to end up in vain, over and over again. Those were the days he spent wandering.
The emptiness was agonizing. He thought there was no point in wandering any further.
Until the day Yupi's village was massacred by the vanguards of the revolution.
They had called Dale back into the world. Once again, a clue to the past was before him.
Dale's wandering had not been so short that he would be swayed by every single clue.
"I will ask."
Nevertheless, nothing would change.
"Who developed that armor?"
"Do you think we would dare tell you that secret so easily......!"
"You will speak."
Dale replied coldly.
"Because no one can hide the truth from me."
The Shadow Monarch reached out his arm.
Dale's black robe fluttered. The shadow beneath it spread like a lake, swallowing the area.
Kieeeek!
Immediately, an ear-piercing scream rang out from within the shadows.
The 《Shadow Lurkers》 unleashed their thorn tentacles toward the iron cavalrymen.
"What will make you speak the secret?"
The thorns of living darkness surged toward the revolutionary armor.
"Can pain make you speak?"
Crunch!
The thorn tentacles plunged toward the iron cavalrymen, piercing through the gaps in their armor. Screams rang out.
As the Shadow Lurkers' tentacles peeled away the armor, the flesh fused to it tore away as well.
Screams rang out endlessly, a pain incomparable to anything before.
Amidst the screams, the Shadow Monarch walked calmly.
"D-do you think you can break our will with mere pain......!"
However, even in the face of the pain of having their skin peeled off and their bodies torn apart, the warriors of the revolution did not surrender.
For a moment, he wondered what the revolution was, that they would endure such pain.
Dale lowered his head, staring at their shadows entwined by the tentacles. Then, the undeniable truth revealed itself. That was it. Just as no one can run away from their own shadow, they could not hide their truth from the Shadow Monarch.
"That is enough."
With those words, Dale reached out his arm, and the Shadow Lurkers went wild, tearing apart armor, flesh, and bone.
The shadows in the area began to be dyed blood-red, like ink dissolving in water.
There was nothing left in this world to love. There was no reason to show mercy.
After thinking that far, Yupi's face inadvertently came to mind.
* * *
This was immediately after Dale had defeated the revolutionary assassins, the Iron Cavalry armed with Type-2 armor.
"Thanks to you, I was able to save my life."
Marquis Rosenheim was bowing his head before him, expressing his gratitude.
"How on earth did those revolutionary bastards develop such new weapons already......"
"They are not new weapons."
However, Dale shook his head. Remembering the truth of the armor he had glimpsed and uncovered from the shadows.
"They are merely relics of the past, after all."
"Relics of the past? Could it be......"
"Do you know about the Fourth Empire?"
"Y-you mean the Great Magic Empire that has no precedent in continental history? The one said to be ruled by the Great Emperor of Black Gold......"
"......."
Hearing those words, Dale smiled bitterly. It was just as they said.
The old empire was treated as a legend, too distant to the people of this era.
"I, too, only know what the people know. That one day, for no reason, it disappeared into the history of the continent......."
Hearing that, Dale nodded.
"The weapons these revolutionaries are using are the very relics they are excavating from that empire."
He still did not know if it could be called an answer.
However, what Dale had obtained was a clue closer and more undeniable than ever before.
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* * *
The Emperor of Black Gold.
He was said to be the most powerful Emperor in the continent's history, not merely in this era where magic was dying.
Furthermore, under the Emperor's rule, the Fourth Empire achieved a reign more brilliant than any before it.
That was, until one day, the Empire vanished without a trace.
It was as if the Empire had simply ceased to exist. The frozen northern lands, once the territory of the Duke of Saxony, had been reborn as the Emperor's domain after Dale of the Saxon House became the Emperor of Black Gold.
That land had vanished, replaced by the sea.
With the heart of the Fourth Empire gone, the continent was swept into an endless vortex of war.
The Fifth Empire, the Sixth Empire, and countless others rose and fell in succession.
Amidst this, the Magic Towers—once the pillars of the continent—gradually lost their power and faded into history.
For reasons unknown, the world's magic was slowly dying.
The mana required for Aura and spellcasting dwindled, and even when squeezing out what little remained, the glory of the past was nowhere to be found.
High-circle mages disappeared one by one, and even those capable of manifesting Aura Avatars dwindled.
Rumors whispered that magic began to die because the Emperor of Black Gold, the 'Magic Emperor', had vanished.
Some claimed his power was so immense it threatened the seat of the gods, inviting divine punishment.
Others claimed a forbidden experiment had failed, consuming him in the aftermath.
Or that the Goddess Sistina, fearing his power, had begun to withdraw mana from the world.
Everyone whispered about the fall of the Fourth Empire, which had seemed eternal, but no one knew how the Emperor of Black Gold and his empire had truly perished.
Or so it was thought.
"The weapons these Revolutionary Army soldiers use are relics excavated from that very Empire."
At Dale's words, Marquis Rosenheim swallowed hard.
"Th-the Magic Armor of the Revolutionary Army... are you saying they are relics of the Great Magic Empire?"
"I found their structure and operating methods quite familiar."
Dale said calmly. Familiar. Marquis Rosenheim interpreted the meaning of those words in his own way.
"I knew you weren't an ordinary mage, but to think you would possess such deep knowledge of the Fourth Empire era."
"......."
"Certainly, it would be impossible to develop weapons of this level without technology like that of the Great Magic Empire."
Marquis Rosenheim finally realized the true nature of the Revolutionary Army's technology and nodded.
Without daring to imagine the identity of the man before him.
"D-Dale-ajussi!"
Just then, Yupi, who had been hiding prior to the raid on the Marquis's castle, revealed herself. At the name, Marquis Rosenheim turned his head.
"Dale......?"
Much of the Fourth Empire's history remains veiled. However, just as stories of that empire have been passed down, not all its records have vanished.
Upon hearing the name, Marquis Rosenheim swallowed hard. An indescribable terror gripped his heart.
The Magic Emperor, who could raise an army of the dead to fill the horizon with a single gesture, extinguish the light of the world, and summon monsters from the otherworld.
The Demon King, said to never show mercy to his enemies, so cruel that one would rather beg for death before him.
The Emperor of Black Gold, Dale of Saxony. That was the name of the existence everyone feared.
However, the bewilderment was brief.
In this era where magic is dying, such a story could not possibly be true.
Even if the magic this man displayed was of a scale the people of this era couldn't imagine... even if this man's name was that of the Magic Emperor, nothing would change.
The Great Magic Empire had vanished into history, along with the heart of the Empire: the northern land once called the Duchy of Saxony.
Therefore, the idea that a specter of that history was standing before him was absurd.
"I must inform His Majesty the Emperor of this immediately."
"Do as you please."
Dale turned away, as if he had no further interest.
"Where do you intend to go?"
"Do I have an obligation to answer that?"
Dale asked coldly.
At that cold voice, an unknown terror constricted Marquis Rosenheim's heart. No matter how much his brain tried to reason, his heart surrendered.
"I am interested in the relics of the Fourth Empire that the Revolutionary Army is excavating."
Dale continued in a softer voice.
"I intend to find them and uncover the truth."
"Y-you intend to head to the enemy lines where the Revolutionary Army is, all by yourself?"
Rosenheim started to protest, but stopped himself and let out a hollow laugh.
He remembered the magic this man had displayed. The way he tore apart the Revolutionary Army—armed with Magic Armor, relics said to be from the Great Magic Empire—as if it were nothing.
Who in this world could possibly stop him?
"I have been in your debt in many ways, Marquis."
Dale bowed his head in respect, and Marquis Rosenheim, unable to find words, simply nodded.
"However, may I ask one last favor?"
"Please, speak!"
"Where must I go to find the leader of the Revolutionary Army?"
Faced with Dale's question, Marquis Rosenheim did not hesitate.
It was meaningless to suggest he fight alongside them and the Empire.
No one could block this man's path. But the Revolutionary Army would certainly try. For them, excavating the relics of the Fourth Empire was a top-secret matter they guarded with their lives; they would not tolerate anyone digging up those secrets.
And that meant only one thing.
"Shall we go then, Yupi-yang?"
"Yes! Dale-ajussi!"
Whether this man was truly the Emperor of Black Gold reigning over the Fourth Empire, he did not know.
But the power he displayed was, in itself, worthy of the name 'Magic Emperor'.
The confrontation between the Empire and the Revolutionary Army would surely end in an absurd comedy.
And witnessing that comedy up close would likely be a tragedy beyond compare.
All Marquis Rosenheim could do was pray that he and the Empire would not become casualties of that tragedy.
* * *
Yupi's journey did not end in the Marquisate of Rosenheim. She continued to cross the continent with Dale, and his next words were even more surprising.
"I plan to head to the territory of the Revolutionary Army."
"......!"
"Do not worry. As long as I am by your side, nothing will be able to harm you, Yupi-yang."
"I-I'm not worried!"
Yupi shook her head immediately. It was true. Even under the protection of a great noble, she wouldn't feel as safe as she did with this man.
Even in the middle of a battlefield where gunfire raged, it was no exception.
Some time later.
As Dale crossed the continent, which had been torn in two, and approached the Revolutionary Army's territory, guards greeted him at the city entrance.
"Halt!"
Weapons were aimed at Dale. They were not relics of the old Empire, nor were they simple cold weapons like swords or spears.
They were new-style weapons using black powder: muskets.
"Empire, or Revolution."
The Revolutionary Army soldier asked, aiming his musket.
It wasn't that they were suspicious of Dale's identity; it was merely a standard question to ensure he knew this was Revolutionary Army territory.
Every passerby would cry out for revolution in fear before the muzzles of the muskets to pass through; it was simply Dale's turn.
However, at that question, Yupi bit her lip.
That question had changed Yupi's life entirely. A single answer had taken away the family and villagers she loved.
"Revolution......."
She didn't want to repeat that mistake.
"Why did you answer like that?"
Dale did not answer. Instead, he asked as if he couldn't understand.
At those words, Yupi gasped, and Dale turned his head toward the Revolutionary Army soldiers aiming their muzzles at him.
"What is this revolution for?"
"......Are you trying to doubt the revolution?"
"I am not well-versed in the affairs of the world. However, when I entered it, everyone was crying out for revolution."
Dale continued calmly.
"Furthermore, for the sole reason of not crying out for your revolution, this girl's family and all her villagers were killed."
"......!"
"That is why I am asking. Was it worth it?"
His voice was devoid of emotion.
"You bastard!"
As soon as they heard those words, the Revolutionary Army soldiers did not hesitate.
"Kill him! He is an enemy of the revolution!"
Bang!
They pulled the triggers, and black powder ignited. These were not early arquebuses.
They were muzzle-loading firearms, without a doubt—wheel-lock muskets.
But it didn't matter. Even if they were firearms from the 'First Empire', it would be no different.
Before the hail of bullets, shadows rose.
Faster than the bullets, a pitch-black shield swallowed the projectiles, then seeped back under Dale's feet.
"Is the revolution you speak of purging everyone who doubts and resists?"
Withdrawing the shadows, Dale spoke to the astonished Revolutionary Army.
"Then I, too, shall choose revolution."
"......!"
"Because I, too, have no reason to show mercy to enemies who block my path and resist."
At the same time, shadows rose from under his feet like a living creature.
Pitch-black thorny tentacles lashed out, and screams rang out.
Watching the scene, Yupi did not turn her head or close her eyes.
She thought revenge was meaningless. It was true in reality as well.
But faced with the evil deeds they committed in the name of revolution, there was no reason to pity them.
Therefore, before the horrific scene where screams rang out and flesh and bone were torn apart, Yupi did not turn her head.
Until the very end.
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* * *
A scream rang out, and that was only the beginning.
"It's an enemy of the revolution!"
"Enemy attack, it's an enemy attack!"
Crying out those words, countless revolutionary warriors blocked Dale's path.
Lines of long spears and musket formations, followed by the Iron Cavalry in Magic Armor, joined the fray one by one.
As a Revolutionary Army stronghold bordering the 'Empire,' the forces filling the area assembled in full.
Nevertheless, Dale remained unconcerned.
"I still do not know what this revolution is."
"Fire! Kill the enemy of the revolution!"
Bang, bang!
Black powder smoke from matchlock muskets filled the air, but nothing changed.
Kwajik!
Walls of cold air rose in unison beneath Dale's feet. The black powder rained down in vain as Dale stretched out his arms.
Jjaenggeurang!
The walls of cold air shattered, transforming into countless ice daggers that scattered outward. The formations the Revolutionary Army took such pride in held no meaning.
Screams echoed; blood splattered.
"What exactly is so noble and sublime that you worship this revolution so much?"
Dale asked, as if he truly could not understand.
He moved forward, stepping over the revolutionary soldiers sprawled on the ground, screaming in pain.
"Freedom, equality, fraternity......!"
One of the revolutionary soldiers gasped. Hearing those words, Dale let out a dry laugh.
"Is that what you call a revolution?"
"What we... we desire is... to tear down the oppression of the Emperor and the nobles... and for everyone to be... equal..."
Before he could finish, blood poured from the soldier's mouth. That was his final word.
Dale calmly lifted his head.
He could see the revolutionary soldiers who had sealed the city entrance, raised the drawbridge, and were aiming their bows and muskets at him from atop the walls.
"It is neither free, nor equal, nor fraternal."
And so, Dale sneered coldly.
* * *
Troyes City was a major stronghold for the Revolutionary Army bordering the Empire, a strategic point that could never be surrendered.
Because of this, the number of revolutionary soldiers stationed in the city and the quality of their armaments were unmatched.
A single powerhouse overwhelming a hundred is a feat that usually exists only in legends. Or so it should have been.
But after the soldiers guarding the entrance were wiped out, as the city and its army resisted, the fight quickly turned into a literal war.
The man stretched out his arm, and the corpses of the revolutionary soldiers strewn about the area began to rise.
An army of the dead began to swim across the city's moat and climb the outer walls.
Even as black powder rained down and molten metal and boulders were poured upon them, nothing changed.
No matter how much they were wounded, their bones broken, or their flesh torn, the Undead Soldiers never stopped. Even as their flesh melted in molten metal, hissing and boiling, it made no difference.
That sight was a terror beyond common sense for the revolutionary soldiers defending the city.
Screams filled with fear and trembling echoed, but nothing changed.
These Undead Soldiers required no focused consciousness to reconstruct. There was no need for any process beyond simply reviving them and forcing them to move.
Because that was enough.
They climbed the walls, overwhelmed those aiming their weapons from above, and as they too were reborn into the army of the dead, they began to slaughter the enemies.
The enemies of the Emperor.
The dead climbed the city walls and began their slaughter; before them, black powder, guns, and swords held no meaning.
Unless they were literally torn limb from limb so they couldn't twitch a single finger, those beings would never rest or stop.
"Th-this, what is this!"
"How could he perform necromancy of this scale all by himself...?"
Filled with disbelief, hollow laughs of despair erupted from everywhere.
Magic that revives the dead—the concept of necromancy had not disappeared in this era.
Even so, for a single dark mage to desperately revive even one corpse was a sight rarely seen.
That was how it should have been.
But when this man revived an uncountable number of corpses with a single gesture, it defied the common sense of the era.
Yupi, too, could only catch her breath at the sight of the dead rising to butcher their former comrades.
Nevertheless, the man, Dale, remained unconcerned.
In the midst of a hellscape where the boundaries between life and death crumbled and screams rang out, he simply walked forward calmly.
He paid no heed to the deep moat that had been placed between him and the city after they raised the drawbridge early on.
Jjeojeok, jjeok.
Every time Dale took a step, cold air shimmered and froze beneath his feet.
With every step, another patch of ice formed beneath his feet.
Tubbok, tubbok.
Before long, Dale was climbing a staircase made of ice.
No one could block his path, nor could they even attempt to.
Seeing this, Yupi followed Dale up the 'Staircase of Cold'.
Even though she was walking on ice, it was strangely not slippery. She had no way of knowing he had adjusted the friction out of consideration for her.
Creating a staircase of ice in the empty air, Dale ascended the city wall, and from that point on, there was no one left who could defy him.
That was as far as it went.
The Undead Soldiers Dale commanded slaughtered the revolutionary soldiers on the wall, then stood in silence without moving a muscle.
They didn't even show interest in the people of the city below, who were screaming in terror.
Dale waved his hand once more. The Undead Soldiers in the area collapsed like puppets with their strings cut.
"......!"
"Yupi-yang."
Dale spoke. Amidst an inexplicable fear, Yupi hurriedly bowed her head.
"Why did you answer 'revolution' to their question?"
Yupi didn't know what to say.
"I... I just......"
"Were you being considerate of me?"
"......Y-yes."
"Thank you for thinking of me."
Even so, she knew. This man didn't need Yupi's consideration. If anything, it was Yupi who was receiving consideration unilaterally.
That was why she wanted to be considerate of him, even in this small way. It felt incredibly pathetic.
"Revolution, or Emperor?"
Just then, the man spoke.
"I will answer: Emperor."
"Is Dale-ajussi doing this for the sake of the Empire's Emperor-pyeha......?"
At Yupi's follow-up, the man quietly shook his head.
"I am not talking about the Emperor of this Empire."
"Then which Emperor are you talking about?"
"The Emperor of the old Empire, who has now vanished into history."
Yupi didn't understand those words at first. But soon, she recalled the words of Marquis Rosenheim.
About the Great Magic Empire, and the Great Emperor of Black Gold who reigned at its pinnacle.
"That Emperor took on the role of a villain for the sake of a world where everyone could be happy, and did not hesitate to become a redeemer who carried the pain of all humanity."
The man said.
"A redeemer who carries the pain of all humanity......?"
At those words, Yupi caught her breath, stunned by the absurd weight they carried.
However, the weight this man was speaking of did not feel hollow at all.
"But I did not think that the act of carrying someone else's pain would, in itself, become another pain for someone else."
......
"I was like that, and that child was the same."
Yupi couldn't understand what Dale was talking about. Yet, she felt she could vaguely grasp it.
"That the act of carrying pain and sacrificing oneself for someone else was, in the end, nothing more than a deed that birthed new pain."
Self-sacrifice that was far too one-sided.
Such one-sided sacrifice birthed only the beginning of new pain.
Just as Dale's 'pseudo-evil'—acting as a villain for the world as the Great Emperor of Black Gold—was, Lise was no different.
Everyone was repeating the same foolishness.
"Sacrifice was not the beautiful act one might think, just like the cause of the revolution these people cry out for."
Sacrifice intended to alleviate each other's pain was, paradoxically, birthing new pain upon pain.
Just as the revolution that cries out for a 'more righteous world' does.
At the end of that irony, Dale was here.
Despite the sacrifice of Lise, who loved him, he continued to live days more painful than ever before.
Lise, too, must not have known that fact. Just as Dale had not known it.
The fact that the selfishness of sacrifice, performed unilaterally for a loved one, is ultimately nothing more than selfishness.
Lise, too, had not realized that fact until the very end.
Just as the Dale of the past had not.
That the self-sacrifice Dale performed for Lise, for the world, and for his loved ones, came to the recipient as a pain incomparable to anything else.
Now, he could finally understand.
"It was all...... my foolishness."
Saying that, Dale smiled bitterly.
After smiling, Dale's shoulders began to tremble faintly.
Yupi couldn't say anything. She couldn't even understand. Why, despite having such power, was this man so filled with pain and misfortune?
Even with the power to easily take the entire world into his hands, were there things he could not grasp?
Emperor, or revolution?
The question resurfaced in Yupi's mind, but she no longer hesitated.
Because neither revolution nor Emperor could ever truly be the answer to this world.
* * *
Clink.
When the man appeared in the tavern, silence descended, as if sound had vanished from the world.
The man and the girl crossed the tavern without concern. Those sitting inside scrambled to leave their seats, fleeing.
The tavern owner also just stared at the man with a deathly pale expression.
A mage capable of wiping out the revolutionary soldiers stationed in the city with a single gesture.
There was no way to defy this man and survive.
But if he bowed to this man, the revolutionary soldiers who came later would never let him live.
Nevertheless, this tavern was his livelihood.
"You need not worry."
As if understanding his agony, Dale took something from his inner pocket.
It was a leather pouch.
It jingled. As soon as he received the pouch and saw the contents, the tavern owner fell onto his backside in shock.
It was a pouch filled with a thousand gold coins.
"With this, I will buy your shop, and everything that remains in it."
The man said, and at those words, the owner had no reason to hesitate.
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* * *
In a city that had become a slaughterhouse after the Revolutionary Army was wiped out, Dale bought a shop.
"We shall stay in this shop until the time is right."
"H, here......?!"
"That is correct."
Dale nodded. Yupi could only swallow hard, unable to understand his words.
With the city turned into a scene of carnage, it was clear that follow-up units of the Revolutionary Army would soon swarm in.
"B, but the Revolutionary Army will......"
"I am waiting for them."
Dale said. Surely, upon hearing of the incident, the Revolutionary Army's follow-up forces would arrive, and they certainly wouldn't be a small force.
Though it was somewhat reckless, it was the fastest way to make contact with the high-ranking members of the Revolutionary Army.
"I, isn't it dangerous, though? Like a surprise attack......"
"I am monitoring their movements through the Blue Spiderweb. A surprise attack or assault in such a situation would be meaningless. You have nothing to worry about, Yupi-yang."
Yupi couldn't understand what that meant. However, upon hearing those words, she quietly nodded.
"There is enough food left for a few days."
"Yes......"
"We could have had a more expensive meal elsewhere."
"N, no!"
At that, Yupi waved both hands, saying it was out of the question. Dale smiled bitterly and then turned his back.
After that, Dale rummaged through the shop and began to prepare bread with a relatively soft texture, sausages, and soup. Flames flickered from his hands like magic, and steam rose from the soup.
"Eat up."
"Thank you, Dale-ajussi."
After casting his magic, he bit into a piece of hard, stale black bread for his own share.
* * *
Some time after that.
Spread throughout the area, centered on the shop, was the power he had once wielded as the Master of the Blue Magic Tower.
Although he could not cast Blue Magic at his former level after handing that power to Lise, it changed nothing.
Shadows moved in the darkness, oblivious to the spiderweb. The Blue Spiderweb whispered the intrusion to Dale.
Footsteps landed silently on the shop's wooden floor. They were elite soldiers of the Iron Cavalry, armed with Type-2 Magic Armor just like when they had raided Marquis Rosenheim.
As they peered into the darkness where they had landed in the shop, a shadow awaited.
It was a man in a robe.
"Do you still think this fight has meaning?"
The man asked, and the Iron Cavalry soldiers in their armor gasped.
"I encountered people like you in the Marquis Rosenheim territory. Do you know about their end?"
"You bastard, don't tell me......!"
"The reason you are alive is because I do not feel the need to kill you."
The man said calmly, as if he were the God of Death himself. One of the Iron Cavalry mustered the courage to ask.
"......Why did you slaughter our comrades of the revolution in this city?"
"Because they tried to kill me."
The man said.
"Did you also come here to kill me? I suppose so."
As he spoke, the darkness that had settled inside the shop began to writhe.
"This is your last chance. Bring your commander to me."
"How dare you......!"
It was a voice without a shred of hesitation or doubt, as if he were unilaterally giving orders to subordinates.
That arrogance stung the Iron Cavalry's pride more than fear. But then—
Crunch!
A scream echoed from the darkness. It was the sound of a tentacle within the shadows silently wrapping around and crushing one of the Iron Cavalry soldiers.
"This is my final warning. Withdraw as you are, and bring your commander before me."
Thud. Even the latest high-performance armor that the Revolutionary Army boasted had no meaning before the ancient darkness. It was crumpled and broken like paper, and flesh, bone, and intestines were bursting out through the gaps.
The darkness filling the room began to writhe with malice.
"I, I will accept your offer."
He understood. He had heard of the earlier events in the city, and now he was witnessing the man's power firsthand.
Resisting this man was nothing more or less than a pointless death.
Therefore, for now, they had to retreat.
In the darkness, the terrified shadows began to withdraw one by one.
The man in the robe sat on the edge of the table, watching the Iron Cavalry disappear without a single movement.
As if that seat were a throne existing solely for him.
Alone in the empty darkness.
* * *
"I, it's too dangerous!"
Staff officers of the Revolutionary Army stood in the man's way. Though he was not the 'leader' who commanded the entire Revolutionary Army, he was undoubtedly one of its pillars.
"He is asking for negotiations, and with the power of our Revolutionary Army, we cannot handle that man. Isn't that right, Colonel Bourbon?"
The man said. It was a very calm and composed voice.
"Even our comrades armed with Type-2 Magic Armor could do nothing against him, and the city people say he revived and moved countless corpses."
"Y, yes, that is correct! The army of the dead that man raises, it was as if the Magic Emperor had returned!"
"The Magic Emperor, you say......"
At those words, the man trailed off for a moment.
"As I said, antagonizing a mage with that level of power is never a good decision."
"B, but that man's magic is far too evil and ominous! Even if there is a path paved with blood, for now, we should mobilize the army and launch an all-out war......!"
"Are you telling me to mobilize the army and launch an all-out war just because we can't handle one man? You said that man raised an army of the dead. What guarantee is there that our army, which is facing him, won't become an army of the dead controlled by him?"
"......."
Colonel Bourbon shut his mouth, and the man said.
"I have no choice but to step forward. As I said, I will speak with him directly."
"......Understood, Sir Yuris."
* * *
The next morning dawned, and it was the Revolutionary Army's forces that were surrounding the area of Dale's shop.
Looking at the scene from under the shop window, Yupi swallowed hard.
"You have nothing to fear."
Nevertheless, Dale's voice remained calm, as if there were nothing to fear.
"You haven't had breakfast yet."
"B, but in this situation, eating......"
"Is there any reason I can't?"
He asked so nonchalantly that Yupi was momentarily dumbfounded and shut her mouth.
Just then,
Creak. Footsteps approached the shop, making no attempt to hide.
"Excuse me, nameless dark mage."
Dark mage—at that name, Dale smiled bitterly and turned his head.
There was a man.
He had red hair and wore a very familiar smile.
Even so, he was not someone Dale knew.
"My name is Albert Yuris."
"......."
While heating soup and handing over bread at the cooking area, Dale turned his head without a word.
"I am interested in the armor you are using."
After a silence, Dale opened his mouth. Albert Yuris smiled and asked back.
"Excuse me, but may I have the mage's name?"
"I have had many names. But none of them have any meaning now."
"......I don't think that's necessarily true."
Albert said.
"Just as you are, there are things that still do not change even within the shadows of a changed world."
"Has the history of the Yuris family not been severed, but continued?"
"Do you know about us?"
"I have experienced things you cannot even imagine and seen all sorts of things, young vampire."
"......!"
At the man's words, Albert's expression finally twitched. It was not surprising that he knew his true identity. At the very least, a mage with this level of power could not fail to recognize that fact.
However, being called a 'young vampire' without a shred of hesitation was unexpected.
"Even if magic fades, your clan still has power. Is that why you are hoping for a new world through revolution?"
"......!"
"The revolution was born to drive out the Emperor and rationalize it. Those outside who don't know that fact are still trying to drive out the Emperor for the sake of the revolution. It is truly laughable."
Everyone has a shadow. And this man was looking into the shadows of the Revolutionary Army as if it were his own business.
"I have no interest in any of that. There is only one thing I want to know."
The man said.
"The relics of the Fourth Empire that your Revolutionary Army is excavating. It couldn't possibly end with just one piece of Magic Armor."
"......!"
"How did you obtain them, and where are you obtaining them from?"
"Even if it is you, I cannot simply tell you that......"
"Everyone has a shadow, and you cannot hide your shadow from me."
Dale answered, and he stood up just like that.
"There is nothing more I can get from you. Your shadow has already told the truth."
As soon as he heard those words, Albert Yuris's expression froze. And only then could he understand the meaning contained in those words.
"The... Shadow Monarch......?"
"Has the confrontation between gold and shadow still not disappeared?"
At those words, the man asked back, and Albert Yuris muttered.
"That can't be. The Shadow Monarch, the Emperor of the Empire, is still in the Imperial Capital......"
And yet, two people claiming the name and power of the 'Shadow Monarch' existed at the same time. It was impossible.
"The shadow is ruling the Empire, and now the Lord of Gold is leading a revolution against it?"
The confrontation between gold and shadow that has continued since ancient times. Gold wins, shadow wins, gold wins again, and thus the history of the Empire has repeated itself.
Still, the world has not changed.
"To me, gold and shadow have no meaning anymore. I am simply interested in the relics of the old Empire."
Saying that, the man stood up.
Gold and shadow, beings who are granted power and destiny amidst the ancient confrontation. However, the man was simply walking away calmly as if he had no interest in any of that.
"Let's go, Yupi-yang."
"Y, yes!"
He had obtained all the top-secret information of the Revolutionary Army hidden within Albert's shadow.
What on earth is this man's identity? And what on earth is he hoping for?
Albert Yuris, of the bloodline that rules the world from behind the scenes, shuddered for the first time in his life at an unknown terror.
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* * *
In the Imperial Palace of the 9th Empire.
A man sat upon a throne of pitch-black shadow. Amidst the confrontation between gold and shadow, and the countless ancient struggles, he was the one who held the power of the 'Shadow Monarch' in this era.
He was an Emperor swaying precariously like a candle in the wind, buffeted by the golden gale of his enemies.
History had always moved in cycles: shadows win, gold wins, shadows return.
In the past, only one existence had put an end to this tiresome confrontation.
The Magitech Emperor of the Fourth Empire, who had vanished into history.
The man who had finally grasped the power of both gold and shadow, and was thus called the Monarch of Black Gold.
Yet, after he and his empire disappeared into history, nothing in the world had changed.
Gold and shadow were torn apart once again, locked in their endless, bottomless confrontation.
The shadows had once been victorious, but now they stood on the verge of defeat before the gold.
More than half of the Empire's territory had been seized; reports of defeat flooded in from every front.
In a world where magic was fading, the power of the monarchs was no longer what it once was.
Then, news of the man reached them.
A mysterious black mage who had single-handedly wiped out the Iron Cavalry's Magic Armor soldiers, slaughtered those armed with the latest weaponry, and turned the Revolutionary Army's territory into a living hell.
"Is that report true?"
"It is, Your Imperial Majesty. However, what is concerning is the power that black mage possesses; there is no room for doubt that it might be the power of the 'Shadow Monarch'...."
Marquis Rosenheim added with a worried expression, and at those words, the Emperor's face twisted.
"How dare some foolish wretch claim the title of 'Shadow Monarch' besides me!"
"B-but for the time being, that man's actions will bring results favorable to our Empire. Furthermore, he seems to have not the slightest interest in the Empire or Your Majesty's throne...."
"That is impossible!"
Before Marquis Rosenheim could even finish his sentence, the Shadow Monarch roared.
"Are you telling me, Marquis, that you let a man who dares to impersonate my power and recklessly wield the shadows go without any countermeasures!"
"But Your Majesty, it was also his merit that provided information regarding the Revolutionary Army's weapons. Besides, from what I can see, that man is a recluse who knows nothing of the Empire's political situation...."
The Shadow Monarch, Emperor of the Empire, bellowed.
He didn't even glance at the shadow cast at Marquis Rosenheim's feet, throwing a tantrum like a petulant child.
"I, Wilhelm of Brandenburg, Emperor of the Empire, command it! Assemble the finest elites and pursue him at once! Do not let the man who dares to usurp the name of the shadow live!"
Hearing those words, Marquis Rosenheim suppressed a sneer. Not let him live? Who in this world could possibly do anything to that mage?
And what right did this idiot—a genius of defeat, unworthy of the Imperial name—have to raise his voice?
History repeats itself, and nothing changes.
The world still hadn't changed one bit, merely repeating the same foolishness.
* * *
Gold and shadow—neither meant anything to Dale now. It wasn't for a grand cause, nor for the truth, nor even for revenge.
He traveled for his own sake.
To trace the past he remembered, the people he loved, and the remnants of the memories he cherished. To witness what was waiting at the end of it all.
Toward a truth that even the Monarch of Truth could not easily handle.
Finally, his journey led to a single clue.
The ruins of the Fourth Empire, which he had witnessed through Yuris's shadow, were swarming with the Revolutionary Army.
They seemed to have anticipated his arrival, a fact that hardly surprised him.
He saw an army bristling with cannons, muskets, and the Magic Armor the Revolutionary Army prized so highly.
Dale remained unflustered. Behind him, Yupi had no reason to fear.
No one in the world could stop him; this army was no exception.
"The Emperor, or the revolution?"
Dale spoke calmly. It wasn't directed at anyone in particular. Only then did Yupi realize he was asking her.
So, she answered.
"......Neither."
"Gold and shadow were the same."
Dale replied bitterly. Yupi tilted her head, confused, but Dale remained silent.
After a moment, Dale spoke.
"This world is always forcing an answer upon us. But from the very beginning, neither side could ever be the answer."
"......."
"The reason the world thinks one decision is the answer is not because it truly is the answer. It is simply because one cannot survive without calling it the answer."
Dale said. Yupi couldn't say a word.
It was exactly as he said.
When they first asked about the Emperor and the revolution, there was no such thing as an answer among them. It was a question where one could not survive without calling one of them the answer.
Yupi's family and villagers were killed for the sole reason that they answered 'the Emperor.' But the revolution wasn't the answer either. Just as the Emperor could not be the answer.
It was simply a decision forced by the world.
The powerless have no choice but to submit to the world's dictates.
Even if it isn't the answer, they have no choice but to bow their heads and submit, calling it the answer.
Realizing this, a laugh inadvertently escaped her.
"Can you... deny the answer they believe in?"
"......."
That was why Yupi asked.
It wasn't simple revenge or anything of the sort. She asked because she was genuinely curious. She knew the answer they believed in was never the answer, and she wanted them to know it.
"It is not my place to decide that."
The man shook his head quietly.
"It is entirely their decision."
He asked.
"Stand back."
His voice, amplified by magic, boomed across the field.
"All I desire is to examine the legacy of the Fourth Empire."
Dale said. It wasn't a lie. However, the Revolutionary Army would never surrender the secrets they guarded.
Not without paying in blood.
In the distance, fuses burned, and cannons roared.
Boom!
Countless cannons and musketeers aimed their barrels at a single man, backed by an army of Magic Armor soldiers.
"Kill the enemy of the revolution!"
"Fire!"
The Revolutionary Army shouted. To kill the enemy of the revolution for the sake of the revolution—to them, that was an answer beyond doubt.
Therefore, those who opposed them deserved to die as 'enemies of the revolution.'
It was ridiculous.
In a world without answers, they were the ones who believed they had found one.
"I, too, once believed my actions were the 'answer.' No one dared to challenge it."
Cannons spewed fire, a barrage reminiscent of a siege.
A wall of shadows rose to meet the iron balls and black powder, swallowing them whole.
"That was the beginning of the tragedy."
The sky tore open.
Through the gaps, countless 'eyes' peered down at the Revolutionary Army.
From the gaps of the otherworld, gods blinked down at the earth.
They were gods who did not love humans.
"Sometimes people mistake power for the answer. Parents and children are like that, teachers and students are like that, kings and subjects are like that. Just as it was for me and my younger sister."
"Younger sister...?"
Yupi gasped at the unexpected words. A younger sister—it was a term that didn't suit the man at all.
Then, the 'arms' of the gods poured through the gaps in the sky.
Toward the Revolutionary Army that filled the area.
They were gods who did not love humans. But that did not necessarily mean they hated humans. On the contrary, those gods liked humans very much.
Countless tentacles descended, carefully playing with every human they touched.
Though they handled them carefully by their standards, it was anything but careful from a human perspective.
Crunch, crunch.
When a tentacle inadvertently applied force, flesh and bone burst. The god, startled, pulled back—but it was too late. Just like a child accidentally breaking a toy.
The god blinked, then moved its tentacles again. There were still countless humans left.
Just as an ant bursts under the slightest pressure, the gods peering through the firmament were no exception.
"Power is power. It can never be the answer."
The man said calmly.
"However, I thought that overwhelming power, which no one could defy, would be the 'answer.' My answer, too, was no different from the revolution they cry out for."
"......."
Yupi couldn't say a word. She couldn't even fully understand what he was talking about.
She was just terrified of the bottomless abyss this man possessed.
Terrified, she found herself pitying him—an emotion she couldn't even understand.
"Dale-ajussi...."
Without a word, she wrapped her arms around his neck from behind.
Dale gasped, then reached back to hold Yupi's hand, amidst the play of gods who did not love humans, leaving behind the screams that echoed endlessly.
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* * *
It was an emotion that even Yupi could not understand. The darkness the man held within was terrifying, yet simultaneously, endearing. Endearing? It was an emotion Yupi could not comprehend.
"I like you, Dale-ajussi."
"......Yupi-yang."
The gods of the otherworld blinked, their tentacles ravaging the humans below. Screams rang out, followed by peals of laughter. Cries calling out to gods or cursing them, and screams filled with madness echoed through the air.
The sounds resonated, yet they felt futile and distant.
He ignored the eyes of the gods blinking in the sky.
The world fell into a deathly silence; the only presence he felt was Dale's.
Yupi could not understand that Dale was shielding her ego to protect her from the madness of the gods.
Yet, that very act stirred emotions Dale had not anticipated.
It was no false emotion. Dale wrapping his mind around hers to protect her was merely the catalyst.
As their journey continued, Yupi's feelings for Dale had swelled day by day.
"This is no place for Yupi-yang to confess your feelings."
"......I, I'm sorry! Dale-ajussi, I just......"
"You need not say any more than that."
Dale offered a bitter smile. Yupi jumped, turning her head, her cheeks flushed. Only then did she realize the absurdity of what she had blurted out.
Before long, the cracks in the torn sky sealed shut.
The madness subsided, and Dale turned his head.
The shadow beneath his robe remained deep and dark.
It was time to lift the veil of the past, to look beyond the mountain of corpses and the sea of blood piled up by the Revolutionary Army.
* * *
The city had once been built by a feudal lord of the old Empire. Dale knew its name.
Marquis Yuris's Castle. This territory had once been ruled by the Red Magic Tower Master.
Even now, the Yuris clan continued to struggle alongside the Revolutionary Army from the shadows, but they were no longer the brilliant, shining rulers of the Empire they had once been.
Dale had stood against the Third Empire as the Monarch of Black Gold, and all the Golden Knights had been defeated or brought to their knees. The Yuris family was no exception.
The Marquis Yuris's Castle stood as a ruin, fallen when the Third Empire collapsed.
An ancient vampire castle that should have vanished into history.
Nevertheless, the vampire clan, thought to have been wiped out, had survived to carry on their bloody legacy. Were the secrets of the Fourth Empire, lost to history, intertwined with them?
He could not say.
No one could block Dale's path anymore. The gods had torn the sky and held a festival of madness, and every soldier of the Revolutionary Army there had been slaughtered.
Dale strode forward. The terrified Revolutionary soldiers fled in the opposite direction, but Dale did not spare them a glance as he walked through the corridors of the ancient castle.
A portrait, faded and worn by time, hung on the wall.
It was the siblings who were once the most brilliantly shining rulers of the Empire: the Blood Duke Marquis Yuris and his younger sister, Lady Scarlet.
"......."
Dale gazed at the portrait and spoke.
"Do you know them?"
"......"
"They were my enemies, whom I could never forget."
"Could it be that you......"
A voice drifted from behind without a rustle. Yupi jumped, turning her head, while Dale merely stared calmly at the portrait.
A red-haired man stood there. Albert Yuris, a descendant of the Yuris clan, had appeared at the entrance.
"You didn't heed my warning, little vampire."
Albert muttered in disbelief. Dale spoke, his voice devoid of emotion.
"You are not the head of the remaining clan. Nor are you the head of the Revolutionary Army."
"......."
"Is the head of the Revolutionary Army, the new Monarch of Gold, here? Does the head of your bloodline lead these Revolutionary forces?"
"......That is correct, O Monarch of Black Gold."
Albert bowed his head, his voice trembling. Only then did he understand.
"Monarch of Black Gold......?"
At those words, Yupi gasped. She remembered the Fourth Empire that Marquis Rosenheim had once told her about, and the moniker of the man who reigned as its ruler.
The Magic Emperor, said to be stronger than anyone in the history of the continent.
The absolute being who had ended the confrontation between gold and shadow and held both powers in his hands stood before him.
He dared not defy him.
To end the strife between gold and shadow, to crumple the revolution like paper, and to force the fool who claimed to be the Emperor to his knees—for this man, such things were child's play.
"It matters not. The confrontation between gold and shadow no longer holds any meaning for me."
After a silence, Dale spoke, ignoring the countless corpses of the Revolutionary Army strewn beyond the ruined castle.
"Lead me to the legacy of the old Empire that sleeps in this castle."
Albert Yuris hesitated, but only for a moment.
No one could block this man's path.
* * *
Albert Yuris led Dale to the deepest part of the castle, to a passage leading to an underground beneath the underground.
Even in this era where magic was fading, the seal on the entrance possessed immense power.
Dale extended his arm; the cold and darkness swirling from his hand shattered the seal effortlessly.
Clang!
The magically imbued chains shattered like glass. Albert's expression froze.
They stepped into the magically guarded interior.
Splash.
They stepped into water filling the floor. Looking down, they saw it was blood.
"Eek?!"
Yupi screamed. Dale silently extended his arm.
"It is dangerous beyond this point. Yupi-yang, please stay here."
"B-but......"
"I am not abandoning you."
Dale offered a bitter smile and snapped his fingers.
Darkness surged, forming a human silhouette. It was not flesh and bone, but a knight composed of shadows.
The Abyss Knight—a high-level spell considered the pinnacle of necromancy even in Dale's era.
Albert gasped, trembling at the power the entity emitted. Yupi was no different.
"This being will protect you."
As Dale spoke, the jet-black knight knelt before Yupi and drove his sword vertically into the ground, offering a knight's oath.
Yupi smiled and nodded. Dale turned away.
Splash, splash.
Dale walked across the pool of blood, toward the castle's most secret place.
Just then, the blood beneath Dale's feet began to ripple.
At the same time, the 'Cold of the Apocalypse' flowing within Dale's body began to churn.
The trace of Shub wrapping around his heart, the biological Circle made of jet-black tentacles, throbbed.
"......."
Dale lifted his head.
In the darkness, a radiance shone with indescribable beauty.
It was a color not of this world; it shifted from crystal to jade, then to purple, then back to jade.
"Gate......."
Dale also knew that radiance.
"Knowing about hatred, I shall say this," a voice echoed.
"That ice, no less than fire, can surely destroy the world."
A silhouette hiding behind the radiance revealed itself.
"I have been waiting for this day to see you again, Black Prince."
The silhouette smiled, speaking that long-forgotten title. Even the legendary Dale could not hide his surprise.
Albert Yuris knelt down right there.
"......Ray Yuris?"
"You remembered me."
"How are you alive?"
"What do you think defines an existence?"
Ray asked.
"Memory."
"......."
"Even if that memory is synonymous with an illusion."
'An illusion that does not wake up cannot be distinguished from happiness.'
Lise's words came to mind. Simultaneously, blood-colored characters began to carve themselves into his body like knife marks.
"『Book of Blood』......."
"Ray Yuris died at the hands of the 'Black Prince.' But I, who have memories indistinguishable from that child, am not wrong to call myself another Ray Yuris in a sense."
"Then who are you really?"
"I, too, have forgotten who I was in the past. What defines me now is solely the 'Book of Blood'."
Saying that, Dale turned toward Ray Yuris's shadow.
"Even if my existence were a lie from the beginning, my father willingly sacrificed himself to revive the false me. That is the first memory I have."
"Are you speaking of the Blood Duke."
"To you, and even more so to me, it is a past so distant."
The truth reflected in the shadow was there. A lie indistinguishable from the truth, the child of lies, Ray Yuris was there.
The new Monarch of Gold.
He had suspected as much. It was unlikely the Yuris siblings were the entirety of their family, and there was the possibility of the 'Demon of Evolution' that Scarlet had carried.
The world still hadn't changed.
At this point, it didn't matter. Truth or lies, gold or shadow, nothing at all.
"However, to reach you, you have already ascended to such a high place."
Ray Yuris smiled bitterly.
"I seek only one thing. I have no reason to kill you, nor to fight you."
"What are you looking for?"
"Is the end of that child and the Fourth Empire recorded in the Book of Blood?"
"Regrettably, no one in this world remembers that history."
Ray Yuris, the Monarch of Gold and Lies, shook his head quietly.
"However, the answer might lie beyond this."
At those words, Dale turned his head, looking at the colors of the universe shining between them, and the abyss gaping beyond.
"The winter of the universe......."
The place where the being who had granted him the Cold of the Apocalypse—the power surging in his body—awaited.
Winter.
It had once tried to end this world with ice, and Dale had stood against it and won.
And that very being would now hold the kind of answer Dale was craving.
Therefore, there was no room for hesitation.
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* * *
As Dale stepped beyond the gate, colors indescribable by the words of this world enveloped him.
With his next step, the landscape shifted entirely.
A gray winter night stretched out endlessly.
He remembered the time he had reached this 'Cosmic Winter' back in the Kingdom of the Elves.
The cold that froze blood and tore through the lungs—the cold of the apocalypse flowing within Dale's body was the very proof of it.
After that, at the end of the decisive battle against the Third Empire, Dale had faced the Cosmic Winter that sought to swallow the continent. He had faced the Apostle of the Apocalypse, the primordial fear that whispered this world would end in ice.
Even Dale could not stand against it with mere force. However, Winter had willingly halted its actions and let Dale pass.
'Because there is an ending, one can be saved, and sad, painful things can come to an end. Your existence was born amidst everyone's fear and was meant to be an object of terror to be pointed at, but you should have been an existence worthy of their blessings instead.'
'You are so pathetic that you aren't even worth dealing with. My interest has faded. Get lost.'
The silhouette made of pure white frost had spoken, and that was his final conversation with Winter.
And now, Dale stood in that world of winter once again.
Dale looked around amidst the cold that froze his blood and lungs. He saw nothing.
Just as Ray Yuris had said, did the history and answers of the vanished Fourth Empire truly lie here?
He could not know.
In the black-and-white winter night, Dale moved forward. Without a shred of hesitation or doubt, he walked in silence.
In this world, it was difficult to gauge the passage of time.
How long had he walked? Was it days? Weeks? In a world where even hunger, sleepiness, and the principles one should naturally feel as a living being were frozen, the only thing sustaining Dale's existence was his consciousness.
At the end of the journey, Dale's consciousness finally reached the place where the answer lay.
"......."
The tentacles of Shub wrapping around his heart throbbed and writhed, and the silent cold and darkness began to churn.
──The Empire of Winter was there.
"I was waiting for you, Onii-sama."
The Queen of Winter was there.
She was not alone; the Old Mother of Darkness smiled brightly by her side. But it didn't matter. It was enough to see them again.
"......."
Ironically, at the end of winter, what assaulted Dale's body was an indescribable heat.
The heart of cold, which even the scorching, blazing earth could not melt, began to thaw.
Just as spring melts winter, parts of Dale's frozen body were wrapped in warmth and began to melt away.
"......Lise."
Something hot surged up past his throat. Like a child, he felt as if he were about to burst into tears.
"I believed that you would eventually reach this place, Onii-sama."
However, after his frozen heart melted, the warmth stirred another emotion within Dale.
He had believed there was nothing left in this world that he needed to take seriously. He was wrong. What stood before Dale now was no longer a world left behind. There was something before him that he had to face more seriously than ever before.
"Lise, what are you plotting?"
And so, Dale spoke to the other Shadow Monarch before him—the Great Emperor of Black Gold, and the Empress of Winter.
"I am not plotting anything."
"Do you truly think so, Lise?"
"Of course."
Lise did not have a shred of hesitation.
"All I wished for was a world where you, Onii-sama, and everyone could be happy."
"......."
"Look, Onii-sama."
Saying that, Lise turned her back. She exposed her back innocently without a hint of caution and continued to walk.
The Old Mother of Darkness guarding her side also turned her back, smiling silently.
"An illusion that does not wake cannot be distinguished from happiness."
Turning her back, Lise whispered.
"Welcome to the world of happiness, Onii-sama."
Lise whispered, and at the same time as those words, Dale's consciousness sank into the darkness.
* * *
When Dale raised his body once again, the place was extremely unfamiliar and yet familiar at the same time.
Because it was the 'Emperor's Bedroom' that once reigned over the Fourth Empire.
"Dale?"
As he turned his head, Charlotte, also in a nightgown, was lying beside him. Charlotte silently reached out her arm and stroked Dale's cheek.
"Your expression isn't good. Did you have a nightmare?"
"......It was a happy dream."
However, Dale answered while quietly shaking his head.
"Then why are you making such a sad face?"
"Because it's a dream I have no choice but to wake up from."
Dale answered bitterly and sat up. Even so, the entire world did not shatter like glass, nor was the truth revealed. Because this scenery was never a lie to begin with.
Because the Charlotte there was an undeniable truth.
Likewise, everything in this world was an undeniable truth.
Dale sat up just like that, and Charlotte gently reached her arms toward Dale.
"Dale, can you feel it?"
Charlotte grabbed Dale's arm and led it to her stomach.
Thump, thump. He could feel a pulse. It was Charlotte's pulse, but another life was surging there as well.
"......Yeah."
"It's our child."
"I see."
"You know, Dale. I am truly happy."
And the child between the two was also an undeniable truth. Charlotte smiled, and Dale silently brushed her hair back.
"I'm so scared that this happiness will shatter like a dream."
At Charlotte's following words, at the fear embedded in her voice, Dale could not give any answer.
* * *
When Dale left his castle, what stretched beyond the horizon was an endless black-and-white winter night.
The Empire of Winter, and the Empress who ruled that very Empire of Winter, were there.
"Lise."
"How is it, Onii-sama?"
"What is?"
"Aren't you happy?"
Lise asked, and Dale smiled bitterly.
"Who knows."
"Until the end of the universe arrives, the happiness of this world will never shatter."
Lise said. Here, on the Cosmic Winter where she and Dale were treading.
"No one can stop the apocalypse. However, you can be happy until the apocalypse approaches. That was the answer I found."
He recalled the Golden Monarch and the riders who had struggled to stop the end of the universe. Lise was not foolish like them.
"So that was your wish."
"In this world, no one gets hurt, and there is no reason to suffer. Even the confrontation between gold and shadow is meaningless. Until the end of the universe approaches, you can simply dream an endless dream within this happiness."
Lise said.
"You've changed, Lise."
"I have not changed."
At those words, Lise shook her head.
"From the day you first taught me magic, Onii-sama, I have only ever wished for one thing."
"......."
"A world where I can make everyone happy with my magic. Because I have finally become able to achieve that dream."
Just as Lise said, he could perhaps bury himself in this dream that never wakes and enjoy happiness.
Dale remained silent. Still by Lise's side, the Old Mother of Darkness was looking at Dale as if amused.
"Lise, let me ask you one thing."
"Please speak, Onii-sama."
"Does the 'everyone' you speak of include you as well?"
"Of course."
At those words, Lise did not have a shred of hesitation.
"The Onii-sama I love, Father and Mother, and the loyal retainers of the Saxon House, even the people and families they love—that all of them can be happy in a dream that never wakes──."
The Empress of Lies said.
"That is 'my happiness'."
"I see."
Hearing those words, Dale laughed.
"You are the same as me, Lise."
After laughing bitterly, Dale said.
"You are driving everyone you love into misery for the sake of your own happiness. Just as I did."
At those words, Lise's expression twisted. Even so, Dale was not flustered.
"Sometimes the pain of sacrifice is sweeter than happiness. But Lise, it is hard to even imagine now how much pain my unilateral sacrifice for the world must have caused you."
"......Onii-sama."
"The pain you must have received from my sacrifice—when I was drunk on my own narcissism through the selfishness of sacrifice, the pain and fear that those close to me had to feel, I, too, could not fathom that."
Dale said.
"Lise, just as you are doing now."
"......."
"You asked me if I was happy, Lise."
Dale said toward Lise.
"You know, Lise. I am not happy in the slightest. I am so miserable and in such agony."
"Why, on earth......"
At those words, Lise gasped.
"The unilateral sacrifice you are bearing for my sake is so painful that I feel like I'm going to go insane."
"......!"
"And before my sacrifice in the past, you must have felt that same agony and pain, too."
Before he knew it, Dale's voice was sobbing like a child.
Kneeling right there, Dale continued as if begging.
"It's my fault, Lise."
Regretting the foolishness of the past would change nothing. Because as the Great Emperor of Black Gold, he clearly remembered the ending that required no one's understanding or permission.
The pain Lise gave Dale was, in the end, nothing more than atonement for his old foolishness.
"My foolishness in not understanding your agony, the agony of my father and mother, Charlotte, and Sepia-nim, the agony of the knights who served me—it led you to this."
"......."
At those words, Lise did not answer.
Before he knew it, the Old Mother of Darkness who should have been by Lise's side had approached Dale's side.
─ Ah, my lovely human child.
It wasn't even a mother. The girl with goat horns whispered, unable to contain her endearment.
─ To think you could maintain your form as a human to the very, very end like this.
"Because that was our promise."
Dale answered Shub calmly.
Human (人間), he could no longer even understand the meaning embedded in that word. Dale had once slaughtered the true humans of this land. As the King of Monsters.
Yet, despite that, Dale here was still a human.
"Sacrifice does not redeem anyone else's misery. It only redeems one's own misery."
Dale said.
"I believed that as the Monarch of Black Gold, I was redeeming the pain and sins of humans. But from the beginning, what I was bearing through my sacrifice was only my own sin and pain."
In exchange, Dale had driven those he loved into a pit of misery.
He realized that fact far too late.
"Please, Lise."
And so, there was only one thing Dale could say.
"Please, don't make yourself suffer anymore."
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* * *
"I am not in pain."
"Right, you must be happy. After all, there is nothing as sweet and enjoyable as sacrificing oneself for the sake of everyone else."
"......."
"To hold this world together, how frozen stiff must your heart be? How cold, biting, and stinging is the chill seeping into your very bones? It must be beyond words."
Dale spoke to the Queen of Winter, his tone like that of a man coaxing a stubborn child.
"While you, Brother, were sleeping in the world of ice, I spent an eternity building this Empire of Winter."
Lise replied.
"Charlotte-yang, our two children, Sepia-nim, Father, and Mother—everything in this world is real. For you, Brother, and for everyone that you and I love, I built this Empire of Winter. The things you searched for so desperately in the world where you were left alone... they are all here."
Lise shouted, her voice thick with sobs.
"In this world, no one gets hurt, and we can be happy with our loved ones until the end of the world. It is the only way for everyone to be happy."
"......I know."
"Then why do you reject this world?"
"Because you aren't in it."
"I am right here!"
Lise screamed. The raging wind froze solid, and a chill that turned everything to nothingness swirled about.
"Yes, Lise. Look back at where you are standing right now."
Dale said.
"Outside the dream world where everyone sleeps, you play the role of the guardian of solitude for an eternity, don't you?"
"For the sake of our happiness—yours, mine, and those we love—I can endure this much cold. Even until the end of this universe arrives."
"Your sacrifice is not for us. It is a sacrifice you shoulder solely for yourself."
"......That's not true."
"I know what you are afraid of, Lise."
Dale spoke, his voice that of the kind and gentle brother she remembered.
"When you finally accept that your sacrifice has no meaning, you fear the version of yourself for whom nothing can be turned back. You are terrified of a future where you must tremble in the misery of the end-time cold and frost for an eternity—all for nothing."
"......!"
Dale smiled bitterly, his presence shifting into that of the Shadow Monarch measuring Lise's shadow.
If Dale were to simply fall asleep in the Empire of Winter as she wished, Lise would have found a shred of meaning in her sacrifice. Yet, he could not do that.
What awaits at the end of a false happiness is, in the end, a lie.
"There is no such thing as a dream that doesn't wake up, Lise."
"......."
"It is time to wake up from the dream."
At those words, Lise's slender shoulders finally began to tremble faintly.
"Look straight at my shadow, Lise."
The Queen of Winter and Shadows turned her head. In Dale's shadow—in her brother's shadow—lay Dale's truth. The truth he was hiding within the shadow.
Ironically, it was a resolution born of his willingness to give his all for his beloved younger sister.
"......What is different?"
The Empress of Winter asked.
"Are you intending to sacrifice yourself yet again, just to shoulder my foolishness and correct my mistakes?!"
As if she couldn't comprehend.
"Then how is that any different from what you've done until now? You, who acted so high and mighty while denying sacrifice in front of me, are ultimately trying to unilaterally sacrifice yourself as well!"
In the end, there is no difference. That was why Lise steeled her resolve and shouted again. Yet, Dale remained unbothered.
"Lise, I promise you. Everything can be undone."
A flicker of agitation crossed Lise's expression.
"I can bring you, and those we love, back from this Empire of Winter."
"It's already too late."
Lise said, shaking her head.
"Unless one of us sacrifices ourselves, my mistakes cannot be corrected. That is why I no longer wish for you, Brother, to shoulder this pain. Even the cold freezing my heart is better than the pain of watching your sacrifice!"
"It is not too late. Look at my shadow, Lise. Do you still think I am telling a lie?"
"Because truth does not necessarily become reality."
Lise said.
"No matter how sincerely you appeal, the contract with her cannot be undone."
"You must have been in so much pain."
Simultaneously, the eight Circles and the Shadow Circle enveloping Dale began to accelerate. Amidst the cold and darkness, Dale spoke.
"But none of this is your fault."
He measured the pain Lise must have suffered in her self-sacrifice—a sacrifice that ignored others—and her one-sided self-love.
"From the beginning, this was my fault, and an atonement I had to take responsibility for."
And now, Dale's sacrifice to correct Lise's mistake was causing her pain once again.
─ Let's play a game with me. A game to protect the things you love, Brother.
─ I am simply curious. Which one of you—that child or you, Brother—has the more 'truthful' truth.
There were two Shadow Monarchs there. Both were revealing their truths within their shadows.
Nevertheless, nothing would change.
"The bet is over, Shub."
Dale opened his mouth coldly.
─ What do you mean it's over?
A girl asked from beside Dale. A girl with the horns of a Black Goat was tilting her head as if she couldn't understand. Countless tentacles writhed beneath her dress.
"Because here, there is the most truthful truth in the world."
─ I cannot believe it until I see it for myself.
Shub giggled as if amused.
─ Show me the 'form of truth' right now.
"Then take it."
Lise gasped, failing to grasp the meaning for a moment, and at the same time, tentacles erupted from beneath the hem of Shub's dress.
Puk!
The tentacles struck down—toward Dale, and toward Lise.
It was not one person's self-sacrifice. Because no single sacrifice could provide the answer the Old Mother of Darkness desired.
"......!"
Eyes that measure the truth held by the two Shadow Monarchs. Pupils facing the most truthful truth in the world like a mirror.
─ Correct, children of truth.
The Old Mother of Darkness raised her voice in amusement and madness.
Countless jet-black tentacles writhed, and the Empire of Winter began to crumble.
─ In the countless eons of life, how are you humans so foolish and yet so lovely!
However, unfortunately, Dale could not see that scene. Lise was the same.
"My vision......"
Just then, a voice was heard.
"My vision...... is dark, Brother. Where, where are you?"
It was Lise's voice, sobbing like a child. Dale reached out his arms.
"Lise, I'm here."
Likewise, reaching out his arms and groping in the darkness.
The senses were strangely darkened. Even though it was merely that he couldn't see ahead, it felt as if his entire five senses had been swallowed by darkness and he had become a lost child.
A solitude as if left alone in the darkness.
A crying sound was heard. It was Lise's crying.
In the shadow, Dale reached out his arms toward the sound. He felt a touch. It was a chill that was incredibly cold and biting, enough to freeze even his heart.
Beside Dale, Lise was sobbing silently.
The Empire of Winter crumbled away, and within it, Dale embraced Lise.
Beyond her ice-cold skin, he felt a faintly pulsating warmth.
* * *
"Have you awakened?"
Consciousness returned in the darkness, and light poured in.
'Light......?'
At a sensation that shouldn't have been there, Dale hurriedly sat up.
"Uncle Dale!"
He heard Yupi's voice calling him urgently. As he turned his head, light seeped between his eyelids. After the light blurred his vision for a moment, images finally began to form on his retinas.
Yupi, the leader of the Revolutionary Army, and the Golden Monarch—Ray Yuris—were visible.
"Why."
Dale muttered under his breath. Because he remembered what he had offered in the world beyond the gate.
─ It is only a very brief reprieve.
Just then, a voice was heard from beside him. Dale hurriedly turned his head.
The girl with goat horns was there.
─ Until the time comes for me to take what I must take in the future, look around the world to your heart's content. Child of truth.
No sooner had he thought she was a girl than the Old Mother of Darkness whispered tenderly.
"......."
As soon as he heard those words, Dale stood up without hesitation.
"Have you found the answer?"
Ray Yuris asked.
"How much did you know?"
"I do not know the truth. I only know the lies. And that world was......"
Ray Yuris said.
"Overflowing with countless lies. I merely knew that fact."
"......."
Dale remained silent.
"Was excavating the technology of the Old Empire something you obtained by peeking into that world of lies?"
"That is correct. However, it has all become meaningless now. The revolution, the gold and the shadows, and even the 9th Empire."
"Why is that?"
"Because the Empire of Black Gold has risen from beneath the sea of history."
Ray Yuris said. At those words, Dale gasped for a moment, then calmly asked back.
"Then what do you intend to do from now on?"
"Although I lead the revolution, it was not I who moved the wheels of this revolution."
Ray Yuris said.
"Just as my father once rolled the wheels of blood and recorded that history, I, too, merely record it with blood from the sidelines of history."
"......My history has ended. The Empire of Black Gold is the same."
Dale replied.
"So at the very least, there will be no more instances of us being recorded in your book."
"I certainly hope so."
Ray Yuris smiled, and Dale turned his back on him.
"However, will it truly be so?"
The Golden Monarch asked toward Dale, who was turning his back.
"Let's go, Yupi-yang."
"W-where to?"
At Dale's words, Yupi asked as she hurriedly stood up.
"Home."
Dale replied.
* * *
Revolution or Emperor. Leaving behind the wheels of history that are still rolling endlessly, Dale and Yupi set out on their journey.
Toward the edge of the world, toward the ruins of the Old Empire that had vanished into history.
As they drew closer to the north of the continent, all sorts of absurd rumors and gossip rang out endlessly.
When he first woke up alone in this world, he remembered the Northern Sea, which was lapping emptily there. The night sea that held endless darkness beyond the horizon.
However, there was no longer a sea lapping emptily there.
There was land.
The land of the otherworld that had waited for its time in silence for the sake of revenge, the remote region of the North.
The territory of the Duke of Saxony, and the ruins of the Old Empire ruled by the Great Emperor of Black Gold.
Just as Dale had once done, the winter of that very land began to melt, and the stopped time began to move.
The man and the girl took steps onto the land, and the sunlight of spring poured down onto the cold ground.
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* * *
Spring sunlight shattered and poured down over the frozen permafrost.
The world Dale and Lise loved emerged from the eternal ice; the stopped hands of the clock began to move.
As the Empire of Winter melted away, another empire emerged in its place.
The Great Magic Empire—the most powerful realm to vanish from history—revealed its majesty.
It was the empire of the Monarch of Black Gold and the Magic Emperor, who had ended the confrontation between gold and shadow, wielding power no one on the continent dared resist.
Before the Imperial Capital of Saxony.
Knights clad in black armor, engraved with the Night Raven emblem, stood in formation.
They had sworn loyalty to the House of Saxony in life and death, and they, too, had awakened from the eternal ice.
As soon as they saw the man in tattered robes, they knelt in unison.
Clang!
Armor clashed as they drove their swords vertically into the ground, offering a knight's salute.
The man walked calmly through their ranks. Behind him, a young girl followed hesitantly, overwhelmed by the incomprehensible scene.
The Duke of Saxony's family, and the Night Raven Knights who now pledged loyalty to the Saxon Imperial Dynasty.
"The Emperor is arriving!"
The shout echoed toward the robed man, and only then did Yupi catch her breath. Though a country girl, she understood the gravity of the situation. She recalled the words of Marquis Rosenheim.
The Great Emperor of Black Gold, the Magic Emperor—the Magic Empire once called the most powerful on the continent.
Dale stopped. At the end of the parade, the people he loved stood waiting.
A girl with bandaged eyes leaned on her father and mother.
The unforgettable elf mage stood there, alongside the Black Saintess who claimed to be Dale's shadow, and the leader of the Night Raven Knights.
There was also a woman—a mother who had long ago succeeded her father to become the continent's greatest swordswoman, and who now carried two lives within her womb.
Dale approached. They said nothing, simply accepting him, affirming his return.
Dale did not know what had transpired after the Empire of Winter melted. He had been crossing the continent, heading toward this land. How they had accepted this world remained a mystery.
He approached and bowed his head. Then, his body collapsed. Kneeling, Dale began to sob. Emotions beyond words surged in his throat.
"Welcome back, Dale."
His mother, Elena, embraced the sobbing man. Dale could not speak.
"Brother......?"
His younger sister, eyes bandaged, reached out. Her father, guarding her side, carefully took her arm and led her to Dale.
"Father."
"Welcome back, Dale."
Alan of Saxony, once called the Black Duke, smiled. Dale reached out and grasped Lise's hand as she groped the empty air.
Holding Dale's cold hand, Lise asked, "Brother? Are you there......?"
"Yes, Lise. It's me."
Dale answered. Lise reached out to touch his cheeks, searching for the face of the man before her.
Behind the black bandages, the power the founders of Saxony once possessed was gone. The blue power she once held had vanished. It was the price Lise had paid—a sacrifice she and Dale shared.
The people he loved were there, as was the empire he had built with them.
The conversation with the Monarch of Gold, Ray Yuris, came to mind.
'......My history has come to an end. The Empire of Black Gold is the same. So, at the very least, there won't be any more instances of us being recorded in your book, right?'
That was the truth. Dale had no mission left on this continent; he cared nothing for the confrontation between gold and shadow.
Nevertheless, Ray Yuris had asked back.
'But will it really be like that?'
On this continent, gold and shadow, emperor and revolution remained in conflict. With the Fourth Empire—the 'Great Magic Empire'—and the Monarch of Black Gold appearing in this world.
Dale realized that he and his empire could not escape the 『Book of Blood』 recorded by Ray Yuris.
Just as the revolutionary army had rushed at him when he turned his back on the world, dragging him back into the fray.
In an era where magic was dying, his empire would inevitably have to face the world once more.
Even so, nothing would change. He lifted his head and looked at his empire.
The Night Raven Knights of the House of Saxony, the necromancers of the Black Magic Tower, and the people he loved.
His father, Alan of Saxony, the continent's greatest black mage.
The God Sword Charlotte, the Mad Sword Sir Helmut Blackbear, the Sword of Shadow, the Black Saintess Orelia, and the elf mage Sepia.
Only then did Dale let out a dry laugh.
* * *
"Damn it, what a shitty aftertaste for such a good dream."
That man was there, too, in a room of the Saxon Imperial Palace, his legs propped up on the desk.
"Was it a good dream?"
"Are you even asking?"
The Killing Sword Master Baro spat out a curse while downing his beer; the 'Shadow Saintess' beside him smiled silently.
"Everyone dreamed a happy dream. But in the end, it was a false dream."
"......Did you wish not to wake up from the dream?"
"That wouldn't be bad either. But a dream, in the end, is only a dream because one must wake up from it."
"......."
"Even if Your Majesty had affirmed that child's will, it would have inevitably failed in the end. Nevertheless, because I dreamed that dream, I was finally able to know."
"Know what?"
"The way to dream a dream from which one does not wake up."
Dale held his breath. The Shadow Saintess stood up without a word.
"Baro, my knight."
"......My Lady?"
"You, too, must have surely dreamed the same dream as I. I, too, have come to be able to see many things in exchange for these eyes."
"Pfft, cough, cough!"
Master Baro sprayed his beer. Dale cursed, watching Baro's face turn uncharacteristically red.
"Thank you for protecting me, Baro."
The Shadow Saintess said.
"And can you stay by my side until the very end?"
"......Didn't I promise?"
Master Baro bowed his head. Dale gave a bitter smile.
"Then this intruder will take his leave."
Ignoring Baro's reply, Dale turned away.
He blessed the dream from which they would not wake, and turned toward the dream that lay before him.
* * *
"Charlotte."
"Dale."
As soon as she saw Dale, Charlotte smiled brightly.
She was no longer the Charlotte who feared Dale. She was a wife who sought to understand and affirm him, feeling the life pulsating within her womb.
"I had a dream."
"Yes."
He remembered Charlotte's appearance in the Empire of Winter long ago. It was a dream he was having, and simultaneously, a dream Charlotte was having.
'I'm so scared that this happiness will shatter like a dream.'
He remembered her smiling in an illusion from which one does not wake—an illusion indistinguishable from happiness.
Dale carefully reached out to stroke Charlotte's cheek.
"I saw the dream you had."
He said while stroking her.
"And I will never let your dream shatter."
"......I was afraid of you."
Charlotte said.
"Of you and your empire, becoming the Emperor of Black Gold and atoning for sins for the sake of the world. It felt like the Dale I knew had disappeared."
"It was all my fault."
"Even so, the you who is here right now is the Dale I know."
"......."
Dale said nothing. He reached out and kissed Charlotte.
"I will never let your happiness shatter."
Dale said at the end of the kiss. At those words, Charlotte sobbed silently.
* * *
The Empire of Winter melted, and everyone woke up from the dream.
"From the beginning......"
Only now could he understand what Lise truly wished for.
Why, within the Empire of Winter Lise had built, Dale—the one she loved most—had been left alone.
That was why Dale asked.
His younger sister's eyes were wrapped in black bandages. Yet, the Lise he faced now was not the girl who once trembled in weakness, groping with her hands.
Just as the founders of Saxony once did, her empty, pitch-black pupils pierced through the veil of reality.
"Did you know from the beginning that it would turn out like this?"
He had seen Lise's shadow before the Empire of Winter. That truth left no room for doubt.
Nevertheless, the shadow of Lise he looked at now told another truth.
"Have you forgotten the teachings of Mother and the Blue Magic Tower, Brother?"
"......."
The master of schemes and lies.
As a spy of the Blue Magic Tower, the most important rule was that one never realized they were a spy. That rule was no exception, even for the rulers of the Blue Magic Tower. Lise was no different.
"You even deceived yourself."
"No, Brother. I never deceived myself."
Said his younger sister, the Master of the Blue Magic Tower, with her eyes covered by black bandages.
"My truth was a truth that left no room for doubt. It's just that I myself did not realize that I was a puppet dancing at the hands of another me. But Brother, that child and I are by no means separate existences."
Lise said.
"I did not wish for you, Brother, to suffer for the sake of this world. That child was the same."
"Like mother, like daughter."
Dale laughed, unable to hide his awe.
"Your empire and the world do not fear you, Brother. And in this world, there is no longer any pain for you to atone for."
Lise said. As if she had no more to wish for, having completed the mission she had to carry out.
"Therefore, even if you hate me, I am satisfied with this. Because I have finished my mission."
"......."
Dale remained silent. Finally, he reached out and embraced Lise.
"Thank you, Lise."
At those unexpected words, Lise held her breath. The master of lies and schemes who should have been scattering the blue spiderwebs as the Master of the Blue Magic Tower, remained silent before Dale's embrace.
After the silence, she burst into tears like a child.
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* * *
Revolution or Emperor. Gold or Shadow. The order that had dominated the continent collapsed overnight. However, not everyone in the world was accepting that fact.
"Revolution or Emperor."
Just because the Monarch of Black Gold, Ray Yuris, was leading the Revolutionary Army, it didn't mean they were all loyal to him. Much like the old empires of the past, the Revolutionary Army was merely an organization gathered to carry out their own individual agendas.
That was why the Revolutionary Army's Iron Cavalry, armed with Magic Armor, asked.
They questioned the mysterious knights who bore the Night Raven emblem on their black armor.
"The only thing we serve is His Majesty the Emperor."
The knights replied. The Revolutionary Army did not hesitate at those words.
They were tasked with investigating the mysterious situation that had occurred in the northern part of the continent. While gossipers were rambling on about the old empire being resurrected or similar rumors, there was no way such an absurd thing could happen in reality.
There had to be some truth behind it, and they could not ignore it. That was why the Iron Cavalry drew their weapons against the knights in black armor.
Yet, no battle took place.
The black Aura swirling around the knights' swords simply shattered the Iron Cavalry's armor one-sidedly.
There was once an era where a single powerhouse would slaughter a hundred strong men. These were the Night Raven knights who had pledged their loyalty to their lord during that very era of war.
"For the Saxon House."
Neither revolution nor emperor could be their true answer.
The one they served was the man once called the Black Duke, his son the 'Black Prince', and it was the Saxon House itself that was the true object of their loyalty.
* * *
An empire had risen across the void of the land, defying the passage of time.
And the one who ruled that empire, the Monarch of Black Gold—who should have been nothing more than a legendary existence—was there.
It was all too absurd for a mere country girl like Yupi to handle.
"Yupi-yang."
"Da, Dale-ajeo..."
When Dale called her name again, Yupi caught her breath, having almost answered without thinking.
"Are you satisfied with your life in this land?"
"I, I am humbled, Your Majesty..."
Dale gave a wry smile at that title.
"Please, don't mind it and call me as you usually do."
"Bu, but still! How could I dare to call Your Majesty..."
"I am no longer an Emperor. Furthermore, this land is no longer my empire, either."
Dale said.
Even after Dale and his empire had reappeared in the world, it was as if he were trying hard to avert his gaze from that fact.
There were still knights loyal to the Saxon House, and there were the Black Magic Tower and its mages. However, there were no longer any subjects to rule or territories to govern on this land. Thus, no matter how immensely powerful his strength was, nothing would change.
"Even if you say so..."
"You don't need to feel so intimidated in front of me."
Yupi closed her mouth, having been about to say something. Dale smiled bitterly.
"This place is simply a place where I can guarantee Yupi-yang's safety, and I am merely fulfilling that promise."
"Dale-ajeossi..."
Yupi trailed off and smiled.
"Still, I'm glad."
"Glad about what?"
"It's the first time I've seen you... smiling so happily like this."
Yupi said. She remembered the shadow cast beneath his robe when he had first set out on his journey with the Revolutionary Army.
It was a shadow as lonely as someone left alone in the world, filled with despair.
But when he finally reached this land, the shadow over the man had lifted. Yupi thought that was truly a fortunate thing.
"I, too, am glad that Yupi-yang has come to smile."
Saying that, Dale also smiled. For a moment, a shadow passed over Yupi's face, but it was only for a brief second. Yupi, too, had experienced countless things while traveling with the man. The question of that day had stolen her life, and she had believed her life was taken.
"I could only have come this far because Yupi-yang was with me."
Nevertheless, the hand the man had extended to her was what had brought her to this place.
And so, Yupi smiled and replied.
"Yes!"
* * *
"Emperor and revolution, huh."
The man opened his mouth. He was a man who had dreamed in the winter empire his daughter had built, and having awakened from that dream, he was now facing an unfamiliar world.
"The new Monarch of Black Gold is leading the Revolutionary Army against the 9th Empire. They are of the Yuris family, who are overlaying the grimoire of the Duke of Blood, the 『Book of Blood』."
"Even after nine empires have been built and fallen, nothing has changed."
The man, Alan of Saxony, replied bitterly. It was truly as he said.
"What will you do? Dale."
"......"
"If you decide to, you and this castle have the power to build an empire that will reign over them. Just as you did in the past."
At his father's question, Dale held his breath for a moment. But he soon shook his head and said.
"I have no such intention."
"......"
"I sacrificed many things to change the world. I believed that even having the people I love fear me was a sacrifice I had to bear."
"Was it a sacrifice worth bearing?"
"Didn't Lize teach me the answer to that?"
Dale said with a wry smile.
"When Lize bore the sacrifice for me, and for those I love... I finally understood the pain that sacrifice brings, and at the same time, I understood the pain that the people I love must have suffered in the face of my sacrifices."
What Dale thought of as sacrifice was, in the end, merely an expression of one-sided narcissism. He only truly understood when Lize, instead of understanding Dale, tried to sacrifice herself unilaterally.
Even if that had been a plan from the start as the price of lies and schemes, as the Master of the Blue Magic Tower, it changed nothing.
"Lize is a wise child who resembles her mother."
"She is wise to a fault."
Dale nodded with a smile.
"I am grateful to Lize. And..."
Pausing for a moment, Dale turned his head toward his aged father.
"The same goes for you, Father."
"I, too, am fortunate."
Saying that, Alan smiled.
* * *
A sword was swung. It was the greatsword of the Saxon House, crashing down as heavy and massive as a bear.
Sir Helmut Blackbear swung his sword, and Dale dodged it as if brushing it aside and launched a counterattack.
The outcome was decided in a single strike.
"It reminds me of when Your Majesty was a child."
"That is a nostalgic story."
Dale smiled wryly, and Sir Helmut continued.
"When I crossed swords with the young Master Dale in those days, I thought there would come a day when my sword would not even reach the tips of your toes."
"You flatter me."
Dale laughed and turned his head.
The Night Raven knights who were still loyal to Dale and the Saxon House were still there. They had dreamed in the winter empire that Lize had built, and after an eternity of time, they had awakened from that dream.
They were not without bewilderment. However, the mission they had to carry out had not changed.
There was the Saxon House they had to be loyal to, and it was the same when the lord they had to serve finally revealed himself at the end of their journey.
A Night Raven knight approached Dale's side and whispered something.
"Your Majesty, there was a clash between those who call themselves the 'Revolutionary Army' and our knights in the Imperial Territory."
"...Did you not politely tell them to withdraw?"
"Despite our warnings, they attacked our knights, and we ended up having a skirmish with their unit."
"Was there any sacrifice among our knights?"
"That is..."
For a moment, the knight trailed off.
"They were so pathetically weak that it couldn't even be called a fight."
Hearing that, Dale held his breath in disbelief.
"Some of our knights are taking them as prisoners and returning to the Imperial Castle, while the rest are following Your Majesty's orders to leave the Northern Imperial Territory and continue inspecting the situation in the area."
"I see."
Dale nodded.
"I repeat, do not show off your power or frighten the people of this land."
"I shall obey your command."
The knight bowed his head at Dale's order. A brief silence settled, and Sir Helmut approached and asked.
"What do you intend to do?"
"...Well."
Just as his father had asked earlier, Sir Helmut was asking the same thing.
So, no matter how much he tried to turn away, the world would not let him be.
Since the Revolutionary Army had come all the way to the northern lands, the 9th Empire would surely be the same.
There were no villages or territories to rule in this land. There were only the powerhouses of the Saxon House, who symbolized the power of the empire itself.
He still didn't know what he should do.
Nevertheless, his shoulders felt strangely light.
"Sir Helmut, and the knights here, what do you wish to do?"
"...!"
Dale asked, catching them off guard. Sir Helmut held his breath at the sudden inquiry, and the knights were the same.
"I understand the sacrifices and hard work of you who have pledged your loyalty to the Saxon House."
Dale continued calmly.
"Even though countless empires have been born and fallen, you are still here, loyal to me. I no longer have any intention of forcing your loyalty."
"...!"
"Therefore, as the head of the Saxon House, I will act solely to repay your loyalty and sacrifices."
For the current Dale, there were no longer any burdens to carry for the world, nor any sacrifices to be made.
* * *
"What is that supposed to mean!"
The Emperor of the 9th Empire, the Shadow Monarch, shouted in shock.
"The Great Magic Empire, the 4th Empire?! Are you saying that the Magic Empire and the Magic Emperor have been resurrected in their entirety in this era!"
"The spies we have planted in the Revolutionary Army say it is a well-known fact beyond any doubt."
"That cannot be, there is no way such an absurd thing could really happen!"
Wilhelm of Brandenburg raised his voice, and his vassals bowed their heads.
"My empire, what is happening to my empire!"
Though he claimed the title of the Shadow Monarch, he lacked the power to perceive the truth.
Furthermore, even though his progenitor was 'Count Philip of Brandenburg', and Philip of Brandenburg was, in fact, of the bloodline of the Golden Emperor Arthur and the 3rd Empire's imperial family, it changed nothing.
The confrontation between gold and shadow was now nothing more than an empty shell, and even if it were not, there was no room for truth to intervene in his bloodline, which was filled with gold and lies.
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* * *
Shortly after, the Empire's envoys arrived in the Northern lands.
"Show respect before the representative of His Majesty the Emperor!"
Following the orders of Emperor Wilhelm, they had come to ascertain the truth of the 'Great Magic Empire'—said to have been resurrected in the Northern lands—and to extract what was rightfully due to them as the rulers of this continent.
The Fourth Empire, once the most powerful in the continent's history, had returned from the annals of time. Word of its resurgence spread rapidly to the southern tip of the continent.
With the Emperor and the revolution already clashing, they could not ignore the significance of the Great Magic Empire's return.
"Show respect before His Great Majesty, Emperor Wilhelm of the 9th Empire, and his envoys acting in his stead!"
They shouted, fully aware of the stakes. They adopted an uncompromisingly stern attitude, refusing to relinquish their status.
"Welcome."
The Night Raven Knights of the Saxon House greeted them, but it was that man himself who welcomed the Emperor's envoys.
He wore no tattered rags, but robes embroidered with the Night Raven crest of the Saxon House. He bowed politely before the envoys of the 9th Empire.
The man turned and began to walk toward the fortress that symbolized the majesty of the Empire.
Before that structure—the Great Castle of the North, once the castle of the Duke of Saxony and now reborn as the Imperial Palace—the envoys of the 9th Empire held their breath.
"......!"
Beings looked down at them from the castle, radiating an overwhelming presence.
Sir Helmut Blackbear, the Mad Sword, stood with his knights, and beyond them, the 《Grave Guard》—the highest-ranking Night Raven Knights. Even at a glance, the power dwelling within their blades was extraordinary.
If the claims were true, these warriors had once traversed a path of slaughter where a single man could overwhelm a hundred.
That wasn't all.
Mages stood within the robes, harboring an ominous power. They radiated an unmistakable 'Black' in an era where the Magic Towers had vanished and color had been lost.
Could they be the mages of the Black Magic Tower, the pillars that once supported the Great Magic Empire?
The man crossed the grand hall and sat upon the throne of black gold prepared for him.
Black gold—the Monarch of Black Gold, said to have once put an end to the conflict between gold and shadow.
They were not alone. The nameless assassins who once executed the Shadow Monarch's orders in the darkness—Dale's direct intelligence organization, the 《Grave Walker》—were present as well.
In an era where magic was dying and tales of one-man armies had become mere legend, the weight of their presence was undeniable.
Yet, they could not be intimidated. They acted on behalf of the Emperor, the Shadow Monarch.
Their insults were the Emperor's insults, and their voices were the Emperor's voices.
"I heard that one day, your land and castle rose above the waters of this Northern Sea."
As far as the people of the 9th Empire remembered, there was no land here—only the churning sea.
Dale, seated upon the throne of black gold, asked,
"What is it that you desire?"
"Reveal your true identities! Where you came from, what you are, and what you seek!"
One of the envoys raised his voice.
"And kneel."
"......."
"Kneel before His Majesty the Emperor and the Empire, and swear your loyalty."
"Did you say kneel?"
At those words, the air froze. Even the envoys felt their breath hitch, seized by an unidentifiable sensation. Their hands trembled involuntarily.
Yet, they could not back down. Their mouths were the Emperor's mouths; to submit was an unforgivable transgression.
"Swear an oath of vassalage before His Majesty Wilhelm, and do not choose the foolishness of opposing the Empire and His Majesty!"
"I do not kneel before anyone."
Dale replied with a cold sneer. The envoys held their breath as he asked,
"You there, will you kneel before me?"
"......!"
The Night Raven Knights lined up, hands on their sword hilts. A murderous intent erupted, swirling through the hall. Terrified, some of the envoys subconsciously slumped and knelt.
"H-have you forgotten your duty as representatives of His Majesty! How dare you!"
"B-but, Duke Ludwig! P-please, for now, the situation......!"
The head of the envoys shouted, but he was no exception. His legs shook, threatening to buckle at any moment.
"I can make you kneel without much difficulty."
Just then, the man rose from the throne of black gold.
"Furthermore, making your Empire and Emperor kneel would not be such a difficult task either."
"H-how dare you......!"
"Do you not believe my words?"
Dale asked.
"Would you believe my words only if I were to willingly prove that fact before your Emperor?"
At the same time, the Night Raven robe he was wearing began to writhe like a living creature, scattering shadows.
The grand hall was engulfed in darkness. Some of the envoys knelt desperately, terror threatening to make them faint.
They were truly overwhelmed.
The being before them, his power—none of it was a lie.
The Monarch of Black Gold, the Magic Emperor—a being whose existence they had doubted, dismissing it as an exaggeration of history.
They realized it intuitively. The abyss-like darkness this being possessed was greater than the sum of all the strong men in this Northern castle.
"I remember what the people of this era called me and my Empire."
"I-is it really true, was that story truly real......?"
"There were many names. But to me now, they are names without any meaning."
Just then, Dale continued.
"I will say this one last time. Kneel."
A final warning. Faced with those words, the envoys who had been supporting their shaking legs until the very end collapsed on the spot.
The representatives of the 9th Empire—the very people who should be revered as the Emperor's envoys—were miserably kneeling.
"Kneeling doesn't feel very good, does it? Isn't that right?"
Dale said, sneering as he looked at them.
"Yet you told me, and my people, to kneel. Did you want to displease me that much?"
"T-this is, after all, in accordance with the traditions of the Empire......!"
"My people and I are nothing more than outsiders."
Dale replied.
"Do not force your traditions on me and my people."
At that emotionless voice, the envoys held their breath. An indescribable, chilling terror wrapped around their necks.
"And when my Empire vanished into history, this Northern land vanished along with it. Therefore, strictly speaking, this Northern land is not even territory that your 9th Empire should govern. Isn't that so?"
"B-but, the serfs of the Northern lords have been running away one by one to this place you are ruling!"
When Dale's Empire melted into this world, there were no people to govern or subordinates to command. Nevertheless, the Northern land once called the Saxon Duchy—the land of the Fourth Empire—had not completely disappeared.
Therefore, there was no reason to refuse those who would till the fields and plant crops in a land without people.
"You imposed taxes that were far too harsh on those who were barely scraping by day to day. I simply shared my land with them and received a small price."
Dale replied.
"I am truly sorry, but my people and I need food to eat. We need to sell the castle's treasures, and we need people to till the empty land. Since they came, I simply accepted them."
Strictly speaking, that act was not much different from insulting the 9th Empire and invading the Empire's territory. And it didn't stop in the North. When that act spread by word of mouth, it was all too clear that the 9th Empire's system would collapse from its very roots.
"Isn't that why the Empire's serfs are running away here every single day?"
"Do not worry. This land is not wide enough to accept everyone on this continent."
That event was already underway. That was why Dale sneered.
"Wasn't the fact that countless serfs are joining the 'Revolutionary Army' and rising up also due to the excessive greed of your Empire?"
Furthermore, as that name was mentioned, the envoy's expression turned deathly pale.
"Instead of worrying about a few raindrops leaking on this land, wouldn't it be more important to clean up the water that has already been spilled?"
"......!"
"However, do not worry. I do not work for the Emperor or the revolution. Furthermore, regarding the damage that the lords of the Northern part of your Empire will suffer because of us...... I promise to try to negotiate so that our interests align."
"C-can you really promise that you won't fight for the Revolutionary Army?"
"Why would I need to do that?"
Dale asked.
"The Fourth Empire, the Monarch of Black Gold—they no longer exist in this world. There are literally only 'outsiders' here. Therefore, I have no interest in the disputes of this era, the meaningless wars that repeat themselves, or the conflict between gold and shadow."
"A-are you really going to maintain neutrality in our Empire's affairs!"
The envoy asked, squeezing out his remaining strength, desperately trying to maintain his dignity amidst the spectacle of his shaking legs and the urine leaking between them.
"Neutrality? You are mistaken about something."
Dale, the Monarch of Black Gold, replied.
"I have no interest in you at all. You aren't even worth having an interest in. So please, I will warn you one last time."
Finally, with a voice devoid of even a shred of emotion.
With a cold expression, as if a human were looking down at a bug, or a god were looking down at humans.
"Leave me alone. Do not repeat foolish acts that would pique my interest. If you keep the rules, I promise that we will also gladly treat you with courtesy."
That was the end of the story.
Without even the proper response or etiquette that should be shown to the Emperor's envoys, the envoys fled with their tails between their legs.
After that, the serfs of the 9th Empire fled toward Dale's land—the true North—day after day, and they began to settle down and build a foundation one by one.
A third path that could be chosen amidst the revolution and the Emperor.
Therefore, to prevent the further departure of serfs and to set an 'example,' the cavalry of the Northern nobles set out.
They raided the settlements of the escaped serfs and committed massacres, and the Northern land burned as it was trampled by the hooves of the cavalry's horses.
Regardless of Dale's will, he and his Empire were no longer outsiders outside of the world.
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* * *
The hooves of the Imperial Northern Cavalry thundered against the earth. Spearheads drove down toward the serfs, and heavy warhorses trampled the fallen without mercy.
Bones shattered, internal organs ruptured, and screams rang out.
"Show them the end of those who dare to defy His Majesty and the Empire!"
Marquis Maximillian, who led the cavalry and served as the head of the Northern noble faction, shouted. He intended to finish this situation—which even the central government was failing to handle—with his own hands.
Marquis Maximillian was the man who had previously annihilated the main force of the Revolutionary Army in the North and claimed to be the pillar of the Empire. He was not a man to be intimidated by the likes of those Northern forces that the central government feared so deeply.
"P-please, spare us! I beg of you! F-forgiveness!"
"We will serve the Emperor, only the Emperor! We will never defy the Empire again!"
From the beginning, it wasn't a battle. It was a massacre, nothing more than an example that needed to be set.
The serfs had abandoned their lands, lured by the absurd nonsense that the 'Fourth Empire' had risen. Marquis Maximillian smiled coldly at them, looking down at the lined-up serfs and their families.
* * *
"......."
Dale quietly raised his head. As he took in the scene unfolding before him, his breath hitched.
The corpses of serfs hung on crosses. Severed heads were impaled on spears stuck in the ground. Houses burned, fields were trampled into a ruin of blood and flame.
After surveying the surroundings at the edge of the North that Dale governed, a Night Crow Knight approached.
"I have searched the entire village, but there were no survivors. As you commanded, we have evacuated the runaway serfs who were tilling the fields in the rest of the area to the castle."
"......Is that so? You have done well."
Hearing the knight's report, Dale nodded calmly. He turned his head away. The corpse of a young girl, a serf's family member, lay there. Yupi's image inadvertently came to mind; the ending she would have faced would not have been much different.
Nothing had changed. It was truly hellish, and it was a world that would continue to be hellish.
That fact carved an unknown void into Dale's heart.
"Please give the order. I will assemble the Night Crow Knights immediately and present their heads before Your Majesty!"
"There is no need for that."
At the Night Crow Knight's words, Dale quietly shook his head.
"I will speak with them myself."
"Yes......?"
"I intend to head directly to their territory in the Imperial North and speak with their leader personally."
They had fled from the North, and he had given them land to cultivate. That was all. He hadn't stationed soldiers to protect them, nor had he taken any other measures.
Because he had assumed there was no land or people he needed to protect.
At least, Dale thought he had given the maximum warning he could to the Emperor's envoy. And he believed they had understood his warning as well.
He had thought...... far too naively.
A dry laugh escaped him. There was no such thing as a mission he had to fulfill in this world. As an outsider, burdening himself with the fate of this world was never Dale's role.
That was how it should have been.
"Go back and convey my words to Lise. Tell her to count the number of people that can be accommodated in this land, and to draft a land register so that the fields and cultivated lands can be divided and granted to you, the Night Crow Knights."
The Blue Magic Tower Master, who served the Emperor as his most trusted aide.
"I shall obey your command!"
Realizing the meaning and weight of those words, the Night Crow Knight hurriedly bowed his head.
Right now, what Dale had told her was no different from declaring himself the ruler of this land.
Turning his head, Dale mounted his black horse.
The knight returned toward the castle, and Dale began to move, pulling on the horse's reins.
* * *
Dale's land, and the Imperial Northern outpost built to monitor the fleeing serfs. The guards of that very outpost raised their voices at the man riding the black horse.
"Stop and identify yourself!"
"Who is the one governing this territory?"
"This place is governed by the Marquis Maximillian, the ruler of the Imperial North......!"
The man asked, and the soldier answered. It was right then.
Black tentacles rose from beneath the man's feet and wrapped around the soldier's neck.
"Ugh, ughhh......!"
"I heard Marquis Maximillian assembled his cavalry. After they pillaged my land, where did they head?"
"W-what on earth is that......!"
The soldier choked on his own pain, and then the tentacles finally released his neck. Gasping for air desperately, one soldier shouted.
Marquis Maximillian and the Northern lords were laughing at it, calling it nothing but absurd nonsense. However, not everyone thought so. Many were trembling in fear that the Great Magic Empire and the Monarch of Black Gold had truly returned and would soon sweep across this continent.
"W-we are just mere soldiers! We, we really do not know anything about the Marquis and the cavalry......!"
"......."
The soldier begged desperately, and Dale remained coldly silent.
It was right then.
Blue butterflies flew up.
─ Are you lost and wandering again, unable to find the path you must take?
A voice was heard.
"......Lise."
─ The blue birds and mice have just brought whispers about what you are looking for, Brother.
"Where should I go?"
─ Are you thinking of starting a journey without a promise, for this world again?
The blue butterfly asked back. To that question, Dale shook his head.
"That place was my Saxony land."
After shaking his head, Dale said.
"As long as I am in that land, they were lives I naturally had to protect, and people I had to protect. That is my responsibility."
─ .......
The blue butterfly was silent, and at the end of the silence, it answered the whereabouts of those Dale was looking for.
After hearing those words, Dale did not hesitate. There was no reason to.
What he had to protect was not the world, but his land; and what he had to atone for was not this world and all of humanity, but only his people.
* * *
Dale's land, and the barracks of the 9th Imperial Cavalry, had been built proudly on the remote Northern wall. It was the cavalry of the Northern lords moving to root out the runaway serfs under Marquis Maximillian and to set an example.
To them, things like the resurrection of the Great Magic Empire were nothing more than absurd stories. Nevertheless, it was contemptible to Marquis Maximillian that the Empire was cowering, unable to handle even the Emperor's envoys, let alone the Revolutionary Army.
Therefore, another ambition was burning in his heart.
He saw the forces loyal to him, the reality of the rapidly disintegrating Empire, and this situation swirling amidst the Emperor and the revolution as a golden opportunity.
Ending the mysterious situation that occurred in this North and the disturbance of the 'armed forces' would be the beginning of that great achievement.
And right then, a silhouette appeared from beyond the barracks.
The knight on guard adjusted his spearhead, wondering if it was a surprise attack, but it wasn't. It was a single silhouette.
'A beast......?'
A man in robes was there.
"Identify yourself!"
That was why the knight shouted.
"Do you want to know my identity?"
The man asked back.
At the same time, darkness and cold began to rage in his vicinity.
"Surprise attack, it's a surprise attack!"
The cavalryman shouted urgently and tried to drive his spearhead down. But that spearhead was swallowed up by the darkness in vain. Dale moved toward the knight without hesitation. The knight tried to step back while trembling, but the jet-black tentacles holding his ankles did not allow it.
"Ah, aaaa......!"
"Confess your sins to me."
As he moved, Dale asked.
"I, I didn't do anything! Really! I, I just followed the Lord's orders......!"
The knight shouted desperately. Dale looked down briefly. The knight's shadow betrayed the truth.
He had slaughtered a father begging for his life in front of his daughter; he had committed acts that no human should ever do.
"Why did you lie?"
That was why Dale asked back. The knight, whose two legs were held by tentacles, begged desperately.
"L-lie, you say! No, Mage-nim!"
Hearing the commotion, the local cavalry hurriedly gathered their weapons and rose up. From heavy cavalry to gunners armed with new-style muskets.
New eras and technologies—what moves the wheels of history is ultimately blood and war. Nothing had changed.
Crunch!
The tentacles binding the knight's ankles crushed his armor and ankles right then. His posture collapsed, and the tentacles wrapped around his body once again.
Crunch!
The iron armor was crushed like paper, and the flesh and bone inside were mangled, with internal organs bursting out through the gaps in the armor.
"My Mother."
Watching that sight, Dale opened his mouth calmly.
"I drove out the 'true humans' of this star and built a home for the monsters. As your son, and as the King of Monsters. And now, your children are filling this star."
Toward Shub, and the Old Mother of Darkness.
"As you wished, Mother, the seeds spread from the end of the universe have taken root in this land, and this is the flower. Did you truly wish for this scenery, Mother?"
The seeds spread by the Old Mother of Darkness and her children.
Dale and his race, the race that calls themselves humans, were not the rulers of this star.
To the true humans who should truly rule this star, they must have been nothing more than ugly monsters.
And those monsters took root in this star and won. That is this result.
─ Do you regret your actions, my lovely child?
The Old Mother of Darkness asked, stroking Dale's cheek as if he were lovely.
"Hi, hiiik!"
And to Marquis Maximillian and the cavalry, it was truly the ugliest and most terrifying scene in the world.
A colony of tentacles wrapped around Dale's existence as if caressing him, and Dale was burying his head in those tentacles without a word.
Like a child burying his head in his mother's bosom.
"Gold and shadow, truth and lies, endlessly crumbling empires. I thought the affairs of the world were tiresome. That is why I wanted to turn away."
He turned his head away. At the same time, the darkness of the area raged.
"But now I understand. That this is our life, and as long as we are alive, we can never escape that cycle."
As the King of Humans and the King of Monsters, the Monarch of Black Gold finally revealed his true form.
Dark Young.
The existence in the ugliest and most terrifying form that one could have as a human.
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* * *
"W-what on earth is that...!"
The King of False Humans and the King of Monsters stood before them.
"M-monster! It's a monster!"
"A monster, you say?"
Dale sneered coldly at the sight. The pitch-black tentacles wrapping around his body, the hundreds of eyes squirming beneath the shadows—a grotesque monster that could no longer be called human stood there.
"Does this form look so monstrous and nauseating to you?"
He stepped out from the pitch-black tentacles that swathed his body, revealing a human form.
The young Dale stood there.
He was the King of False Humans and the King of true Monsters, scattering madness and countless tentacles.
"My brothers, look back upon your own forms."
Beneath his feet, hundreds, thousands of eyes blinked, peering into their shadows. Every evil deed, cruelty, and unforgivable act hidden in those shadows—not a single one escaped notice.
"We are all monsters. There is no difference between us."
They would never be able to understand a single word of what Dale said.
There was only the most terrifying sight in the world: a young boy wrapped in tentacles.
"N-no way......! Was the story true!"
"T-the Magic Emperor of the Fourth Empire!"
"Is that really the Monarch of Black Gold......?"
"T-that can't be!"
The knights' agitation did not cease. It mattered little.
As if an Evil God were toying with mortals, a slaughter of pure despair began.
Tentacles slithered from the gaps as the night sky tore open, emerging from beneath Dale's feet.
Madness spread like a plague, and a few cavalrymen quickly drove their warhorses to charge.
Chwa-ak!
Simultaneously, the scattering tentacles snatched the horses and seized the knights. The tentacles crushed their armor. Death—with bones and entrails spilling from the mangled metal—would have been a mercy.
Beings blinked from the gaps in the sky, peering down at the ground.
Retinas blinked; tentacles slithered down, plunging toward the cavalry.
Kwajik!
Tearing through helmets and skulls, the tentacles plunged into their brains. Thin, multi-bundled tentacles rummaged through their brains, forcing black blood—thick as coal tar and composed of mucus—from their noses and mouths.
Laughter echoed amidst the madness. Unable to bear the overwhelming despair, their consciousness shattered, leaving them to laugh. They laughed and laughed.
There were even those who burst into tears like children.
Amidst the overwhelming despair, where sanity had long since fled, Dale walked forward calmly.
Some knights clung to consciousness until the very end, desperately swinging their swords. Against the celestial tentacles plunging from all sides and the pitch-black ones rising from the shadows at their feet, they refused to surrender, swinging their swords until the end.
"Protect Marquis Maximillian! D-don't give up until the very end!"
"E-even he cannot maintain this level of magic for long! Hold on! Hold until his power runs out!"
They were desperately clinging to a thread of hope, no matter what.
The sight was laughable; for that reason, he did not crush them immediately.
The tentacles rushing toward the knights, who were desperately dismounting to form a defensive formation, slowed.
"Look! The bastard's mana is gradually depleting!"
"Fight! Never let go of your swords!"
What was this thing called hope? Truly an incomprehensible creature.
He simply could not understand the human creature before him.
He recalled the promise he made with Shub to remain human until the very end. That resolve had not changed. Even now, the human form Dale believed in existed without a doubt.
However, he could not find any common ground between himself and those things—those humans—before him.
Just as an Evil God looks down on humans, or a person on a bug, they felt like distant, fleeting beings.
That was why Dale asked.
"Are you afraid of death?"
"You bastard... you bastard...!"
Dale stepped forward, unhesitating, into the midst of the knights' final struggle. One knight kicked off the ground and charged.
"Do not break the formation!"
A knight shouted from behind, but the warning never reached him. Kwajik! The tentacles seized his limbs, tearing them away in a single motion—arms and legs ripped from his body along with his armor.
Blood sprayed in gushes.
"Do you think that if my mana depletes and my power runs out, you will have any hope of survival?"
Dale sneered coldly, like an Evil God who feels ecstasy while tormenting the humans he does not love.
Chwa-ak!
Simultaneously, the night sky tore open, and one by one, Evil Gods of the otherworld revealed themselves through the gaps.
These were not mere tentacles. Beings with arms and legs tore through the gaps in the night sky, crawling toward the ground.
"Ah, aah...!"
"Why do you hurt and torment others?"
Dale asked, claiming he could not understand. In this situation, it was a truly ironic question.
"Why do you kill those who beg you not to? Do you enjoy this pain? You couldn't possibly enjoy it. Yet, why did you inflict such pain on the people of this land?"
"P-please forgive me! Your Majesty, I will serve you, Emperor!"
Before long, one knight gave up and began to beg.
"I swear loyalty to the Fourth Empire, the Great Magic Empire, and the Magic Emperor! Please, spare my life!"
"Your Majesty, Emperor!"
One by one, they realized the truth. There was no chance this man's mana would run out, no chance the situation would reverse, no miracle to be won. It was a dream, a delusion.
Grotesque monsters were tearing through the veil of the night sky, crawling from the world beyond to slaughter their comrades. Against such things, a knight's sword and the world's common sense held no meaning.
The Ineffable Ones.
Before them, everyone was kneeling and begging.
Dale reached out his arm, and the grotesque monsters stopped moving. The eyes of the gods looking down from the sky closed.
The tentacles, too, stopped moving all at once.
Subjugating the ineffable alien Evil Gods, the Monarch of Black Gold lifted his head.
"I ruled this world with power and fear. At that time, too, people like you knelt before me and swore loyalty."
"I will be loyal, Your Majesty! I will dedicate my body to your empire, the Great Magic Empire, until this life ends!"
"I received oaths of loyalty and servitude from people like you. Yet, after my empire vanished, even after nine empires rose and fell, nothing about your actions had changed."
Dale said.
"And I realized: just as I made you bow your heads with power, you, too, eventually tried to make others bow their heads with power. Your actions and mine were no different."
He reflected on his own foolishness, and furthermore, the foolishness of those before him.
"Therefore, I will no longer blame the foolishness of humans. I will not rule the world with power and fear, nor will I be caught in the delusion of trying to change anything."
"D-does that mean...!"
"I will forgive your evil. Furthermore, I will no longer try to change the ugliness of humans with my power."
Dale said.
It was as if a being capable of swaying the existence of this world were forgiving the sins of the people.
At those words, the knights began to kneel and bow, grateful for Dale's mercy and swearing loyalty. Watching them, Dale reached out his arm calmly.
The frozen world and the invaders from the otherworld began to move, finishing their feast on the kneeling knights.
"W-why...!"
"D-didn't you say you would forgive us! The story... the story is different!"
"Because you stepped on my land."
Dale said.
"Do you think you can live safely after intruding into someone else's house?"
Leaving behind the long-winded story from a moment ago, there was only one reason Dale did not forgive them.
Despair settled at the end of hope, and screams echoed at the end of despair.
* * *
"You're going to annex the north of the Empire into our territory?"
That night, at Dale's words, his wife Charlotte asked, stroking her belly where their child already pulsed.
"Are you thinking of bringing back your empire to this land again?"
Charlotte asked as if feigning fear, but Dale shook his head.
"It's not for the humans, nor for the world."
"Then?"
"I'm going to build a country for you, me, and our baby."
Dale said, as if repeatedly promising himself.
"Not for anyone else, but only for us."
"......."
"Like back then, my appearance won't feel as distant and frightening as a monster to those I love. I promise you."
Charlotte did not answer immediately, remaining silent. Dale took her hand.
"I promise, I will remain the person you believe me to be until the very end."
"......Yeah."
At those words, Charlotte smiled.
"It's a shame I can't hold a sword and head to the battlefield with you."
"I'm the one who's sorry for not having a nest to hold our child."
At Dale's words, Charlotte burst into laughter.
"After I give birth to the child, I'll hold a sword again."
After laughing, Charlotte said.
"And when I head to the battlefield, you'll have to take care of our child at home."
"Yeah, I guess I will."
Hearing that, Dale laughed, tenderly and lovingly.
No longer bearing anything for the sake of the world, no longer sacrificing—just holding what he wanted in his hands.
* * *
After making his decision, Dale finally summoned his retainers to the castle of the Saxon House.
Sitting on the throne of the Great Magic Empire—the throne of Black Gold—Dale spoke calmly.
"Before I speak, I will receive one oath from you all."
Before him, countless powerhouses of the Fourth Empire knelt—a military force capable of conquering this world at their lord's command.
"Never, ever sacrifice yourselves for me."
Dale said. At those unexpected words, the knights held their breath.
"In this world, do not try to sacrifice or dedicate yourselves to anything. Just as I once did, I hope you do not repeat my foolishness."
With that final word, the Monarch of Black Gold stood up. The knights all knelt at once and thrust their sword hilts into the ground.
"Remember that oath, and take up your swords."
The Saxon Imperial Castle—even counting all the knights and black magicians gathered there, it was barely a few hundred people.
"Then, with me, let's go put an end to the tiresome war taking place on the continent."
Even so, because he understood the weight each one of them carried, he knew nothing would change.
No matter how much you run, you cannot escape the world. Only now did he finally understand.
He also understood that no matter how much you sacrifice yourself and struggle, you cannot change the world into an ideal form.
Therefore, there was nothing grand or long-winded in Dale's new empire.
Therefore, only for himself, for his people, for the most human reason in the world, the history of the Tenth Empire began.





Chapter - 286 

Side Story Episode 19
* * *
The Empire of humanity.
Amidst the battlefield where the revolution and the Emperor were clashing, the ancient Empire of history finally revealed its true form.
It did not turn its back on the world, nor did it deny its own existence; it moved with calm indifference.
The Monarch of Black Gold began to advance, proclaiming the name of the Empire.
After completely wiping out the cavalry of the Northern lords, who had gathered under the leadership of Marquis Maximillian, he seized their territories in one fell swoop.
The Night Crow Knights and the black mages the Saxon House had boasted of bowed their heads whenever Dale led them forward.
Nevertheless, for Dale, there was no nobility, no mission to fulfill, nor any grand cause for the sake of the world.
It was merely for himself and his own people.
That was why, when the 'Old Empire' advanced into the north of the 9th Empire, entering their castles and receiving pledges of loyalty proved effortless.
The revolution, the Emperor, and the Old Empire.
In a continent divided into three factions, people were once again being forced to make a choice.
* * *
The legendary 'Great Magic Empire' finally broke its silence and began its southward march.
It was the territory of a certain noble, corresponding to the 'South' from the perspective of the 4th Empire, and the 'North' from that of the 9th Empire and the revolutionary army.
The Night Crow Knights and black mages were stationed there, using that very place as their base.
Even combined, their numbers barely reached a few hundred—ridiculously small for an Empire.
That was the beginning of the tragedy.
"Only a few hundred?!"
"That is correct! Even counting both the knights and the mages, the number is barely a few hundred..."
"But didn't they say that Marquis Maximillian and the Northern heavy cavalry were all annihilated?!"
"Th-that is also true!"
"How on earth is that possible! To wipe out the great Marquis Maximillian and the Northern cavalry with a force of only a few hundred!"
With the Marquis Maximillian territory and the Northern nobles of the 9th Empire wiped out, the Great Magic Empire was seizing their lands. However, upon hearing their numbers, Count Valiant—tasked with stopping them in the central region—found his mind in turmoil.
A few hundred, just a few hundred.
Even the world-renowned revolutionary army's elite unit, the Iron Cavalry, numbered in the thousands. Were they truly attempting to subjugate the 9th Empire with a unit of only a few hundred, while calling themselves the 'Great Magic Empire'?
If there had been an overwhelming numerical superiority, surrendering quietly wouldn't have been a bad option. But in this era, picking the wrong side and ending up with a noose around one's neck was a very real danger, even for the great nobles of the world.
He knew the 9th Empire was rotting from the roots, collapsing; it was time to make a decision between the Emperor and the revolution.
In that very situation, yet another Emperor appeared, forcing a new decision.
Around that time, an emissary from the revolutionary army secretly contacted Count Valiant.
* * *
"We have revised the land registers of the Northern territories and have begun to draft and train new soldiers to prepare for the invasion of the 9th Empire and the revolutionary army."
After listening to the report of the Night Crow Knight, Dale nodded calmly.
Marquis Maximillian's castle, now a border fortress and outpost used as a base by the forces of the 4th Empire.
"We will halt the advance here and begin negotiations with neighboring powers. In the meantime, gather the people of these territories and devise ways to protect them. Regardless, our numbers are small."
"We shall obey your command, Your Majesty!"
The Emperor of the 4th Empire was not one to keep his backside glued to a throne. Even when walking into enemy lines, he did not take the knights or mages meant to protect him.
In the first place, the Emperor was not so weak as to require protection. The Empire once called the Great Magic Empire was, quite literally, Dale himself—reborn as the Monarch of Black Gold.
Therefore, after entrusting them with the work to be done in this land, Dale rose to his feet alone.
He headed south, toward the slaughterhouse in the center of the continent where the Emperor and the revolution clashed.
It wasn't even an advance. It was merely the sight of one man riding a horse, setting out on a journey.
Nevertheless, the Night Crow Knights and black mages watching him trembled at the overwhelming pressure, as if the Empire itself were alive and moving.
Even an army of death filling the horizon would be powerless against him. Simultaneously, he was the only being capable of raising such an army.
* * *
Count Valiant had agonized over the fact that the 4th Empire's strength was only a few hundred.
Yet when the '4th Empire' appeared, it wasn't even a few hundred.
There was only one man.
When a lone man appeared, claiming to be the Emperor, Count Valiant felt the man might have gone insane.
He appeared alone in the Count's territory; in front of the guards protecting the entrance, he spoke.
"The Emperor of the 4th Empire, the Monarch of Black Gold, has come to see your lord. Tell him that."
He wore a robe embroidered with the Night Crow emblem. The shadow cast beneath the hood was unnaturally deep.
Everyone present must have dismissed it as the ramblings of a madman.
"The Count is not free enough to listen to the ramblings of a madman!"
"Get lost!"
The guards mocked him, but the man fell silent.
"Do I really have to show you proof to make you believe?"
After a moment of silence, the man asked.
And he snapped his fingers.
In an instant, the light vanished. The noon sky, where sunlight should have been pouring down, was smothered by a pitch-black veil.
"Bring the Count before me."
The man spoke from within the darkness, having extinguished the light of the world to harbor an indescribable void.
Crushed by the pressure of that existence, the guards gulped and hurriedly turned away. They reported to the Count exactly as it happened, only then realizing a man had appeared at the castle entrance.
One, just one!
Once again, faced with that number, his reason began to falter.
As a Count of the Empire, he commanded many knights and mages—rare assets in this world. Couldn't this be a fight worth taking? Wouldn't the reputation of defeating the Emperor of the 4th Empire become a stepping stone for his ambitions between the Emperor and the revolution?
"What do you think, Lord Azar."
The Emperor of the Great Magic Empire was, ultimately, a mage. That was why there was only one person he had to consult. The Count summoned his personal mage, but the mage only stared back.
"......Wh-what on earth is that?"
"What do you mean?"
"Th-that man...... the m-magic power he is emitting......? No, is that really magic power? No, no......"
The mage began to mutter to himself, his common sense collapsing before something he could not comprehend.
"Lord Azar, answer me!"
"M-Magic Emperor? What on earth is the power that man is wielding......? Magic power? Darkness? The power being emitted from his Circle? No, no, no...... it's none of those. Then what is it......?"
The mage was babbling like a madman.
"Lord Azar, stop talking nonsense and get a grip!"
Just then, the man at the entrance raised his head. The shadow beneath his hood stared at Azar, who was looking down at him.
The darkness, bottomless and unfathomable, writhed like a living creature beneath the hood.
"Ah, aah......!"
Only then did Azar mutter with an expression of understanding.
"That's right, yes, I finally understand, Your Majesty!"
"Y-Your Majesty, you say?"
"No, no. That is not even an Emperor! An Emperor is a human! But that...... that being...... how could a mere human dare to describe it! Ah, ah, that's right—it is a Demon God!"
Saying that, Azar suddenly slammed his head against the marble floor.
"O Demon God! O Demon God! Please, please forgive me!"
Bang! Bang! He began to self-harm, slamming his head against the floor repeatedly, hard enough to crack his skull.
"Wh-what on earth is this......!"
Count Valiant gulped at the bizarre scene. However, he could not make a decision based on the sudden, eccentric behavior of one mage. His mind grew even more conflicted.
Beyond that, an unknown, primal fear constricted his heart.
An overwhelmingly powerful being, incomprehensible by the world's common sense, wanted something from him.
Therefore, the Count moved, as if led.
Toward the Demon God who was waiting for him.
* * *
"I was waiting."
The man spoke, having extinguished the light of the world to harbor the darkness.
Count Valiant and his knights appeared, and the Count opened his mouth hesitantly.
"R-reveal your identity."
"Didn't I already say it."
The man replied.
"I have many names, and I told you one of those names."
"M-Magic Emperor......."
In this era where magic was dying, the greatest mage was said to exist. But was it true?
It was the number again. One, just one. By the common sense of this era, one powerhouse could never overwhelm a thousand.
However, assuming his words were true, that being was an ancient monster to whom common sense did not apply.
A monster where one powerhouse could overwhelm a hundred, and furthermore, was enough to make even those powerhouses surrender alone.
That was the power of the Monarch of Black Gold and the Magic Emperor spoken of in legends, and that man claimed that very name.
"Wh-what do you want from us?"
At the Count's question, the man knelt. Valiant was flustered by the unexpected action, but it was by no means a sign of submission.
He grabbed a few handfuls of dirt from the floor and rose to his feet.
"A little bit of dirt."
"......!"
"And your knees."
It was not difficult to understand the man's words.
In a world where even the great nobles ended up with nooses around their necks for picking the wrong side, Count Valiant thought desperately. He thought and thought again.
Silence descended.
"Have you made a decision?"
After the silence, the man asked.
His reason screamed. He considered the number of knights he commanded, the numbers, and the common sense of the era. Rationally, there was no reason to kneel before a man standing alone, without an army.
Nevertheless, an unknown fear, incomprehensible to his common sense, forced his knees to bend.
"I will...... offer the dirt of this land and my knees...... before you, Your Majesty."






Chapter - 287 

Side Story 20
* * *
The soil of this land and the knees of its ruler. What Dale demanded was exceedingly clear, and there was no way anyone could misunderstand its meaning.
Count Valiant knelt, and his knights held their breath. In front of everyone in the county, he had shown proof of submission that was truly beyond any shadow of a doubt.
"That will suffice."
The man in the raven-black robe, the Monarch of Black Gold, nodded calmly.
"Rise."
"A-ah, understood!"
Dale extended his arm, and Count Valiant hesitated before taking his hand with both of his own.
"As it has been until now, I will entrust this county to you, and furthermore, it shall be protected under the name of the Fourth Empire and myself."
"I-it is an honor, Your Majesty!"
"Your loyalty shall be duly rewarded. However, never forget this."
Dale said, his voice cold and devoid of emotion.
"That the mercy and protection I bestow upon you is, in the end, the price for the loyalty you hold toward me and my Empire."
"I shall keep it in mind, Your Majesty!"
Count Valiant shouted, bowing his head once more. Only then, having secured the soil of this land and the knees of its ruler, did Dale calmly turn his back.
The veil of darkness that had covered the midday sky vanished. The world finally regained its light, and sunlight began to pour down.
As if waking from a daydream, the world reclaimed its scenery.
Yet, nothing had changed. In Count Valiant's eyes, what stood before him was not a human like himself. A being beyond humanity, an absolute ruler radiating an incomprehensible, unknown terror.
A Demon God was there.
Rational thought dismissed it as absurd, nonsensical gibberish. However, strangely enough, his heart and intuition were screaming: never to defy the being before him.
Nothing could deceive this man. And so, Count Valiant bit his lip once again.
"I-I-I am truly sorry, Your Majesty!"
"What is it?"
At the precipice of a terror he could not fathom, Count Valiant opened his mouth hesitantly, desperately trying to steady his body, which was trembling with fear.
"W-would you please allow me to confess my disloyalty and give me a chance to prove my loyalty?"
"Speak."
At his command, Count Valiant glanced at those around him for a moment. The man understood and calmly waved his arm.
"Let us move elsewhere for a moment."
* * *
"Did an envoy of the Revolutionary Army contact you and say that you would join hands to take my head?"
Count Valiant confessed, and the Monarch of Black Gold, Dale, sneered coldly.
"Y-yes, that is correct! As soon as I send them a signal, my knights and the Iron Cavalry, armed with the Revolutionary Army's Magic Armor, will...!"
"You did not hide the truth from me."
"I-I am sorry! Please forgive my fleeting, absurd, and utterly disloyal delusions!"
At those words, Dale calmly shook his head.
"Since you have told the truth, you shall receive a reward befitting it."
Dale continued.
"What do you desire from me?"
At that question, Count Valiant held his breath for a moment. The Monarch of Black Gold was speaking as if an absolute being were bestowing mercy upon a lowly creature.
"In exchange for your loyalty, what do you wish for me to do for you?"
"H-how could I dare to..."
"Your wish shall be granted."
Before Count Valiant could even continue, Dale answered, peering into the truth dwelling within his shadow.
"Send the signal to the Revolutionary Army as promised, and have their Iron Cavalry ambush me."
"E-excuse me...?"
At this, Count Valiant shut his mouth for a moment.
"Does that mean you wish for me to set a trap by ambushing my knights..."
"There is no need for that."
However, Dale quietly shook his head.
"Do nothing, and simply lead them to where I am."
"B-but the opponents are the Iron Cavalry that the Revolutionary Army boasts of, and they are even armed with Type-2 Magic Armor...!"
"Are you worried that I might be defeated by them?"
Dale tilted his head.
"If I were someone who could be easily defeated by enemies of that level, why did you kneel and offer me the soil of this land?"
"I-I am sorry!"
He was right. If this man was truly the being beyond common sense that he thought he was, there was no way he would be defeated by mere Iron Cavalry. No, even if he were defeated, it would only prove that he was a vessel of that caliber, so it was an offer Count Valiant had no reason to refuse.
* * *
At that time, the Saxon Imperial Castle in the North.
"Yupi-yang."
At the unfamiliar voice calling her, Yupi turned her head. After turning, she held her breath.
"Ah..."
A woman stood there with jet-black hair as dark and deep as Dale's, her eyes covered with a black bandage.
"I heard that you have been a great help to my older brother."
"T-that cannot be! Rather, it is I who owe Dale-ajusshi..."
She stopped mid-sentence, and Yupi hurriedly covered her mouth in embarrassment. However, the black-haired woman smiled and shook her head. She didn't even hide her giggling, as if she were amused.
"Dale-ajusshi, I never imagined there would be anyone in this world who would call my brother that."
"I-I'm sorry."
"There is nothing to be sorry about, Yupi-yang."
The black-haired woman shook her head and laughed.
"I am Lise of Saxony."
"Ah..."
Although Yupi was still being protected in this castle, there were many things she did not yet know about Dale's Empire. However, hearing the title she used for Dale, and furthermore, hearing that name, it was not difficult to guess her identity.
"You were Dale-pyeha's younger sister."
"That is correct."
Lise looked at Yupi, laughing happily.
"The fact that Dale-orabeoni, who was left alone in this world, could come this far was all thanks to you, Yupi-yang."
"That cannot be!"
"Because you were there, my puzzle pieces finally fell into place. So, to me, your existence was truly a miracle."
"...Puzzle pieces?"
At Lise's words, Yupi asked back, feigning coldness.
"Yupi-yang, do you know about my brother's past self?"
"I do not."
Yupi shook her head.
"Are you curious?"
Lise asked, and Yupi hesitated for a moment. After hesitating, she shook her head.
"I remember the many sides of Dale-pyeha... no, Dale-ajusshi, that he showed me."
"Oh my, that is quite curious."
Solidifying her resolve, Yupi said.
"Dale-ajusshi saved me, and he told me that he was able to be saved because I was there. And I still remember the sadness he shows whenever he recalls the past."
Dale's past, that was the old Empire itself, right here. The people he loved.
Therefore, Yupi clenched her fists and asked back.
"Why... did you cause Dale-ajusshi so much pain?"
At those words, Lise neither got angry nor flustered. Instead, she just smiled, as if even that side of Yupi were lovely.
"I'm sorry, Yupi-yang. I never intended to cause my brother any distress."
And so, Lise bowed her head and smiled submissively.
Leaving behind the past where Dale's old self, which Yupi could not understand, the truth and lies, and the pain of sacrifice were repeated.
"I am truly glad that you are by my brother's side, Yupi-yang."
Lise laughed. As a younger sister who only wished for her brother's happiness.
"My brother's Empire, and the world of those my brother loves..."
The people Dale loves. Yupi was no longer an outsider to this Empire.
"Welcome to the House of Saxony, Yupi-yang."
And so, Lise opened her arms wide toward Yupi with a smile.
* * *
As planned in advance while contacting the envoy of the Revolutionary Army, Count Valiant pointed out the room in the castle where the 'Monarch of Black Gold' was staying.
And the standard-bearers of the revolution, the soldiers of the Iron Cavalry, armed with 'Improved Type-2 Magic Armor,' moved.
They, too, remembered the time when their revolutionary comrades, armed with Type-2 armor, were wiped out in the Marquisate of Rosenheim. Furthermore, they kept in mind the possibility that the man's identity was the very being who now called himself the Monarch of Black Gold.
No, it was probably certain.
In any case, there were no survivors among the Revolutionary Army in the Marquisate of Rosenheim at that time. Nevertheless, there were people of the Empire who witnessed the power that being unleashed. And the revolutionary spy planted in the Empire overheard those words, and furthermore, they set up their own countermeasures against the absurd level of power that man had shown.
A black mage who uses shadows, raising jet-black tentacles from them and controlling them at will.
A level of magic that cannot be understood by the common sense of this era. Even so, nothing would change.
For the enemies of the revolution, there is only death.
The crumbling Ninth Empire itself was no longer an enemy of the revolution. In fact, the victory of the Revolutionary Army was self-evident, and nothing could defy the zeitgeist of the revolution.
Until the ghosts of history, the Monarch of Black Gold and the self-proclaimed Great Magic Empire, appeared.
Therefore, it had to be the Revolutionary Army's job to put an end to it as well.
Thus, carrying their respective missions, the standard-bearers of the revolution moved. Following the words of Count Valiant, who was colluding with them, toward the room where the Monarch of Black Gold was staying.
"I have been waiting."
The Iron Cavalry, armed with jet-black armor, burst in, and the man was there. As if he had known they would come from the very beginning.
"You...!"
"Just as Count Valiant was given a chance earlier, I will give you a chance."
"Don't tell me that Count bastard betrayed us!"
"Do not worry. I am the only one here."
The man said without concern.
"And I will tell you what I will do from now on."
Calmly.
"I will head to the Imperial Capital of the Ninth Empire alone, just like this, and make the Emperor there kneel before me."
"W-what did you say?!"
At the absurd words that followed from his mouth, the Revolutionary Army held their breath in disbelief.
"After that, I will wipe out you revolutionaries who are crying out for a new era, and I will hunt down the remnants and hang them."
The man said without concern.
"Only my Empire will remain on this land, but before that... I will provide all of you with an equal opportunity."
"An opportunity?"
"The opportunity to kneel before me and my Empire and preserve your lives and status."
Without even a shred of emotion, the man said. At those words, one of the revolutionaries armed with Type-2 armor burst into a hollow laugh.
"We have already finished grasping the true nature of the power you showed."
"Do you really think so?"
At the Revolutionary Army's words, the man sneered coldly.
The man said, his voice devoid of even a shred of emotion.
"Then go ahead and struggle."
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* * *
Nothing held meaning before the man. It was, quite literally, meaningless.
It was a one-sided slaughter, not a fight. Before his existence, the improved Type-2 Magic Armor, the technology of the old Empire, and the grand cause of the revolution held no significance. Nothing was an exception. Revolution, struggle, justice, grand causes, the myriad things of the world—all forms of 'meaning' crumbled like sandcastles, failing to even form a morpheme of significance.
The God of Meaninglessness stood there.
"Mo, mo, monster...!"
Before such an existence, human struggle was truly, utterly meaningless.
"Did you call me a monster?"
The man asked the Type-2 Magic Armor soldiers, who trembled in terror.
"Hi, hiik!"
The Night Raven robe fluttered like a living creature, its hem splitting into countless tentacles. Just as Shub once did, jet-black appendages writhed beneath the fabric, toying with his enemies.
Cruel as a child playing with ants, yet possessing an indescribable purity, the Shadow Cloak's tentacles slid and wrapped around the improved Type-2 Magic Armor.
"You've tinkered with these quite crudely."
In truth, the Magic Armor wasn't even a weapon of the Revolutionary Army. They were forged by the mages of the Fourth Empire for the heavy infantry directly under the Imperial family, once known as the 'Black Armor Company'.
They were the essence of magic technology built up by the Great Magic Empire, yet in the end, nothing more. That was why Dale mocked them.
"Did you truly think you could do anything to me with armaments designed for my own soldiers?"
The Demon God took a step forward, guiding the shadow tentacles.
The Magic Armor soldiers were restrained by the tentacles, unable to move a finger. Dale walked calmly through them. Beneath the jet-black Night Raven robe, a lake of shadows and tentacles writhed.
"Die, you monster...!"
One of the soldiers bound by the tentacles reached out desperately. An arm wrapped in black metal twisted, mechanical parts shifting to form a cannon.
Kwang!
An explosion raged. Within the blast, Dale walked forward calmly. As expected, it meant nothing.
"Meaningless."
"Monster, you, you monster bastard...!"
Right in front of his nose, the soldier who fired the cannon muttered in shock. Dale tilted his head, claiming he couldn't understand.
"Do I look like a monster to you?"
"Look at your state! Do you really think anyone could call you human after seeing that!"
"I am a human without a shadow of a doubt."
Dale's shadow tentacles slithered, wrapping around the soldier's limbs and neck. At the same time, he glimpsed the truth within the man's shadow. It wasn't a truth he wanted to hide: a massacre was being carried out under the name of revolution.
"As a human and a monster without a shadow of a doubt, I have wandered the wilderness of the world throughout my life to find the form of meaning."
The God of Meaninglessness spoke.
"I ask you, humans. Is there 'meaning' in your revolution? Do you think the era that will arrive at the end of the revolution can become your meaning?"
Chwa-ak!
The shadow tentacle tore the soldier's limbs from his body along with the armor, finally wrapping around his neck.
This was the ending the Iron Cavalry would face.
Even the grand cause or value of the revolution held no meaning before the baptism of nihilism scattered by the God of Meaninglessness.
Finally, fear descended.
"I remember those who, in the past, wandered in search of truth and meaning, and obtained their own answers."
Among them, Dale recalled a certain man: Immortal Duke Frederick, and his father, who would still be waiting at the Saxon castle. Arachne of the Blue Tower, who passed everything to Dale and vanished.
Furthermore, Lize, who awakened Dale to the 'futility of sacrifice' by sacrificing herself.
They all possessed their own answers.
"My progenitor, the Immortal Duke, said that futility itself is our truth and meaning."
Dale continued, "But my father said that the things that do not become futile even before death are the meaning of this world."
Just as Dale denied their meaning now, Immortal Duke Frederick had done the same.
However, Dale's subsequent words did not reach the ears of the Iron Cavalry. Dale gave a bitter smile.
"I, too, found my own answer regarding 'meaning', and at the same time, that blindness and obsession drove those I love into suffering."
He sighed. "That journey is now so tiresome."
Dale waved his arm, calm as a child bored with a toy.
"Gold and shadows, emperors and revolutions—the meanings you pursue are so futile and trivial that I simply cannot endure them."
The God of Meaninglessness spoke, and the flag-bearers of the revolution perished, enveloped in the cold of an apocalypse that would wrap around the end of the world.
The revolution they cried out for, the lives they spent desperately struggling for that revolution—all of it was futilely swallowed into the absolute nothingness.
* * *
The Ninth Empire, the Revolutionary Army, gold and shadows—this land was still overflowing with meaning.
To the man, it was nothing more than a tiresome, repetitive cycle of history.
The only fact humans learn from history is that they learn nothing from it.
Even if it were a history built upon blood and war, nothing would change.
Therefore, what Dale had to do was clear.
He would take the entire world into his hands and bestow it upon himself and those he loved.
He would not sacrifice himself for the world, nor was there any need to atone for anything while leaving the suffering of his loved ones behind.
Just so that he and the people he loved could live happily for a long, long time.
He would not care, even if something stood in his way.
* * *
Dale walked toward the heart of the Ninth Empire, and there were those who blocked his path.
Sometimes it was the Revolutionary Army; sometimes it was the people of the Ninth Empire desperately struggling to protect their Emperor. All of them blocked his path with their own respective causes.
And every time, the God of Meaninglessness was there, stripping away their meaning.
"For what purpose did you block my path?"
Countless soldiers lay scattered as corpses. A war had broken out against a single man, and at its end, he asked the question as he stepped over the bodies of his enemies.
"I, I cannot let you proceed to where His Majesty the Emperor is...!"
"So you gathered this large force?"
A noble hardened his resolve until the very end, and Dale sneered.
"Did you think you could stop me by desperately scraping together nobles, their subordinate knights, mercenaries, and even every last serf?"
"Mo, monster...!"
"From now on, I will tell you the meaning your actions will hold."
Dale flicked his finger coldly.
Jet-black darkness raged beneath his feet, and light vanished from the sky.
The countless corpses scattered across the area rose to their feet, wrapped in jet-black darkness.
"Ah, ahhh, ah...!"
"Did you gather them to offer me troops? At least your actions were not meaningless."
The mountains of corpses and seas of blood stretching beyond the horizon took form and rose.
Countless dead, Death Knights, Blood Golems, and myriad immortals knelt, bowing their heads before their ruler.
At the same time, as if an invisible force acted upon them, their bodies fused. Flesh, blood, bones, armor, and blades—everything was drawn in, sticking together as if sucked into a black hole.
An abomination.
A terrifying, immortal colossus, so horrific it could not be described in the words of this world, stood there.
This was the end for one who dared to harden his resolve and fight against the God of Meaninglessness. The noble made his final struggle, and in the end, that was it.
Dale calmly raised his head. Even though the distance felt like it was beyond the horizon, he could clearly feel it: the Emperor of the Ninth Empire, who claimed the name he once held—Shadow Monarch—and the heart of the Empire he ruled.
* * *
"Welcome to the Saxon House, Yupi-yang."
Lize spread her arms wide with a smile. However, Yupi did not embrace her readily and hesitated for a moment.
"Oh my, what is the matter?"
"......I'm sorry."
Yupi held her breath, confused by her own behavior. Seeing that, Lize smiled quietly.
"It seems you don't quite like me, Yupi-yang."
"Th, that's not it!"
Lize smiled bitterly, and Yupi shook her head immediately.
"There is no need to be flustered. You are already a person of our Saxon House, the person my older brother must protect and loves."
"......!"
At Lize's words, Yupi's face turned bright red.
Dale-ajusshi's younger sister, Lize. Whenever she recalled her, she remembered Dale's expression filled with sorrow.
She also remembered the expression Dale had when he saw her, and when he faced his loved ones again.
According to Lize, the Dale of the past was an existence Yupi could not even imagine. It was Lize's sacrifice and schemes that returned that Dale to his current state.
Yupi, too, came to know Dale thanks to Lize, and was finally able to reach this place with him.
Even so, what was this unsettling feeling she felt in her presence?
It was an ominous sensation, as if a spider were crawling across her skin.
* * *
The 'Abomination', where flesh, blood, bones, swords, shields, and armor were fused together, stood there.
Kung, kung!
Every time it took a step, the earth shook, and soldiers scattered in confusion. Furthermore, the fortresses, strongholds, castle walls, and cannons piled high before it held no meaning.
Therefore, no one dared to block that existence, the abominable colossus. No, they could not block it.
The man rode on the shoulder of that very colossus.
Fluttering his black robe embroidered with Night Raven patterns, he raised his head toward the horizon.
An existence that turned all meaning blocking its path back into nothingness. A human who did not love humans.
To put an end to the repetitive cycle of history that never changed, the man took a step.
Toward the Shadow Monarch and the heart of the Ninth Empire he ruled.
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* * *
Boom!
With a sound that seemed to tear the very heavens apart, cannonballs poured out in a synchronized barrage from the batteries lined up along the fortress walls.
"Take down that monster! Do not let it open a path toward His Imperial Majesty!"
The key strategic point leading to the Imperial Capital—the fortress known as the final bastion of the 9th Empire—spewed fire in a desperate defense.
It was an invincible citadel that possessed such an absurd number of cannons that it was once called the 'Destruction Fortress,' a place even the Revolutionary Army dared not challenge.
Koo-woong, boom!
Endless cannonballs and black powder rained down upon the abominable giant. The projectiles slammed into the giant's two legs, and the gunpowder, forged with magic engineering, ignited to trigger secondary explosions.
"Its center is collapsing! The attacks are working!"
"Fire! Ignite the gunpowder on the cannonballs! If this place is breached, it's the same as opening a path straight to His Imperial Majesty!"
They shouted desperately, clutching at hope, frantically trying to give meaning to their struggle—even though their true opponent was no mere golem fused with flesh, bone, and cold steel.
They fought as if defeating that monster would somehow equate to their victory.
Squelch!
"Huh...?"
One of the artillerymen at a battery along the wall saw something wriggling as it climbed up the ramparts.
"A tentacle...?"
He soon realized that this tentacle was a vine stretching all the way from the feet of that abominable monster. No sooner had he realized it than one tentacle plunged toward his throat.
"Gah, ugh...!"
It was not a death in any recognizable form. The tentacle pierced the artilleryman's body and took root. His flesh bloated grotesquely, as if thousands of earthworms were writhing inside him, and after expanding to its limit, it simply exploded.
His insides burst, and things resembling thousands of earthworms began to scatter, wriggling rapidly. But they weren't earthworms.
They were young tentacles.
Parasitic tentacles that burrowed into the host's body, took root, and proliferated rapidly.
An incomprehensible biological weapon that defied the common sense of this world.
"W-what the hell are these!"
"Aaaah! S-save me!"
A single infected person birthed thousands of parasitic tentacles, which began to swallow the soldiers within the fortress one by one. Swinging swords at the tentacles was futile. Before long, thousands of tentacles had tangled and fused together, becoming so massive they covered the sky.
The shelling stopped, and the abominable giant had reached the very front of the fortress. Dale silently lowered his head to look at the scene below.
By now, the entire fortress the Empire was so proud of was wrapped in a mass of endlessly proliferating tentacles. The people were the same.
Tentacles coiled along the fortress, turning it into something like a living organism, and the people, neither dead nor alive, were reborn as part of the fortress and the tentacles.
Black, coal-tar-like slime poured down from their facial features.
The abominable thing reached out its arm toward the fortress. Countless tentacles sprouted from the giant's body, fused with the tentacles wrapping the fortress, and began to swallow the entire citadel whole.
The ramparts, the inner castle, and even the countless batteries and cannons lined up there.
Not just people or cold steel, but literally an entire citadel.
* * *
The capital of the 9th Empire.
In front of it, the abominable thing made of flesh, blood, bone, swords, shields, and armor revealed itself.
But that wasn't all.
There stood the abominable giant (巨神), devouring and fusing even the fortresses and citadels that blocked its path, greedily consuming everything in the world. All over the giant, lumps of bloated humans were clumped together.
Victims fused into the giant's body, their tentacles stitched together like needlework. Their screams rang out like a harmony. Black coal tar flowed endlessly from their features.
Tentacles writhing along the giant's body patched together the castle, fortresses, flesh, bone, and armor like rags, barely holding its form together.
Having grown dozens of times larger than when it first took shape, it was, quite literally, a monster devouring the world.
The predator of the Empire.
"W-what on earth is that!"
"We do not know! As we reported, it is a monster that greedily devours everything that blocks its path..."
No matter how much the scouts reported and explained its bizarreness, witnessing it in person was an entirely different matter.
This was a world where, as the era progressed, the existence of black powder—cannons and muskets—was becoming widespread. But the hail of cannonballs and all manner of shelling poured upon that existence meant nothing.
Koo-woong!
In fact, it was the 'abominable giant' that was firing the cannons. Tentacles rummaged through the giant's body, writhing to pull out batteries and cannons, and it was spewing fire just as the Destruction Fortress had once done.
It was obvious where the entity had scavenged those cannons.
"You want us to stop that...? Ha, haha... what a load of crap."
For Marquis Rosette, the commander of the garrison who had to desperately defend the capital, there was no other choice. He couldn't even manage a bitter laugh.
The utterly incompetent Emperor, who claimed to be the Shadow Monarch and ruled the 9th Empire, had long since fled. Yet, he had issued an absurd order to desperately sacrifice their lives to protect the Imperial capital, and this was the end result of that order.
"I will issue an order to all troops under my command."
Marquis Rosette spoke, his voice cold.
"From this moment on, abandon this capital and flee."
"B-but, Your Excellency the Marquis! The, the Emperor..."
"To hell with the Emperor."
Marquis Rosette muttered as if it were someone else's business, and the soldiers' faces turned pale.
"From now on, I will lead my knights and return to my territory to join the Revolutionary Army. However, I will not force my decision on all the nobles of the Imperial Capital. Make sure to inform all the nobles under your command of this fact!"
After saying that, Marquis Rosette turned his back without a shred of hesitation, followed by his knights.
Immediately after, the tentacle vines that had crawled up to the very chin of the ramparts stopped moving.
* * *
Boom!
When the abominable giant finally reached the Imperial capital, it was a ghost town where you couldn't even find a single fly. No, it wasn't that there were no people. They were the commoners who had nowhere to run and no way to escape, simply waiting for death with resignation.
However, there was no sign of the knights or nobles holding swords, those who should have been resisting.
When the Empire was first founded, this city must have shone gloriously, too. Just as all nine empires had. But there was no trace of that past glory anywhere.
"An Emperor who abandoned the Empire and fled, huh..."
On the giant's shoulder, the man muttered calmly.
Squelch!
Immediately after, the tentacles that were stitching the giant's body together like rags loosened. No sooner had the forced sutures come undone than the giant's body collapsed with a rumble.
Flesh, blood, and bone covered the surrounding land, and the several citadels and fortresses it had been greedily swallowing collapsed with a crash.
The lumps of humans there could finally find rest.
* * *
The Emperor had abandoned the Empire and fled. And toward the Imperial capital of an Empire whose rightful protector was gone, Dale walked forward.
The towering walls, the drawbridges—nothing could block Dale's path.
No sooner did he step into the empty air than tentacles sprouted from beneath his feet, tangling and intertwining to reveal a path. And stepping on the path created by the endlessly intertwining tentacles, Dale moved his steps beyond the Imperial capital.
The fear and cries of people who could not flee and had nowhere to run were heard everywhere. Even so, Dale moved on without concern.
Toward the faded and withered Imperial Palace of the 9th Empire.
He walked alone and calmly, his footsteps echoing along the marble tiles in the silence.
Very desolate, and quiet.
The Empire of solitude.
Dale crossed the black marble tiles and raised his head toward the throne at the end.
"..."
The shadow under his hood flickered with surprise at the unexpected presence there.
A man was sitting on the jet-black throne.
To think that there was still someone left in the 9th Empire with the will to oppose him. Even more impudently, he was sitting on the throne placed for the Emperor.
"Did they not say the Emperor abandoned the Empire and fled?"
"They did."
The man replied. The voice was very familiar.
──He was a knight wrapped in armor of red and white, red-white (赤白).
"Wrapped in red and white, are you serving the Shadow Monarch?"
"The Shadow Monarch, you say."
At those words, the knight burst into laughter, finding it absurd.
"How could that fool dare to claim the title of the King of Truth and Shadows, and the Shadow Empire?"
"I suppose so. Then, who are you to speak such things?"
"I am a demon."
"..."
"And I am the son of my mother, Lady Scarlet."
At that name, Dale held his breath for a moment.
"Aside from Ray Yuris, were there other children of the Yuris siblings left?"
"Ah, the Blood Duke Marquis Yuris is not my father. My mother conceived me all on her own."
At those words, Dale could finally understand.
Back in the era of the 4th Empire, the Lodge had conducted experiments to bring a 'demon' into this land. And among them, there was one last demon who was the only success, survived until the end, and whom even Dale had forgotten.
The Demon of Evolution, the ultimate organism.
"When my mother gave birth to me, I had the appearance of a hero."
"...Was that the identity of the one who fought against me?"
"However, I was ultimately defeated before you. But the ultimate organism does not lie in the strength of an individual."
There was a knight armed in red and white armor.
"The value of life's existence is in continuing its genetic material. As the ultimate organism, it is to preserve and sustain 'information' that will never be severed in history."
And the knight took off his armor. Inside the armor was a very familiar face.
The Apostle of Fire and Light, Mikhail Lancaster.
"There is no need to become a king, nor is there a need to rule the world. Simply existing without being extinguished—that is the only meaning of my existence."
"Then why did you reveal yourself before me?"
Dale asked, unable to understand.
"Do you not understand that this is an act of inviting your own death?"
"However, I have a mission to carry out, separate from the functions of life."
The Demon of Evolution, the son of Lady Scarlet, and the being who possessed the skin of Mikhail Lancaster drew his sword.
"My mother's revenge."
It was a reason that didn't suit a demon, a reason that was truly, deeply human.
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* * *
"Revenge for my mother."
The demon wearing Mikhail's skin spoke, and Dale gave a quiet, bitter smile.
"You have every right to that."
Just as it had been for Dale long ago, it was no surprise that karma had come full circle. The world never truly changes; the chains of vengeance simply link tail to head, never breaking.
Mikhail Lancaster, clad in red and white armor, rose from the throne. Watching him, Dale asked in return,
"Why are you wearing Mikhail Lancaster's skin?"
"I have watched history beyond counting, from before you brought down the Third Empire to this very day."
"......."
"Just as my brother remembers history through the 『Book of Blood』, I record my own history based on the information etched into the genes of living things."
Mikhail Lancaster said.
The disappearance of the Fourth Empire and Dale did not mean everyone from that era had vanished. Now, after countless ages, the ghosts of the past had revealed themselves to Dale once again.
"Humans are beings who can never learn a single thing from history."
"Ah, unfortunately, I am not human."
Mikhail Lancaster—no, the Demon of Evolution—laughed.
"Human history is the history of possibility. The possibility of blooming their seeds upon barren earth, the possibility of fighting back without giving up in the face of the coming apocalypse; the struggle of life itself is the beauty of life and humanity. Just as you did on this earth, as the King of Humans and the King of Monsters."
"......."
"And I, while recording the history of life up to the Ninth Empire, waited for the day of vengeance to come. Waiting quietly, holding my breath, I desperately sought the answer to become the 'ultimate life form' capable of reaching you."
Mikhail Lancaster said.
"You asked why I am wearing the appearance of Mikhail."
"I did."
"The Hero of the Otherworld was strong. Yet, he could not surpass the original you."
"......."
"That is why I turned my eyes toward human history. The history of possibility—Mikhail Lancaster is that very answer."
Dale remembered the power he had shown as the 'Apostle of Fire and Light' back then. Just as he said, Mikhail Lancaster had been a formidable enemy who would have grown to be more threatening than anyone else to the Dale of that time.
"Mikhail Lancaster had potential. Throughout the entire history of life, he held the sole possibility of being able to oppose you, who have been reborn from the Shadow Monarch into the Monarch of Black Gold."
That was why he had pulled out the roots early on. But the roots that should have been pulled out had revived in this place once again.
"Fortunately, my brother was recording his existence within the history of blood. That is why I could remember Mikhail's life information, reconstruct it, and mimic Mikhail Lancaster."
"Are you talking about Ray Yuris's 『Book of Blood』?"
"Ray Yuris, and Mikhail Lancaster. Even you, the peerless one, feared that they would grow into the worst threats in the future, and they truly possessed that potential. That is why you struck them down without hesitation."
"That was back when I was still immature."
The history of blood and life.
"We were all immature back then. And unfortunately, my name is no longer Mikhail Lancaster."
The demon wrapped in red-and-white armor said.
"Then what is it?"
"Mikhail Yuris—that is my name."
"Did you and Ray Yuris become such good brothers?"
"I took the name of Mikhail and have been sharpening this sword since the day your existence vanished into history. I pursued the end of the potential dwelling within this child, repeating my training over countless eons. All while you and your empire were trapped in absolute zero ice, alienated from the world."
'Mikhail Yuris' said. To those words, Dale asked back coldly,
"......From the start, were the Ninth Empire and the revolutionary army nothing more than puppets for you to keep up appearances?"
"My brother and I were waiting for the moment you would awaken from the very beginning. We were waiting for you to realize yourself as the Monarch of Black Gold, as you once were, rather than someone who ran away from the world."
"Is that why you helped me face Lise and revive the old empire?"
"From the start, the one I had to strike down was the 'Black Prince' and the Shadow Monarch, and furthermore, the Monarch of Black Gold. Not a coward who turned his back on the world and fled."
"......."
"And before me stands the 'Black Prince' and Dale of Sachsen, without a shadow of a doubt. I have finally waited for this moment."
"......You are long-winded."
After hearing that, Dale waved his hand as if he had lost interest.
"Nothing will change. Do you think the ghosts of the past can do anything to the me of now?"
As if turning all the meaning in the world back into nothingness, the God of Meaninglessness spoke.
"As I said, humans are creatures of possibility."
Right at that moment, red-and-white Aura began to swirl around Mikhail Yuris's feet.
"You could still use an Aura Avatar in an age where magic is dying?"
"Did you say an age where magic is dying?"
At those words, Mikhail Yuris sneered coldly.
"Unfortunately, the magic of this world is not dying."
The mana in the atmosphere was thinning, the magic towers were losing their color, and the knights' Aura no longer shone as brilliantly as it once did. That was the era of dying magic, or so he had thought.
"......!"
An absurd light exploded, as if facing the corona of the sun—the power of the Apostle of Fire and Light.
"Could it be......"
Lighting up this world like a sun, flames of destruction equal to the heat of the sun began to wrap around Mikhail Yuris's body.
An absurd amount of Aura that even in Dale's World could not be easily imagined.
"I have greedily devoured the mana of this world every single day without fail, and continued to accumulate it as the Aura in my body. Just as my brother did. Even while countless empires were being built and crumbling away over countless ages."
"......."
"While my brother, Ray Yuris, was devouring all the colors and mana of the magic towers remaining in this world, I devoured all the swords and Auras of the knights remaining in the world."
The endless hunger and craving of the vampire clan, the Yuris family, appeared there in the form of a 'sword'.
And perhaps Ray Yuris, too, had satisfied that hunger and craving in the form of 'magic'.
That appearance he showed before Dale—that ominous premonition had been correct.
"In the meantime, people in the world started to mistakenly believe that magic was dying."
The one who called himself of the vampire clan was, ironically, wrapped in the armor of dawn that illuminated the dim twilight.
The Demon of Evolution.
He had sought the ultimate life form to strike down the Monarch of Black Gold throughout the history of life, and finally, that form had revealed itself.
The one with the potential to strike down the 'Black Prince'—he had dwelled in Mikhail's body and pursued the end of the potential he was meant to reach.
Just as the current Dale was not the 'Black Prince' of his immature days, Mikhail would be the same.
The Monarch of Fire and Light, Mikhail Yuris.
Against him, the Monarch of Black Gold, the Monarch of Gold and Shadow, Dale, reached out his arm.
Nothing would change.
Following his feet, pitch-black tentacles writhed, and a lake of shadows spread out. Darkness descended upon the world.
Even within that darkness, there was a knight of dawn shining brilliantly. Scattering the light of dawn that glowed like blood and burned pure white at times.
The pitch-black tentacles surged, and the Aura of dawn that Mikhail Yuris was wrapped in swallowed the darkness.
"Ho-oh."
At that sight, Dale finally smiled with interest.
In this world, there was a worthy rival who could match him for the first time. That fact began to ignite an unknown flame in Dale's heart.
"Without even a promise, I have waited for this day to fight you."
"Then I, too, shall indulge in this amusement."
Saying that, Dale replied coldly.
At the same time, the skeletons of knights made of darkness rose from within the lake of shadows.
Abyss Knights.
The knights made of the darkness of the abyss surged all at once, and Dale reached out his arm. Frigid cold swirled from his fingertips, and bullets of ice were scattered.
He couldn't even remember the last time he had projected formulas onto magic and scattered them like this. Nevertheless, before Mikhail Yuris, Dale willingly stuck to his old way of fighting.
Was it the courtesy he owed an old rival, or just a fleeting amusement to pass the time? Even Dale did not know.
Ice Bolts containing the cold of the apocalypse were fired, and the sword of dawn held in Mikhail's hand received them.
It was not the old hero's beloved sword, Peacemaker.
"Did you obtain a new sword?"
"Many things happened to forge this sword."
Mikhail adjusted his grip on the hilt, the edge of the blade gleaming. Dale realized the magic dwelling within that sword was by no means ordinary.
"What is the name of the sword?"
"Lucifer (Morning Star)."
The ghost of the past, the era of the Shura path that Dale had traversed while facing countless strongmen. The strongman of that very era had appeared before him once again.
At the same time, Mikhail Yuris kicked off the ground. The sword of dawn, 'Lucifer', held in his hand was swung, and in response, Dale scattered the darkness of the primordial age and created a 'Sword of Pitch-Black'.
"Does that sword have a name as well?"
"Despair."
Dale replied, calm before the Morning Star of hope, as if denying that light.
"I, too, know many things about possibility. The darkness that the old Mother of Darkness gave me is the proof of that."
In the beginning, there was darkness. Not light. There was darkness that could become anything, and by molding that very darkness, the world was born.
That is why darkness is the first possibility.
Saying that humans are creatures of possibility is, in the end, no different from saying that humans are creatures of darkness.
There was the demon of hope, holding the sword of the Morning Star, pursuing the sole possibility against an opponent he could never defeat.
And against that demon, the King of Humans adjusted his grip on the sword of pitch-black. Wrapped in the primordial darkness that could become anything, the Apostle of Despair (絶望) who denies all forms of meaning and possibility.
The Morning Star of hope and the sword of despair collided.
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* * *
Ka-ang!
Morning Star and Despair collided.
After their blades clashed, Dale asked, his tone laced with confusion.
"Even if you turned all the mana in this world into your own, you cannot defeat me. Have you forgotten that fact?"
Mikhail, draped in the Armor of Dawn, said nothing. He kicked off the ground, swinging his sword. Once again, the Morning Star, wreathed in the rays of dawn, struck down toward Dale's 'Despair'.
Ka-ang!
Back when he was the 'Black Prince,' Mikhail Lancaster had held the potential to grow into a threat to Dale. That was who he had been.
To the current Dale, however, it was neither a threat nor anything of note.
He had turned the entire world's mana against him, and not even his own mirror or the Goddess of the World could strike him down. The Winter of Apocalypse and the Kings of Men were no exception.
Nothing could strike down Dale, who had been reborn as the Monarch of Black Gold—the gold and the shadow.
"That is exactly right."
Mikhail Uris smiled calmly.
"When I once stood against you, mimicking the form of a Hero, I could not defeat you even after seizing all the mana in the world from her."
"Then you know that even if you devour all the mana in this world, you cannot defeat me."
"Perhaps so. No, that is likely the case."
Even so, there was no trace of resignation or waning spirit in Mikhail Uris as he gripped the Morning Star.
That was why it was even more incomprehensible.
"Then you also know that my entertaining you right now is nothing more than my own amusement."
The God of Meaninglessness held Despair and sneered.
All to return the hope, the vengeance, and everything Mikhail Uris possessed—the Morning Star—back into nothingness.
"I understand that you are not a being that can be dealt with by mere quantities of mana."
The sword of Despair struck down, and the pitch-black darkness scattering from the blade swallowed the Morning Star.
It was, as Dale said, a one-sided amusement. He faced an old rival, using the fighting style of the past, as if reminiscing about the days when the 'Black Prince' had clashed with Mikhail Lancaster.
The one facing Mikhail Uris was not the Monarch of Black Gold. It was merely the 'Black Prince' of those days.
For just a brief moment, he was facing a memory from a past so distant it was hard to recall. It was, quite literally, nothing more than a game.
If Dale were to wake from his whim, the Despair in his hand would swallow both the Morning Star and all its hope whole.
"After the Goddess Sistina, whom you call 'Noah,' fell into a slumber, the mana in this world... the nanomachines, stopped proliferating. Therefore, every time we used that mana which had ceased to multiply, its numbers dwindled further."
Mikhail Uris spoke, the tip of his sword leveled at Dale.
"You said it wasn't an era where magic was dying, but in a sense, that statement isn't wrong either. As long as the total amount of mana is fixed, the world's magic dies every time that mana is used."
"I have no desire to wake her from her slumber again."
Dale replied coldly, thinking of his old partner sleeping in the deepest part of the Fourth Empire after he had once fulfilled the 'Hero's Mission.'
"Is that why the two brothers joined forces to hog the remaining mana in the world?"
Dale asked coldly. Mikhail shook his head.
"I do not intend to use mana to do anything to you."
Nevertheless, Mikhail Uris smiled.
"Neither Ray nor I have greedily devoured this world's mana with some grand plan or goal in mind. As I said, I do not believe you can be dealt with by something like mana."
"Then for what purpose are you devouring the world's mana?"
"Possibility."
Mikhail replied, looking at the blade of the Morning Star.
"I swung my sword until I vomited blood every day, absorbed mana to refine it into Aura, and sought out strong opponents to sharpen my blade without missing a single day."
At the same time, the 'world's mana' he was devouring began to churn within his heart once again.
"Mikhail Lancaster held the possibility of defeating the 'Black Prince.' Believing in that one thin, thread-like possibility, I repeated training upon training until I had devoured all the mana in the world."
His sword, the Morning Star, began to shine again, imbued with the light of dawn.
"There is no elaborate plan to defeat you. I have simply breathed in mana, accumulated it as Aura, and swung my sword day after day until this moment arrived."
"......Possibility, you say. Was that truly all?"
"That is all."
"How truly meaningless."
"And I realized something."
Mikhail said.
"Realized what?"
"That as you said, true possibility did not lie in the light, but in the darkness."
Simultaneously, the light vanished from Mikhail's sword, the Morning Star. The Armor of Dawn followed suit. The radiance that had illuminated the dim morning, claiming to be the light of the world, faded. Darkness descended—a pitch-black void, yet one pregnant with the possibility of becoming anything.
"This form is the 'beyond the horizon of possibility' that Mikhail Lancaster has reached."
The apostle of fire and light, wrapped in primordial darkness, stood there.
Regripping the 'Morning Star,' which was likewise wrapped in darkness.
"......Shub, was this your doing again?"
At those words, Dale spoke up, sounding weary. Before he knew it, the girl with goat horns appeared by Dale's side, puffing out her cheeks in a pout.
─ It wasn't me.
Facing the pitch-black knight, the old Mother of Darkness spoke up, sounding amused.
─ Ah, the possibility that humans are blooming is so very lovely.
"That thing is a demon wearing a human skin."
─ But look at that child. Just as you defeated the humans of this star and obtained the name of a human, is it so strange for that being to defeat you and usurp the name of a human (人間)?
"......."
─ Just as there are humans closer to demons than demons themselves, is it so strange that there is a demon closer to a human than a human?
"Hardly."
The old Mother of Darkness said, and Dale sneered coldly. It was so absurd that he couldn't even laugh.
That was right. The thing in front of him was, strictly speaking, not 'Dale's species.'
And it would not be strange for that different species to defeat Dale and steal the 'human name' he possessed.
Mikhail Uris, the Black Knight composed of the darkness of possibility, rushed forward.
Ka-ang!
The blade of the pitch-black sword, Morning Star, wrapped in darkness, clashed.
The moment they collided, he could feel it.
Only because he was one who wielded primordial darkness could he understand.
This collection of possibilities he was facing. The mass of possibility, indescribably vast, writhing within that darkness.
There was only one thing dwelling in that darkness: the possibility of defeating Dale.
And while Dale was trapped in absolute zero ice, and while he was wandering and lost, 'Mikhail Lancaster' never let go of that possibility.
He devoted his entire existence to that possibility every single day. He trained without missing a day, accumulated Aura until the world's mana was depleted, swung his sword, and devoured the existence of the strong.
"Can you feel it?"
"......!"
Through the primordial darkness, the memories of 'Mikhail Uris' poured in, much like a Blue Magic Tower mage spying on someone else's memories.
As if the opponent's emotions, running wild in the World of Thought, were flowing into him.
The primordial darkness composing Mikhail Uris began to resonate with Dale.
──The scenery, he saw it.
The Monarch of Black Gold, who had already defeated the Winter of Apocalypse and the true Kings of Men, and had realized himself as a child of the old Mother.
He felt the touch of Lady Scarlet, his mother, stroking him before him.
'Ah, you are such a lovely child.'
Thus, the Demon of Evolution was born. A perfect, flawless life form born from a mother's touch and love.
Afterward, following his mother's orders, he mimicked the Hero of the Otherworld and stood against Dale alongside Sistina to defeat him.
And he was defeated.
Strictly speaking, it was the Yuris family's mistake for not understanding the 'Ultimate Life Form.' Because the Demon of Evolution, the Ultimate Life Form, was never about the strength of an individual.
"The value of a life's existence is in continuing its genetic material. As the Ultimate Life Form, it is to preserve and sustain information (DNA) that never breaks in history."
That was why Mikhail Uris said again.
"In other words, paradoxically, I was no match for you in terms of 'individual strength.' Therefore, when I, mimicking a Hero, was defeated by you, that defeat was not particularly strange."
In any case, the Demon of Evolution, the Ultimate Life Form, could not be killed by that much.
However, his mother, Lady Scarlet, was not like that.
That sense of loss gave the demon suffering for the first time.
Even so, as the Ultimate Life Form, he lacked individual strength. Even if he could preserve and sustain the species' information over eons of time, he could never stand against that Monarch of Black Gold as an 'individual.'
"Nevertheless, I could not forgive you for taking my mother away."
Mikhail Uris said, regripping the pitch-black Morning Star.
That was why he resolved to defeat that being for his mother's revenge.
"It was a possibility that was so absurd it was near impossible."
At first, it was so faint and thin that he dared not even see it.
"But paradoxically, you taught me."
"Taught you what?"
"To not yield even in the face of all kinds of despair blocking your path, and to believe in your own possibility until the very end."
Paradoxically, that fact gave the demon hope.
That was why he explored the end of that possibility and finally reached the existence of Mikhail Lancaster.
An existence that had once severed one of the 'Black Prince's' arms and held the potential to grow into the worst threat in the future.
Every time he defeated a strong person and stole their sword, the possibility swelled.
The demon bet everything on that possibility. Forgetting even the essence of life, he even abandoned the 'rational thinking' of a living being for the sake of revenge and chose the 'irrational.'
Defeating a being that seemed impossible to defeat.
That was an act contrary to the rationality of a creature whose primary purpose was the self-replication of genes.
"How truly foolish."
"That is what it means to be human."
Mikhail Uris, the Demon of Evolution, replied.
"And now, it is time to prove the fruit of that."
"......."
Mikhail Uris kicked off the ground and rushed forward.
An 'existence composed of nothing but the possibility' to defeat Dale was swinging its sword.
─ Ah, how can he be so foolish and lovely!
The old Mother of Darkness was raving as she looked at the 'human' before her.
Nevertheless.......
Every time he parried the desperately swung Morning Star, every time he saw the struggle of a possibility that was nothing but irrational, an indescribable form of emotion welled up in Dale's heart.
And he inadvertently thought of the name of the sword in his hand.
Despair.
After thinking of it, he just smiled bitterly.
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* * *
A crystallization of possibility existing solely to defeat Dale. That was Mikhail Yuris—the very embodiment of the primordial darkness that composed his existence.
For the sake of revenge, he had abandoned the rationality of an ultimate life form, choosing instead the foolishness and irrationality of humanity.
Mikhail swung his sword, Lucifer, dyed in a pitch-black hue.
Ka-ang!
Against the descending Lucifer, the God of Meaninglessness swung 'Despair'.
The being before him was no longer Mikhail Lancaster, nor Yuris, nor even a demon. He was, quite literally, a mass of pure possibility.
A ruler of primordial darkness and the cold of the apocalypse, the Monarch of Black Gold. He was betting everything on a thread-thin, fleeting possibility to strike down the king of humans and monsters.
Mikhail's sword followed the path of that very possibility.
Thin as a thread, small as a needle's eye, yet it clearly existed.
Right here lay the possibility that the Monarch of Black Gold could be pierced and killed by that thread-thin hope.
The sword's trajectory was keen, sharp enough to cut. As Mikhail had claimed, it was no bluff.
"......."
Knowing that fact only deepened the bitterness. It was like a human looking down at a bug struggling for survival, or a God looking down with pity upon that human.
He envisioned the end awaiting the demon—a creature closer to humanity than humans themselves. Despair and meaninglessness. An indescribable emotion tightened his heart.
Pity.
"Do not pity me."
Mikhail Yuris muttered coldly, as if reading his mind.
"That is not for you to decide."
"Monarch of Black Gold, I understand that this is not the full power you can display as an individual."
"Yeah, it's a relief you know that well."
Holding 'Despair' in his hand, Dale smiled bitterly.
Ka-ang!
Dale did not flinch as the pitch-black Lucifer swung toward him. Shadows rose from beneath his feet, coalescing into flesh and bone.
The Abyss Knights raised their swords in unison to block Mikhail's blade.
The Shadow Cloak expanded from Dale's feet, and 《Shadow Lurkers》 rose in unison from the lake of darkness. Thorny tentacles scattered as the cold of the apocalypse began to swirl around him.
Ta-ang!
The cold swirled, descending as a barrage of bullets. With every parry or dodge, he felt the impatience of Mikhail, who was wrapped in primordial darkness.
Every time an Abyss Knight was cut down by Mikhail's Lucifer, two more Abyss Knights rose from the shadow lake.
"Even while unable to handle my creations, do you truly think you can do anything to me?"
Dale spoke.
He faced the primordial darkness wrapping around Mikhail, watching the fleeting possibility dwelling within it.
As the Shadow Monarch, he could glimpse his darkness, and furthermore, the truths reflected in the shadows.
There was a possibility of defeating Dale.
It was not 0.
Below the decimal point, an uncountable number of zeros lined up. The procession continued endlessly; no matter how far he looked beyond the decimal, no number other than zero appeared.
Simultaneously with that '0', the struggles of Mikhail Yuris—immeasurable by numbers or figures—overlapped.
When the evolution demon was conceived in Lady Scarlet's womb, he caught a glimpse of Lady Scarlet's touch, gently stroking him.
He felt the sorrow of a demon who had realized human emotions for the first time after losing his mother.
The primordial darkness harbors the possibility of becoming anything. But in the end, possibility is merely possibility.
At least in front of his current opponent, Dale, it was a story devoid of meaning.
In front of the God of Meaninglessness, any possibility or hope held no meaning and would only scatter in vain.
"It is meaningless."
Dale spoke.
"It is not meaningless."
Mikhail replied. At the very least, it was the 'Mikhail Lancaster' Dale knew well. It wasn't about chivalry; the distortion Mikhail had shown before, that fanaticism, also resembled it.
"No, it is meaningless."
Dale did not hesitate.
"Why do you think your possibility is not 0, and that a single decimal remains in the form of a number within such a fleeting void?"
"I cannot know."
The form of the possibility that Mikhail Yuris would defeat Dale—it was not a sword swung with razor-sharpness or a miracle.
As the Shadow Monarch, the truth of that possibility revealed itself. It was all the more bitter.
"It is the possibility that I might give up resisting and offer you my heart as it is. Other than that, there is no possibility of you winning against me."
Dale sneered coldly.
"It is not 0. It is merely a possibility that appears because you are those wearing the skins of Mikhail Lancaster and Ray Yuris."
"Then, could you offer me your heart?"
"Regrettably, I have no intention of doing so."
The God of Meaninglessness said.
"With this, all your final possibilities have vanished."
A voice filled with overwhelming pressure, much like the voice of a God, swirled through the room, imbued with magic.
He returned every shred of meaning blocking his path to nothingness, denying that thread-thin, fleeting possibility.
Whoooosh!
The primordial darkness wrapping around Mikhail Yuris's body vanished. With the darkness gone, the Armor of Dawn and the sword Lucifer scattered light.
Within the shadows swallowing the Imperial Palace, it was emitting light as fleetingly as a candle before the wind.
Extinguishing a candle would be as easy as pressing down with a finger.
"......Shub."
─ Why, Brother?
Inadvertently, he could no longer understand. From some point on, the beings around him had begun to feel trivial and fleeting.
Just as Immortal Duke Frederick and Emperor Arthur had been—just as the immensely powerful beings of the old Empire had been—the humans before him felt like trivial, fleeting creatures.
Is this truly an emotion a human can feel while looking at another human? Wouldn't it be closer to the emotion a God feels while looking down at humans?
"Can the current me truly be called a human?"
He had promised to remain human until the end. But from some point on, even Dale himself could not tell. Is this truly the perspective from which a human views this world? Without Dale even knowing it, had he already begun looking down at the world from the heavens?
─ Brother, you know the meaning of that question, don't you?
"......."
Shub asked back coldly. A chill ran down his spine for a moment.
A being who can look down even upon the Gods of the heavens. The God of Gods. That was the identity of the old Mother of Darkness, and the girl by Dale's side.
Denying it was not difficult. However, strangely enough, he had no heart to deny it. Ridiculously, he only wanted to know the truth.
Dale watched Mikhail with an emotionless expression and asked Shub.
"Then is that existence before me merely a trivial creature, like a bug?"
─ Who knows.
Shub giggled as if amused. This wasn't even a fight. Surrounded by the phantom knights that had already filled this entire hall, there was a being struggling desperately.
He wanted to understand the substance of the emotion felt before the struggle of the existence in front of him, that all-too-fleeting creature. Is this truly the emotion a human can feel while facing another human?
Wouldn't it be closer to the emotion of a God pitying humans from above in the heavens? Even he himself did not know.
He simply wanted to know. That was all.
He could crush his finger and extinguish the candle just like this, or he could give him a chance. Either decision was simply the omnipotence of a God dealing with a creature.
He no longer even knew what the emotion of a human dealing with a human was.
The height from which he, in his 'Black Prince' days, looked down at the world, and the height from which he looks down at the world now.
He wanted to know where that dizzying difference originated.
"I will give you one last chance, Mikhail Yuris."
"......!"
"Give up your revenge."
Dale said.
"I, too, will not hold your sins against you, and the same will go for Ray Yuris. And you, too, will be protected under my name."
At Dale's words, Mikhail burst into laughter. As if it were so ridiculous that he was dumbfounded.
"By what authority would you hold me accountable for my sins?"
"As the ruler of this world."
Dale answered without a shred of hesitation. The Armor of Dawn wrapping around Mikhail began to emit light once again.
"What do you think is the purpose of life?"
"Self-replication of DNA. You know that better than anyone."
"At first, I thought so. However, I don't even feel like performing the functions of life anymore."
Mikhail self-mocked bitterly.
"What meaning is there in this endless solitude, in a world where the people I love have left and I am left alone?"
"......."
Mikhail spoke bitterly, and at those words, Dale finally caught his breath.
"It wouldn't be someone else's business, would it, Monarch of Black Gold."
"There is no need to forgive me."
Dale replied coldly. By now, Mikhail had given up even resisting and was kneeling before Dale.
As if announcing the end of a fleeting possibility, the pitch-black sword held in Dale's hand was swung.
Just then, the Armor of Dawn wrapping around Mikhail began to emit light once again. Enveloped in a strange light incomparable to anything before, the scorching heat was absorbed into a single point.
And it was not difficult to understand that this was the action of a sudden nuclear fusion.
"......."
The light of annihilation swirled, and blood-red flames and a mushroom cloud rose into the sky.
Nevertheless, Dale did not even flinch. Both Dale and Mikhail must have known that there was no meaning in that act.
A single nuclear explosion would not be able to do anything to the Monarch of Black Gold.
The work to be done in this castle ended here. And yet, officially, Dale had not yet brought the 'Emperor' of the 9th Empire to his knees.
Dale turned his head bitterly, then walked on calmly.
In the landscape of the apocalypse where ashes were settling, he walked alone, trudging along.
His destination was clear. Yet, no matter how clearly he knew where he was going, Dale's steps wandered, his robe hem fluttering.
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* * *
It was the most ridiculous game of tag in the world.
The man who called himself the Emperor of the Empire was abandoning his capital, fleeing to escape a single man.
"Th-the Count of Kairo has surrendered to that monster and opened the path, Your Majesty!"
"What?! That bastard dares to..."
"That is not all! The lords of the Imperial territories bordering the Revolutionary Army are surrendering one after another..."
"How dare these traitors!"
The endless stream of defeat, combined with the fact that the Emperor himself was fleeing the Imperial capital, offered no shred of hope. From the very beginning, the revolution toppling the Emperor had been nothing more than a battle against time.
However, it was not the Revolutionary Army that had actually threatened Wilhelm of the 9th Empire and brought the Empire to its knees.
They, too, had stood in that man's way, and they had paid a bone-chilling price for it.
Nothing had any meaning before that man.
The God of Meaninglessness was advancing, turning everything that stood in his path into nothingness.
To those who blocked him, he offered pain that made even death feel like mercy, and to those who knelt and offered a handful of soil, he offered forgiveness.
The indestructible fortress that had defied the Revolutionary Army, and the Imperial capital itself, had fallen to a single man. Furthermore, tales of the abominable giant he had erected—a construct of consumed fortresses and mountains of corpses—spread across the continent.
The Great Magic Empire, long vanished into history, had been resurrected. The Monarch of Black Gold, the Magic Emperor, moved once again to rule the world.
Alone, without a single subordinate.
At first, it was mere gossip. But after fortresses and castles fell one by one at the man's hands, and by the time countless armies had been piled into mountains of corpses, no one in the Empire dared laugh those words off as nonsense.
To escape that single man, Emperor Wilhelm of Brandenburg had begun a desperate retreat to the south.
With every step, the man carved through the heart of the 9th Empire, devouring the territories between him and the Emperor.
Lords knelt, offering a handful of soil to swear their loyalty. One by one, the nobles of the 9th Empire pledged vassalage to the Monarch of Black Gold.
And every time that happened, blue butterflies would fly up, scattering blue spiderwebs across the territories Dale had finished conquering.
"You incompetent bastards!"
A while later, the abominable giant symbolizing the Monarch of Black Gold appeared on the horizon.
"If even this Duchy is snatched away, what will become of my Empire!"
"My apologies, Your Majesty."
Emperor Wilhelm, hiding in the Duchy of Muir, shouted shamelessly. Duke Muir offered a bitter smile.
How could this moron call himself the Emperor of the 9th Empire and lead this country? There was only one reason.
The strongest sword on the continent, the Knight of Crimson and Pure White, had guarded his side.
Sir Mikhail.
When he remained alone to face the Monarch of Black Gold, the outcome was inevitable.
The mushroom cloud of the apocalypse had covered the sky, its heat swallowing the capital. He had believed that even the Monarch of Black Gold could not escape that annihilation.
Mutual destruction. The final gambit of Sir Mikhail, known as the Empire's greatest knight.
But not even the storm of the apocalypse could touch him. The most ridiculous game of tag in the world had begun.
The Emperor of the Empire fled with his tail between his legs, pursued by a single man. Nobles and knights raised walls of castles and fortresses, but it meant nothing.
In the end, they reached the Duchy of Muir at the southern tip of the Empire.
There was nowhere left to run. The Emperor's flight ended here, and the Monarch of Black Gold would soon arrive to devour his territory.
Nothing had meaning before that man. Not the latest armor of the Revolutionary Army, not the Empire's greatest knight, not even the storm of the apocalypse.
"What are you doing, Duke Muir! Why aren't you mobilizing troops to face him and preparing a countermeasure!"
Emperor Wilhelm shouted. Duke Muir burst into laughter, dumbfounded.
"What is so funny!"
"You speak of a countermeasure."
Duke Muir asked, still laughing.
"Do you still not grasp the situation?"
"What did you say...?"
"Duke of Muir, what kind of tone is that before His Majesty!"
At those words, the Royal Guards protecting the Emperor tightened their grip on their sword hilts. They never had a chance to draw. Duke Muir's knights were faster.
Swords swung; blood splattered.
"Emperor Wilhelm, I doubt there has ever been an Emperor more incompetent than you throughout the entire history of this Empire."
"Y-you dare to betray...!"
Swords clashed. As if they had been waiting, arrows rained down. Thud! Arrows pierced the golden-armored knights protecting the Emperor, striking the joints and gaps in their helmets. Blood splattered everywhere.
"Arrest the Emperor at once."
"As you command!"
"Duke Muir...! Do you dare to betray the Empire and betray your Emperor!"
"Then what would you have me do?"
Wilhelm shouted. Duke Muir asked.
"Should I scrape together the people of my territory to form an infantry, summon the knights, and fire cannons to fight against that existence?"
Duke Muir let out a hollow laugh, pushing back the terror wriggling deep within his chest.
"What on earth do you think could stop that existence? Natural fortresses and cannons? Thousands of cavalry? Muskets and black powder? Do you truly think those things hold any meaning?"
"Du-Duke Muir...!"
"The Monarch of Black Gold? The Magic Emperor? An ancient monster? How can we describe that existence? Do you truly think we can understand it with such words? Of course not."
Duke Muir asked.
"Do you still not understand that fact?"
"Wh-what are you talking about!"
"That is... a Demon God."
Duke Muir replied.
"In that existence's eyes, we are nothing more than bugs. No matter how much Your Majesty struggles, it is nothing more than the death throes of an ant."
"You dare...!"
"Look, Your Majesty. You, who cannot even handle a single ant, how do you intend to escape the clutches of that God?"
Saying that, Duke Muir sneered coldly.
* * *
A man in a raven-black robe walked toward the Duchy of Muir. No sooner had he taken his first step into the territory than a group of people welcomed him.
Knights in armor, a few mages, and the vassal nobles of the Duchy waited for him.
Before them, a man in an ornate velvet coat knelt without a shred of hesitation.
"Duke of Muir, I humbly greet our Emperor."
His subordinates held their breath, but there was no confusion. Even with the most powerful forces in the Empire, nothing held meaning before that existence.
"And this is the token of my loyalty that I offer to Your Majesty."
Kneeling, Duke Muir gestured. Several knights bound Wilhelm, the Emperor of the 9th Empire, and threw him before the man.
"L-let me go! You goddamn traitors...!"
"......."
"How dare you treat me, the descendant of the great Holy Swordsman and Wilhelm of the House of Brandenburg, like this..."
Emperor Wilhelm struggled desperately. The man in the raven-black robe looked down in silence. Wilhelm's voice died.
The darkness beneath the hood watched him. An inexplicable chill settled over the area.
A suffocating cold swirled around them, as if they had been thrown naked into a winter sea at night.
Emperor Wilhelm and the members of the House of Duke Muir watching the scene were no exception. It wasn't that the temperature had dropped or that real cold was being scattered.
"A descendant of the great Holy Swordsman. How nostalgic."
After the silence, the man in the raven-black robe, Dale, sneered. Even that name felt like nothing more than a pleasant memory of the past.
The sensation of the blade that had once torn through his chest, the hatred, and even the feeling of revenge were fading.
"To think that the House of Brandenburg would end up sitting on the throne in the wheels of history. Your ancestors must be very satisfied."
"......."
"Possessing the golden bloodline and calling yourself the Monarch of Shadows... in a sense, it wouldn't be an exaggeration to call you the Monarch of Black Gold."
Emperor Wilhelm could not understand those words. Dale didn't continue, simply turning his head.
"Duke of Muir, your loyalty will be rewarded."
"Th-thank you, Your Majesty!"
At the same time, blue butterflies flew up from behind the man, fluttering toward Duke Muir.
Blue spiderwebs wrapped around his body.
They were the foundation of a system that could monitor all information and maintain Dale's Empire. That was what the blue spiderwebs were.
"However, your vassals, too, must duly offer their knees and soil before me."
"I shall obey your command...!"
With those words, Duke Muir gestured once more.
Clank!
The knights, nobles, and even the common soldiers lined up in the area knelt without exception.
From the northern tip to the southern end, Dale's journey across the 9th Empire ended there. He turned toward the captured Emperor.
"It would be absurd for the Emperor of the old Empire to be alive in the newly established Empire."
"H-hieee!"
At those words, the former Emperor Wilhelm lost his bravado and gasped.
"However, considering old times, I will show you mercy."
"Old times...?"
Dale continued calmly, thinking of the old heads of the House of Brandenburg whom he had faced and defeated countless times, and whom he had struck down with his own hands.
"I will grant you a castle and a territory."
"Is, is that true...?!"
Emperor Wilhelm gasped at the unexpected words. He could never understand Dale's actions.
"I will gladly show you mercy so that you may finish the rest of your life there without want."
"......!"
"Therefore, this is the last chance I give you. Kneel before me."
As soon as he heard those words, Wilhelm did not hesitate.
"I-I humbly greet the Emperor of the new Empire!"
He knelt before the man and bowed his head. Regardless of his foolishness, he wasn't so stupid that he couldn't understand the current situation.
He recalled the old heads of the House of Brandenburg who had suffered miserable defeats and pain back in the days of the 'Black Prince.' The retribution for the bone-chilling pain they must have suffered had appeared here, repeating the wheels of history.
It was truly thanks to his ancestors.
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* * *
The 9th Empire perished overnight. It was a conclusion that defied any other explanation.
The fierce confrontation between the Emperor and the revolution had become meaningless.
Even so, the question itself remained valid.
Emperor, or revolution?
Wilhelm of Brandenburg, the Emperor, had voluntarily renounced the throne, and the pro-Emperor nobles bowed their heads to their new sovereign.
Thus, nine empires had been established and collapsed, and only at the very end did the 10th Empire finally reveal itself.
"Thank you once again for responding to the summons."
An 'Imperial tradition' had persisted since the 3rd Empire: the Emperor, Imperial nobles, clerical princes, and even the bourgeoisie of the free cities gathered to reach a consensus.
The Imperial Diet (Reichstag).
In that solemn place held in the Imperial city of Ingelheim, the Monarch of Black Gold finally revealed himself.
However, he was not alone.
The powerhouses of the old era, who were said to have vanished into history along with the 4th Empire, also appeared there.
The murmurs that had filled the hall ceased instantly.
"......!"
"Th-that is the 4th Empire of the northern continent......"
The Emperor's wife, the Grand Duchess of Lancaster—once known as the God Sword—and Charlotte of Saxony.
The Emperor's father, and Alan of Saxony, the Master of Death, renowned as the greatest black mage on the continent.
The Saxon House's Night Raven Knights, led by the Mad Sword, Sir Helmut Blackbear, and the Guardians of the Grave.
Furthermore, the black mages of the Black Magic Tower, wielding a 'black magic' that remained absolute in an era where the Magic Towers had lost their luster.
Fwoosh!
The Night Raven Knights' Aura was no different. The nobles held their breath as pitch-black Aura Blades—and beyond that, Aura Avatars—wrapped around their bodies.
"A, Aura Avatar!"
That was not all. Following the Night Raven Knights, a unit of heavy infantry appeared, clad in the 'Magic Armor'—the revolutionary army's secret weapon.
"Th-that is, by any chance!"
"The revolutionary army's Magic Armor......?!"
The nobles gasped in bewilderment, but Dale assured them there was nothing to fear.
"This armor was a weapon that should have existed for our Empire's soldiers from the beginning."
Proof of this was engraved on the black armor of the heavy infantry: the mark of the Night Raven.
In the old era, a single powerhouse could easily overwhelm a thousand. These were the demons who had survived that slaughter, proving their strength by piling up mountains of enemy corpses.
To the people of this era, the sight of them must have been terrifying.
The phantoms of the past, which could only be seen in history, were there. However, they were not mere phantoms.
In the absolute zero where time itself had frozen, the ice had finally melted, and they had revealed themselves to history.
From Dale and the people of the Saxon House to every knight and mage under his command.
These forces did not move. There was no need. One man alone had subdued the fortresses and nobles from across the 9th Empire to the southern end.
The Magic Great Emperor.
This was no foolish Emperor or a facade of an Empire. The Empire of the absolute being, worthy of their service and submission, stood before them.
"Once again, I express my gratitude to the nobles, clergy, and the bourgeoisie of the cities who have made the difficult journey here."
At the front of the assembly stood a throne for the Emperor they were meant to serve, cast from forged black gold.
Dale glanced at the throne, then turned to Charlotte.
"Charlotte, sit here."
"Dale......?"
Sitting on that throne was not Dale's role.
"For the sake of the child, please rest here."
"B-but....... It's not like there aren't other seats. Call the people and......"
Charlotte hesitated for a moment, but Dale shook his head.
"I want you and our child to sit in this seat in front of everyone."
"......."
Stroking her swollen belly, Dale spoke. Charlotte did not hesitate.
Charlotte sat on the throne of black gold. Dale stood guard at his wife's side and asked his father.
"Shall I call someone to ask for a seat?"
"There is no need for that."
"Understood."
Alan answered calmly, and Dale nodded.
"Everyone, please be seated."
Standing beside his wife, the Monarch of Black Gold spoke. A murmur spread through the assembly. Were they permitted to sit if the Emperor did not? Dale continued quietly.
"I wish for you to sit in your seats without feeling any pressure."
His voice was soft, yet brooked no objection. Only then did the assembly sit. Silence descended, and in that quiet, Dale turned his head.
"I thank you for your loyalty."
In the silence, Dale spoke. Beyond the immeasurable passage of time, an unfamiliar Empire and its nobles stood before him.
He glanced away.
There were the people of the Saxon House, who had guarded his side as always. Even as nine empires rose and fell, they had remained steadfast.
He had no intention of changing the world in some grand fashion. There was no karma he needed to atone for on behalf of others. Dale wanted only one thing.
A world where he and those he loved could be happy.
However, to achieve that, he first needed his own Empire.
To get his hands on the things he desires.
"In exchange for your loyalty, your rule and systems will be guaranteed. Furthermore, I will provide aid regarding the threats currently facing you."
"Could it be the revolutionary army......!"
"Emperor, or revolution?"
One noble muttered, and Dale nodded and answered.
"Before that question, I hope you do not disappoint me."
"Is there any room for doubt, Your Imperial Majesty!"
The nobles stood up from their seats all at once and chanted.
"Is that really so?"
They raised their voices, but Dale sneered coldly.
"You willingly knelt before me and offered a handful of dirt, all while betraying the Emperor to whom you had sworn allegiance only moments ago."
"......!"
Gasps echoed throughout the hall. It was as he said. In a sense, the fall of the 9th Empire was a farce. The Emperor had fled in terror of one man, and the nobles from north to south had knelt in succession. They remembered what happened to the fools who had stood in that man's way for Emperor Wilhelm.
They remembered the army of the dead stretching endlessly beyond the horizon. They remembered flesh, blood, bones, castles, and cold steel twisting and fusing into a disgusting, rising giant.
The Emperor of the Great Magic Empire, the Monarch of Black Gold.
There was no grand loyalty here. They were merely trembling in fear, bowing their heads as if submitting to an absolute being that could not be defied.
"Ah, but you don't have to worry."
In the silence that had settled coldly, Dale laughed quietly.
"Fear is the way to guarantee loyalty. And......"
He continued calmly.
"I can gladly promise you that nothing in this world will be more terrifying than you betraying me. And as it happens, a good opportunity to prove that fact has arrived."
The air turned frigid. Dale reached out his arm.
Chwaaak!
Pitch-black tentacles erupted from the shadows of the Imperial Diet. Screams of astonishment rang out, but it was then that—
"Do not move!"
Sir Helmut Blackbear's voice thundered, and the assembly froze. The tentacles snatched several nobles and threw them before Dale.
"H, Hik!"
"Your Imperial Ma, Majesty! What, what is the meaning of this!"
Charlotte stood up, blocking Dale's path. Dale gasped.
"Charlotte......?"
"We know that you are colluding with the revolutionary army and selling out the movements of my husband and the Empire."
"......!"
As the Empress, Charlotte spoke with befitting dignity. Murmurs arose.
Nothing can hide the truth before the Shadow Monarch. One cannot deceive the blue spiderwebs that are wrapped around them.
"However, as long as you are loyal to our Empire, I will give you one last chance."
"......!"
"We will rule you with fear, but we are not without mercy. Confess the truth now and repent for your sins."
Charlotte spoke, not to those they ruled, but looking straight at the man by her side. As if speaking to Dale. Dale remained silent.
"She is right."
After a silence, Dale spoke.
Those who had been hesitant began to bow their heads, confessing in detail their collusion with the revolutionary army. They knelt before the Emperor, begging for forgiveness, finally understanding that nothing could hide the truth from their Monarch.
The pitch-black tentacles swirled, wriggling as if to tear them apart at any moment. A single gesture would have sufficed. Nevertheless, when Dale waved his hand, the tentacles seeped back into the shadows.
He looked at Charlotte. It was not just Charlotte who had slept in the world of absolute zero; he could feel the life between them, dwelling and pulsating in her womb.
The child of Dale and Charlotte, waiting to be born.
"Thank you, Dale."
Charlotte whispered low. At those words, Dale smiled quietly.
He turned his head toward the people of the Empire he was meant to rule.
His expression was devoid of emotion, as if the smile from a moment ago had been a lie.
* * *
That night, the bedroom of the Saxon Imperial Palace.
"A merciful Empire, huh......."
Sitting on the edge of the bed, Dale laughed bitterly.
He didn't want to repeat the foolishness of the past. He didn't want to become a being his loved ones feared, growing distant from everyone.
That was why Dale turned his head.
Toward him, his people, and his beloved wife.
"There is no longer any duty or sacrifice you have to perform for this world, Dale."
"It is a world that we, and our child, will rule."
"Neither I nor our child wants Father to become a Demon God. Father and Mother would feel the same way."
Charlotte answered bitterly.
Upon hearing those words, Dale fell silent, struck as if by a hammer.
"......I see."
"I no longer want the people of the world to fear and revere you."
"......."
"You are a good person, Dale."
However, at the words that followed, Dale could not say anything.
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* * *
The northern lands, where the cold air lingered as always.
Dale walked across the courtyard of the Saxon Imperial Castle, which had long since become the heart of the new empire, just as it had been in the past.
The night sky was dark, and ash-colored snowflakes drifted down. With every step, his footprints indented the thick, pure white snow.
"Dale."
A voice broke the silence. Dale lifted his head.
"...Sepia-nim."
The elf mage, once teacher to both Dale and Lise, stood there.
"Your expression is dark."
"When you face your loved ones again in a world where you were left all alone..."
Sepia said. At those words, Dale smiled bitterly.
"I believed my journey had finally come to an end."
He spoke, revealing a vulnerability he would show to no one else.
"The world is in my hands, and my loved ones are by my side. What more could I possibly wish for? What more must I obtain to fill the void in this heart? How much more time must pass before my wandering ends?"
Before he knew it, Dale's voice trembled with a faint sob.
"Please teach me, Teacher Sepia."
He was not the Demon King or the God of Meaninglessness that people feared.
There was only a man filled with weakness.
The 'Black Prince' sought guidance from the elf mage Sepia, just as he always had.
"Regrettably, I, too, am nothing more than a wanderer lost and drifting upon this world."
However, even the wisest teacher in the world could not provide an answer to Dale's question.
And so, Sepia simply embraced Dale in silence.
* * *
He had a dream.
It was a dream so vivid he knew instantly it was a dream.
Under the white and dark night sky, Dale lifted his head.
He was the man who had inherited the name of the Duke of Saxony, become the Emperor, been trapped in absolute zero ice, and been a lonely soul cast out into the world.
Yet, he was the being who had reunited with his loved ones and been reborn as the Emperor of a new empire.
The God of Meaninglessness.
That was Dale, and in front of him was a young boy.
A boy whose eyes were covered with black bandages. Yet, it was by no means the Immortal Duke Frederick.
How could he forget that appearance?
No one can forget their own past.
The 'Black Prince' stood in front of Dale.
Even so, Dale only smiled bitterly. This was nothing more than a dream. That being in front of him was also nothing more than a ghost of the past.
Then,
"Why are you trying to turn your head away?"
The Black Prince asked, his voice as polite as Dale's once had been.
"Turn away from what?"
Dale asked back.
"From me."
"Is there a reason I must face you?"
Dale asked coldly; the Black Prince replied icily.
"Are you afraid?"
It was always like this. The Black Prince could read a heart and grasp what lay in the gaps. The Empire's greatest genius, the prodigy of the Duke family.
That being faced him, yet felt like a stranger in a way he couldn't comprehend. That was why Dale laughed.
"Is there a reason I should be afraid of myself?"
At that question, the 'Black Prince' tilted his head, as if he couldn't understand.
"Do you truly think I am the same being as you?"
"What do you mean?"
"Did you not ask her? Whether the current you is truly the human of those days."
Her—she must surely be referring to Shub.
"—Do you know about the Ship of Theseus?"
"..."
The 'Black Prince' spoke. At those words, Dale quietly held his breath.
After killing the monster Minotaur, Theseus safely returned to Athens on his ship. And the people of Athens, to commemorate Theseus's deeds, resolved to preserve his ship for generations to come.
"I know it."
"However, every time a plank making up the Ship of Theseus rotted, the people of Athens replaced the rotten plank with a new one."
Even if you replace one wooden plank on a large ship, it is undoubtedly the Ship of Theseus.
"But amidst the storms of countless ages, through the process of endlessly replacing planks and swapping out worn-out parts, at some point, not a single 'plank of the ship' from when Theseus rode it will remain."
Eventually, when the ship is reborn with every single plank replaced, the old Ship of Theseus does not exist there.
Constantly rebuilding, there is nothing left that can be called the 'original'.
Yet, the people of Athens still called it the Ship of Theseus.
"..."
"Then, can you truly call it the Ship of Theseus?"
A truly annoying brat.
Remembering that it was his past self, he was even more dumbfounded.
"Our cells are still repeating death and creation even now. Even after the cells that make up our existence have transformed one by one and the cells of the entire body have changed, can you truly say that you, who are there now, are identical to the 'Black Prince' of the past?"
"I know well enough that the past me was a truly annoying brat."
"Cells are not everything. The beliefs, ideologies, and purposes you hold—from the time I was the 'Black Prince' until I reached the current you, how many 'planks' have been replaced?"
"What is it you want to say?"
"I am not you. Just as you are not the 'Black Prince'."
"...So what of it?"
"That is for you to think about."
The Black Prince sneered coldly, and the scattering snowflakes froze in place.
Before he knew it, the figure of the 'Black Prince' was nowhere to be seen. There was only the white and dark world of the winter night, stretching out endlessly in a frozen state. An unknown, biting cold constricted his heart.
And looking at that endlessly stretching land of emptiness, Dale could not say a word.
* * *
The next morning.
He woke from the dream to the feel of the incredibly soft wool bed. Turning his head, he saw Charlotte's sleeping profile.
Without a word, Dale reached out and stroked Charlotte's cheek. She let out a soft laugh, as if happy.
"When I woke up, Dale was right in front of my nose."
"Yeah."
Dale smiled, and Charlotte smiled as well. Dale then moved his hand toward Charlotte's swollen belly.
"You, me, and our child are together."
"Is it a bit cramped for three people to sleep together?"
"Not at all."
At that question, Charlotte shook her head.
"It's just right."
"Really?"
"Because I don't want our child to tremble in solitude in a place that's too vast."
Charlotte said. At those words, Dale could only remain silent, unable to answer.
"It's not your fault, Dale."
But soon, Charlotte stroked Dale's cheek and smiled, her voice more gentle and benevolent than anything else.
"You are not a bad person. Don't blame yourself too much."
"...Charlotte."
Dale could not say anything. He just wanted to lie by Charlotte's side like this, feel their child, and be immersed in happiness.
"What do you want me to do?"
Dale asked. For a brief moment, Charlotte's expression darkened.
"Be a kind father."
Charlotte said.
"And..."
Gathering a determination and resolve unlike anything before.
"Give your empire to me."
At those words, Dale held his breath once again.
"My empire..."
"This world has become yours. However, the world lying at your feet only makes you suffer."
"Charlotte..."
"Allow me to share your burden."
Charlotte said.
"When I set out to the battlefield to strike down the enemies of the empire, you must protect our child, who will be left in the Imperial Castle."
"..."
"When I summon the nobles to govern this empire, you will protect our child."
He understood the meaning behind Charlotte's words.
"You know, Dale."
"Yeah."
"Are you happy after becoming the ruler of the world?"
Charlotte asked back once again.
"Even after our child is born, do you intend to abandon us and act as the redeemer of the world all by yourself?"
"..."
At those words, Dale could not answer. He could only bite his lip in silence, feeling the pain and suffering that Charlotte had been carrying alone until now.
He hesitated, but only for a moment.
"I promise."
Dale said.
"Thank you, Dale."
At those words, Charlotte smiled and kissed him. As their lips met, the contents of the dream surfaced. He recalled what the 'Black Prince' had said.
Is the self that is kissing Charlotte truly the self she knows?
He could not know.
And he did not want to know.
* * *
"Someone who wishes to see Your Majesty has arrived."
As soon as Dale emerged into the Imperial Castle, he received unexpected news.
"Who is it?"
"It is someone who calls himself the leader of the Revolutionary Army."
"..."
At those words, Dale held his breath.
"Is there evidence to trust those words?"
"A large force of the Iron Cavalry, armed with Magic Armor, is disarming and signaling their intention to surrender to the Night Raven Knights in front of the Duchy."
"..."
"The knights have recovered their Magic Armor, yet they claim to be prisoners and follow their leader."
"Let him into the Imperial Castle."
Dale said, and his subordinate bowed. Even if a conspiracy were hidden, it would be meaningless before this being. Because they were loyal to the Saxon House, they understood more deeply than anything that their lord required no protection.
However, sitting on the black-gold throne was not Dale's role.
Charlotte sat on the throne, and Dale stood by her side. Yet, no one dared to raise an objection to that act.
Charlotte's belly was swollen, carrying the child who would be born before long.
Watching her, Dale smiled quietly.
Kkii-iik.
He turned his head toward the Great Hall of the Saxon Imperial Castle.
The leader of the Revolutionary Army and those who claimed to be the leadership stood before him.
The clansmen of the Yuris House, assisted by a minimal Iron Cavalry armed with Magic Armor.
"I am glad to see you again, Your Imperial Majesty."
Crossing the hall, the leader of the Revolutionary Army and the head of the Yuris House bowed.
A member of the vampire clan wearing the skin of Ray Yuris. Watching him, Dale maintained a cold silence.
"For what purpose have you made the journey to this territory?"
Breaking Dale's silence, Charlotte spoke. She asked, and Ray Yuris replied coldly.
"Do you know about the Ship of Theseus?"
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* * *
The Ship of Theseus.
Charlotte tilted her head for a moment at Ray Yuris's question, and Dale quietly stepped in front of her.
"Dale?"
"Did Greek mythology exist in this era, too?"
Dale asked with a cold, mocking sneer. Ray Yuris shook his head.
"In the world where the 'Hero of the Otherworld' was said to have existed, it was quite famous. Is that not so?"
"......."
Charlotte's expression darkened at the mention of the Hero. Dale stepped in front of her, answering coldly.
As the ruler of the Empire and the world, the Monarch of Gold and Shadow whom none could defy.
"State your point, Ray Yuris."
"Your Majesty stated you would no longer be recorded in the history of this world, nor in the 『Book of Blood』."
Ray Yuris said.
"Yet now, you claim to be the ruler of the world, having toppled the 9th Empire and revealed yourself to history."
"Standing on the stage of history is not our choice."
Dale replied coldly.
"At least in that regard, your insight is correct, Recorder of Blood."
"Is that so."
"I will ask you, Ray Yuris. What are you plotting?"
Dale asked again.
"Even if you are plotting, it is meaningless before me."
"That is correct."
Ray Yuris bowed his head quietly.
"Before Your Majesty, even that holds no weight."
Dale remained still, the God of Meaninglessness ruminating on that futility.
"That is why I wish to abandon the revolution and beg for your mercy, so that I and the kin of the Yuris House may be placed under Your Majesty's protection."
"......."
At those words, Ray Yuris bowed, and all the vampires present knelt.
"Nothing can touch Your Majesty; before you, there is no meaning. Just as it was for my brother."
"Are you speaking of Mikhail Yuris?"
"That is correct."
Ray Yuris bowed his head in affirmation.
"Both the revolution and the Emperor will kneel before Your Majesty. Since nothing has meaning before you, resistance is a futile act."
Still kneeling, Ray Yuris continued.
"Your Majesty is the world itself, and Your Majesty's spirit is the spirit of this world."
Dale sneered coldly at the flattery, which didn't even warrant a scoff.
Coldness and darkness swirled, swallowing both Dale and Ray Yuris.
The World of Thought, built by the Monarch of Black Gold.
"You asked if I knew of the Ship of Theseus."
"That is correct."
Dale pressed Ray Yuris coldly.
"Did you not just confess that no scheme has meaning before me? What are you plotting? Was it not your doing that appeared in my dreams as the 'Black Prince' to mock me?"
Dale spoke, his voice echoing in the cold and darkness, claiming the role of the being who turns all meaning into nothingness.
"Please do not misunderstand, Your Majesty."
At those words, Ray Yuris bowed his head again.
"I, too, have merely come to answer the questions of the 'Black Prince,' just as you have."
"What?"
"The 'Black Prince' appeared in my dreams and spoke to me. I could tell—that existence is separate from the Your Majesty who stands before me now."
"......."
"And the 'Black Prince' brought up the story of the otherworld to mock the form in which I exist."
"It was not your doing?"
"That is correct."
Determining whether his words were truth or lie was simple. That was the power of the Monarch of Black Gold and the Shadow Monarch.
However, the being before him also claimed to be the Monarch of Lies and Gold. He could not take his words or the facade of truth at face value.
Nevertheless, Ray Yuris's shadow was crying out his innocence.
"I have understood that no matter what I plot or plan, it cannot hold meaning before you."
"......."
Dale was silent.
At first, he thought it was merely a futile nightmare.
When Ray Yuris mentioned the contents of that dream immediately after, Dale assumed it was his scheme.
But it was not Ray Yuris's doing. He, too, was merely a pawn in the hands of the 'Black Prince'.
Then who is the 'Black Prince' appearing in both Dale and Ray's dreams, and whose scheme is it?
He could not know.
"Is it not strange?"
Realizing this, Ray Yuris laughed, seemingly amused.
"The greatest genius of the Empire, a synonym for cruelty who showed not a shred of mercy to his enemies. That was the 'Black Prince'."
As the Monarch of Gold, peeking at the lies hidden within Dale's gold.
"And that existence seems to be confronting the God of Meaninglessness. Is that not truly interesting?"
"......."
Ray Yuris spoke with amusement, and Dale did not answer.
"I—Ray Yuris—could not confront and defeat the 'Black Prince' until the very end. The Monarch of Gold, and even the Duke of Blood, were no exceptions. The whole world knelt at his feet, and this is the result."
"What is it you want to say?"
"I simply cannot imagine the legendary 'Black Prince' being defeated. Even if his opponent is the God of Meaninglessness."
"......That is merely my past."
"That may be so. But is it not a coincidence?"
Dale was silent.
"At least the 'Black Prince' I know never played a game he would lose. And that existence seems to wish to confront the God of Meaninglessness."
"Was it the work of the Evolution Demon?"
"That day, my brother died, having lost the meaning and function of his existence."
As he said, that was beyond doubt. The Evolution Demon, Mikhail Yuris, had abandoned his power as a demon and died.
"I, too, truly do not know about that existence."
Then who on earth is the 'Black Prince' who appears in Dale and Ray's dreams to mock them?
"Furthermore, both the Emperor and the revolution have knelt at Your Majesty's feet. Nothing in this world can oppose you, and Your Majesty will once again become the ruler of the world."
That was why Ray Yuris knelt down, looking amused.
"And no matter how much I struggle, I understand it has no meaning before you as you are now."
Watching that, Dale silently reached out his arm.
The cold of the apocalypse scattered and wrapped around Ray Yuris. With a single gesture, Dale could return him to nothingness. Yet, Ray Yuris did not resist, for nothing had meaning before this existence.
When he had once become the God of Meaninglessness and pursued the Emperor of the 9th Empire, countless nobles had knelt before him, crying out their surrender.
They realized their resistance was meaningless.
Yet, there was an existence that mocked that god. It was a ghost of the past, an existence taking the form of the 'Black Prince'.
"Nevertheless, the 'Black Prince' appeared before us and gladly mocked our existence."
"Then can you truly be certain that it was not your doing?"
"Nothing in the world can hide the truth from you. Before you, even the slightest resistance has no meaning. Is that not so, Monarch of Gold and Shadow? And God of Meaninglessness."
At Ray Yuris's words, Dale furrowed his brow slightly.
"What do you want from me?"
"All I desire is to record the wheels of this history in the 『Book of Blood』, just as my father did. Even if that means kneeling and pledging loyalty before the Monarch of Black Gold."
At those words, Dale remained quietly silent.
"......I will believe your words."
At the end of the silence, the God of Meaninglessness answered.
* * *
After Dale dispelled the World of Thought, the Night Crow knights hurriedly drew their swords.
"There is no need to worry."
Dale quietly reached out his arm, restraining his knights.
"Ray Yuris, I will accept your loyalty."
Dale said, and Ray Yuris bowed his head.
"However, there is one thing you must promise me."
"What is that?"
"Hand over the leaders of the revolution following you."
At those words, the kin of the Yuris House held their breath. But Ray Yuris, as if expecting this, bowed his head submissively.
* * *
That day, the revolution came to an end.
The leaders of the revolution who followed Ray Yuris until the end abandoned their cause and knelt. The remnants of the revolution scattered after losing their focal point, but it meant little before the 'Blue Spiderweb'.
The purge was carried out without Dale needing to move a finger, and with that, it ended.
After both the Emperor and the revolution had fallen, it was the God's prerogative to rule over them.
* * *
"Brother."
His younger sister, Lise, called out. Dale turned to see her, her eyes covered with black bandages.
"Your Majesty...... no, Mister Dale......."
Beside the Master of the Blue Magic Tower, Yupi called his name cautiously. Immediately, he noticed 'something' stirring inside Yupi's body.
"Miss Yupi."
"D-did you notice?"
Yupi asked, flustered, though her fluster was tinged with shyness.
"Lise-nim says I have a talent for magic."
"......Congratulations."
"She says the talent is truly outstanding."
"Th-thank you, Lise-nim."
Yupi laughed, unable to hide her embarrassment. Dale remained silent for a moment before speaking.
"I had a dream, Lise."
"A dream?"
Because her vision was covered by black bandages, he could not know what she was seeing.
"The version of me from the days when I was called the 'Black Prince' appeared."
Yupi, who could not possibly understand the meaning of those words, tilted her head. Lise remained quietly silent.
"At first, I thought it was just a nightmare. But it wasn't. So Lise, is there anything you can guess?"
Dale asked. He did not intend to interrogate her, but manipulating thought and consciousness was, without a doubt, the work of the Blue.
"You promised, didn't you, Lise? Sacrifices made unilaterally only bring suffering to everyone."
Dale said, remembering the time he faced Lise in the winter of the universe.
"......."
Lise did not answer immediately. But the silence was not long.
"Please forgive me, Brother."
"There is nothing to forgive."
Dale smiled bitterly and hugged Lise.
As he hugged her, he lowered his head.
The 'Black Prince' smiling within her shadow was there.
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* * *
A 'Black Prince' appeared in the dreams of Dale and Ray Yuris, mocking their very existence.
However, it was not the doing of Dale or Ray.
There she stood: the true culprit, Dale's younger sister, Arachne, at the pinnacle of the Blue Magic Tower.
Within Lise's shadow, the 'Black Prince' was smiling.
As he smiled, Dale gazed into her shadow. Lise stepped back, putting distance between them, staring at the 'Black Prince' who stood there just as Dale did.
The Empire's greatest genius, a synonym for cruelty who knew no defeat and showed not a shred of mercy. It was the old Dale's past, the very name that symbolized him.
"......It is my fault, O-rabeoni (older brother)."
Hiding him within her shadow, Lise bowed her head. Yupi, unable to understand the conversation between the two, tilted her head for a moment.
Only the power of the Shadow Monarch could see the truth within the shadows. And Lise, too, was claiming to be another Shadow Monarch, following in Dale's footsteps.
"Yupi-yang, could you please step aside for a moment?"
"Understood, Dale-ajussi (uncle)."
"Let us finish our conversation later."
"Yes!"
Dale spoke; Yupi bowed her head and retreated. They were left alone.
Dale and Lise, the two siblings carrying the name of Saxony.
The scenery faded, as if wrapping around their world. A winter night of pure white and pitch black descended.
"......."
Even so, it was by no means Dale's world.
"Tell me. What have you done, Lise?"
There was no need for Dale to be flustered. Even if she had committed some atrocity, he could forgive her; he could understand her.
"......."
The 'Black Prince,' who should have been inside Lise's shadow, revealed his form within the World of Thought.
"Lise, it is not your fault."
He spoke his younger sister's name as if it were nothing.
"In a world of absolute zero, for the sake of everyone's happiness, she took it upon herself to be the eternal guardian, prepared for a wait without promise and for solitude. Through that one-sided self-sacrifice, she sought to make the Monarch of Black Gold realize his own foolishness. That was Lise's resolve."
"......You speak as if you were Lise's brother."
"Am I wrong?"
The Black Prince remained unfazed by Dale's sneer.
"I know that your existence is nothing but a lie."
Dale replied coldly.
"Then do you know how much solitude and cold she had to endure, shivering in the winter of the universe? To bring about your foolishness, Lise shouldered pain that cannot even be dared to be compared to what you have carried. And I......"
The Black Prince continued coldly.
"Was born within that pain."
"What did you say......?"
"In the void and solitude, in cold that felt as if it would freeze the heart, it was my role to protect her so that she would not collapse."
"O-rabeoni, I......!"
Lise tried to speak, but could not. Not even a laugh escaped her at those words.
"Her wish—one could call it a delusion. Therefore, strictly speaking, my existence is merely a lie. Yet, clearly, I exist here."
The Black Prince said.
"Because the 'Empress of Black Gold,' who accepts both gold and shadow, truth and lies, and my younger sister, needed me."
"......."
"And when you arrived at the end of Lise's solitude, I, too, lost my purpose."
The Black Prince answered bitterly.
"Because I could never truly become real. Even if I were a lie more truthful than the truth itself."
However, because that existence was there, Lise was able to endure the winter of the universe. Even if Dale had accepted Lise's self-sacrifice, she would have endured.
Because her brother, the 'Black Prince,' was guarding her side.
She was the primordial darkness that could become anything as the Shadow Queen; furthermore, she was the Empress of Gold and Lies.
The Empress of Black Gold. The form of salvation that the gold and shadow were craving in their solitude.
"So, did you move to steal my place and take the seat of truth?"
"No, O-rabeoni!"
Lise broke her silence, shouting desperately, as if defending her other brother.
"Lise......."
That was why Dale bit his lip. Nothing had changed.
"God of Meaninglessness."
The Black Prince asked.
"How does it feel to abandon being human and become a god? Where has the 'Black Prince' of those days gone, who mocked the Immortal Duke Frederick and persisted as a 'human' until the very end?"
"......."
He recalled his promise with Shub. His past self, the Black Prince, who was determined to remain human until the very end.
He looked at the self standing before him.
"The scenery you are looking at, the people, is that the scenery of a human looking at a human?"
"What do you desire?"
"When our younger sister was crying in the cold and solitude, what were you doing, you who claim to be a god?"
"......."
"Everything was for your sake."
The Black Prince sneered.
"Do you still feel like a god? Do you feel that everything before you is meaningless and fleeting?"
Dale could not answer.
"I am not like that."
The Black Prince said.
"For my beloved younger sister, I want to comfort the pain this child must have felt. I want to embrace her, and I want to give my all so that she is no longer in pain, and so that those I love are no longer in pain."
"I, too......"
"Is that truly so?"
Dale tried to answer, but the Black Prince sneered.
"You, who chase the Emperor of the 9th Empire while chewing on and contemplating the meaninglessness before you, you who are still whining like a child that you have lost your way and are wandering—can you truly say you are more truthful than I?!"
With those words, the 'Black Prince' kicked off the ground. The Shadow Cloak wrapped around him swung like a blade, and cold air surged from his hands.
It was neither the primordial darkness nor the cold of the apocalypse.
It was simply the 'Black Prince' he knew so well.
"「Gatling Style」, 「20mm」."
Even the incantation of the bolt magic he projected was 'ordinary magic,' a desperate projection of the formula.
It was a fight filled with truth, desperate to the core.
The 'Black Prince,' beyond any doubt, was struggling against the God of Meaninglessness.
It had no meaning.
It should have had none.
No matter how much his ice bolts and Shadow Bullets rained down, they did not reach Dale. The shadow blades were the same.
But seeing him clash so truthfully, he could not say a word.
He just looked at Lise.
He saw the truth hidden within her shadow. Like a frightened child whose secret had been discovered, his younger sister was crying.
Inside her shadow.
No matter how cleverly she planned and plotted, she was, in the end, a younger sister who cherished Dale. That was why the existence before him could only be felt so painfully.
Pu-uk!
The Black Prince's shadow blade plunged toward Dale's body.
"Thank you for......"
The shadow blade tore through Dale's chest and protruded from his back. Black blood, dark blood, dripped along the blade.
"Teaching me."
As the blood dripped, Dale silently embraced the past of lies.
For the first time, there was something that truly did not lose its meaning before the God of Meaninglessness. There was a struggle that did not become fleeting.
A meaning that could not be exchanged for anything.
Before that meaning, it was the 'God of Meaninglessness' that was crumbling.
It was as Shub said. The beings called gods cannot defeat humans in the end. Just as only a human can kill a dragon, killing a god was also the role of a human.
Therefore, one human, the Black Prince, killed the God of Meaninglessness.
"And do not forgive me."
Embracing the Black Prince, Dale said.
Pu-uk!
The sound came again—darkness turning into a blade and plunging down.
Even so, the Black Prince was not surprised. He only smiled, as if he had known it would end this way from the beginning.
"......I have no intention of understanding or forgiving you."
The Black Prince smiled, bleeding powerlessly. Blood—redder and closer to the color of life than anything else—flowed from his lips.
"Just... please fulfill our promise... the promise with Shub."
One human killed the God of Meaninglessness. But that did not mean Dale's death.
"The resolve to remain a human, not a god, until the very end."
"I swear it on myself, and on the name of the 'Black Prince'."
The god died, and a human was born.
"That is enough."
The Black Prince nodded bitterly. His body collapsed powerlessly, and it began to scatter fleetingly.
The human raised his head.
In the winter night of pure white and pitch black, Lise was left behind.
Black bandages wrapped around the world reflected in her.
"Lise."
Dale looked at her.
"Can you forgive me?"
"O-rabeoni has nothing to be forgiven for."
Lise smiled quietly, yet sadly and bitterly.
"It is all my fault."
"It is all of our faults."
Dale said, shaking his head. That was as far as it went.
* * *
Some time after that.
"Congratulations, Duke-gakha (Your Excellency)! It's a boy!"
The old woman's voice rang out. Dale, who had been holding his breath in anxiety, finally raised his head.
Not as a God of Meaninglessness, but as a human trembling before the logic of life, not knowing what to do.
"Dale......."
Charlotte smiled quietly, held Dale's hand, and embraced the life wrapped in swaddling clothes.
A body of dark blood that could not be called human; in some sense, Charlotte would not be much different either.
But what was crying between the two was, without a doubt, a human child.
That fact was strangely heart-wrenching.
"Our child."
Charlotte smiled. Since she was undergoing training that would cut to the bone, this level of pain was nothing. However, the weight of a mother carrying a life was never something to be taken lightly.
Dale was the same.
There were no gods, nor the swords of gods there. There were two humans, and between them, one human was born.
A crying life.
The father and mother entered late.
"You worked hard, child."
At Elena's words, Charlotte smiled, and Alan looked at their child.
It was the appearance of a family found anywhere.
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* * *
The fruit of their union, the child of Dale and Charlotte, was crying.
Knowing nothing of the world, he was bursting into loud, wailing sobs.
Watching that sight, I thought of it. The emotions that Dale's father, Alan of Saxony, must have felt while looking at his own child, at 'Dale'.
And after learning of Dale's secret, the image of his father, who must have stifled his sobs alone in the shadows.
Even so, until the very end, his father loved his son. The son was the same. But only when Dale finally held his own child in his arms did he truly, deeply realize the pain and weight his father must have felt.
Under a weight he could barely bear, his legs trembled; he felt as if he were about to burst into tears himself.
"......Dale."
Charlotte smiled.
"What is it?"
"......It's nothing."
"You have such a sad look on your face."
Charlotte said, and Dale shook his head, forcing a smile.
"I'm not sad."
"Then?"
"I'm just so happy."
Dale replied. After answering, he turned his head. His father and mother, Alan of Saxony and Elena, were there.
Just like always, they were smiling at his son, watching over Dale. The fact that they were there made his heart ache in a way he couldn't even understand.
That was why Dale sat down right there and began to sob silently.
After the God of Meaninglessness had vanished, what remained was merely a human, pitifully weak and laid bare.
* * *
How much time had passed? He didn't know.
No one talked about the Emperor or the revolution anymore, and all the stories of the world were no longer heard.
Yet, the Empire still existed there. The successor to the Fourth Empire, the Great Magic Empire ruled by the Monarch of Black Gold.
The throne of black gold still existed for Dale. But sitting on that imperial throne was no longer Dale's role.
Governing the Empire, presiding over the Imperial Council, and whenever foolish people appeared who wanted to oppose them—the one who moved was not the Monarch of Black Gold.
It was Charlotte of Saxony, once called the Sword of God; it was entirely her burden.
Every time she rode her warhorse to depart for battle, Dale quietly saw her off. Without even needing to buy the fear or awe of the world's people anymore, he simply kept his silence in his castle.
The new citizens of the Empire also loved Empress Charlotte. She was neither excessively cruel nor excessively merciful, but regardless, Charlotte always knew how to make fair and rational decisions.
In a sense, it would be no exaggeration to call her a more suitable ruler than Dale. He realized as much.
He realized that, from the start, he had never been a particularly good ruler.
"Isn't that right, Alan?"
Saying that, Dale smiled.
In his arms, at that name, the baby gurgled as if delighted.
It was the name of the father he respected above all others, now reborn in his son.
Alan II.
Watching his son silently, Dale laughed happily. Every now and then, like a foolish father, he would make funny faces at the child, surprise him, or perform exaggerated gestures.
As Dale was laughing like a child, he felt a presence. Startled, Dale turned his head.
"Dale."
"......Father."
His father, Alan, was there.
"Alan II, you say."
And looking at the grandson lying before him, Alan smiled bitterly.
"Why did you give your son my name?"
"I wish for my son to become like the father I respect above all else."
Dale said. Alan was silent for a moment, and at the end of the silence, he shook his head.
"I am not worthy of such respect."
Alan said.
"My past, too, was riddled with countless sins, unforgivable evil deeds, and mistakes."
"I understand."
Dale nodded calmly.
"Even so, I respect you more than anyone else."
"Is that so?"
At Dale's words, Alan smiled as if feigning shyness. After laughing in a way unlike him, he walked toward his grandson, Alan II.
Alan II was reaching out his arms toward his grandfather, babbling something.
Alan smiled as if even that sight were adorable. It was a smile so ridiculous that one could not believe he was the man who was once feared by all under the name of the Black Duke.
Yet, Dale also remembered. The smile this man used to wear in front of him when he was young.
Why was he thinking of it as if it were someone else's business?
He considered how the Monarch of Black Gold, who was right here, must have appeared to the people of the world. The God of Meaninglessness. At that, he couldn't even let out a dry laugh.
"Sometimes, I ask myself if I am worthy of enjoying such happiness."
Alan opened his mouth.
"......I am the same."
Dale nodded and smiled bitterly. They were a father and son who both believed without a doubt that they had no right to enjoy happiness. One could say that even that point was truly just like father, like son.
Nevertheless, no one in the world could raise an objection to their right to enjoy happiness.
* * *
The Imperial Palace of the North—the gates opened, and a woman was stepping forward with dignity.
She was a female knight wrapped in armor of black gold, and further adorned with the emblems of the night raven and the rose.
"Welcome back, Charlotte."
"Yeah."
As soon as Dale greeted her, Charlotte nodded.
"Alan is waiting."
And as the child's name was mentioned, Charlotte, too, could not hide her motherly smile as she laughed.
* * *
"You worked hard."
Charlotte took off her armor and stood before Dale in a nightgown. Dale lightly massaged her tired body, and Charlotte laughed happily.
"Alan is watching, Dale."
"I'm not doing anything particularly shameful."
Dale just laughed while massaging her shoulders. Charlotte laughed as well.
How long had it been since he could laugh so purely? How long could he continue to laugh without a single thought like this?
When his thoughts reached that point, the laughter died in his throat.
Charlotte grabbed Dale's hand, which was resting on her shoulder.
"I am so very happy."
Just then, the baby beside them began to cry. Charlotte was flustered, and Dale approached the baby and smiled.
The Monarch of Black Gold, the God of Meaninglessness, the bloodless and tearless 'Black Prince'—none of those figures remained.
There was only a human being, a father who didn't know how to soothe his son's crying.
Watching that sight, Charlotte smiled faintly, suppressing the nameless emotions welling up in her throat.
* * *
After the ice of the Empire melted away, Sepia set out on a journey alone.
However, she would occasionally visit the Saxon Imperial Palace where Dale was.
Every time, she would appear without any prior notice, bringing all sorts of mysterious things from every corner of the world.
"Have you arrived, Sepia-nim?"
Dale bowed his head toward Sepia, and Sepia smiled.
"These are things I brought for Alan."
From magic stones emitting five-colored light to models of ancient creatures hardened in the form of fossils. Receiving them, Dale smiled.
"Thank you, Sepia-nim."
Dale smiled and asked.
"You'll leave the castle without a word again after staying for a few days, won't you?"
"I suppose so."
Sepia laughed without bothering to deny it. At those words, Dale nodded quietly.
"We shall see each other again, Dale."
"Yes."
A wandering elf who appears like the wind and disappears like the wind. Dale had no reason to stop her path. Therefore, he simply remained silent.
It was no different when she disappeared a few days later.
* * *
"What are you afraid of, Lise?"
When Dale asked, his younger sister Lise forced a carefree smile.
"Because I have no right to face my brother's child."
"Why do you think that?"
To Dale's question, the Blue Tower Master did not answer. She didn't know.
"I wanted to save you. I hoped you would stop atoning for our sins for our sake."
"That's how it turned out."
"But that ended up becoming unspeakable pain for you again, Brother."
At Lise's words, Dale was silent for a moment.
"It is all of our faults."
After the silence, Dale grabbed Lise's arm and pulled her. To lead his younger sister, who was trapped within the spiderwebs of Arachne of the Blue Magic Tower, out into the world.
* * *
「11. Happily Ever After」
The family sat in their places, and finally, the Imperial court painter began to capture their image on canvas.
The lovely couple and their child, the father and mother, and even the younger sister.
In the silence, the scratch-scratch sound of the painting tools echoed faintly.
What the painter was capturing was a picture of the most noble, great, and at the same time, harmonious family in the world.
* * *
In the white and dark winter night, the ancient Mother of Darkness was before Dale.
The girl with the horns of a black goat was also there.
"......."
Before them, Dale remained silent without a word. At the end of the silence, Dale bowed his head.
"I have finally come to understand you."
"What do you mean, child of man?"
The ancient Mother of Darkness asked back, amused.
"That you, too, were a mother who wished for her children to be happy."
Dale said, and the ancient Mother of Darkness burst into amused laughter.
"And that the reason I can maintain the form of a human is solely because of your devotion."
That was why Dale spoke without hesitation. Bowing his head calmly, he simply expressed his gratitude.
The existence of these beings before Dale was no longer an incomprehensible terror.
Rather, they were the supreme mothers who could not be described by anything else, beings filled with a benevolence as vast and distant as the universe.
Their benevolence cannot be understood by human common sense. Sometimes, it was so harsh, cruel, and terrifying that it seemed horrific.
Nevertheless, nothing changed.
Just as Dale thought of his loved ones, the ancient Mother of Darkness was also loving her son.
"I am glad you understand, my child."
"I am still human."
"Yes, Brother."
At those words, Shub giggled happily, the tentacles wriggling beneath the hem of her dress.
"I hope that until the very, very end, you remain a human, Brother."
"I promise, Shub."
Dale replied. At those words, the ancient Mother of Darkness approached silently and hugged Dale.
To some people, it would appear as a sickening scene of a mass of tentacles wrapping around him.
To others, it would appear as a scene of another mother, filled with benevolence, hugging her son.
Nevertheless, nothing would change.
At the end of the hug, Dale said.
"Thank you, Great Ancient Mother of Darkness."
Ia Shub-Niggurath.
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* * *
Afterword
Once the God of Meaninglessness vanished, it was up to Dale and his wise Empress, Charlotte, to rule the 10th Empire.
However, the 'Monarch of Black Gold' rarely showed his face, even during trivial disputes or at the summits where the rulers of the Empire gathered.
The same held true even when conflicts broke out among the lords who made up the Empire.
And so, while Dale maintained his silence in his castle, the Imperial Palace of Saxony, those harboring their own agendas began to emerge.
There were those calling for the reform of new religions, the resurrection of revolutions that should have been forgotten by history, and even those shouting to overthrow the old regime.
Whenever the black-armored knights bearing the Night Raven crest moved, those disturbances crumbled into nothingness. The same held true when they faced Charlotte, who was hailed as the greatest sword on the continent.
And while the Monarch of Black Gold remained hidden, the people of the Empire began to whisper about the Emperor's life and death.
Rumors spread that the Emperor was dead, and that his wife was merely ruling the Empire in his stead.
What started as secret whispers spread like wildfire, until the entire Empire was buzzing with the story. Furthermore, the infighting among the Great Lords over the Emperor's throne became increasingly intense.
They were not unaware of the threat posed by the Night Raven knights, the God Sword Charlotte, or the powerhouses of the Great Magic Empire. Yet, even combined, they were nothing compared to the absolute power held by the Great Magic Emperor, the Monarch of Black Gold.
And that absolute being had, one day, suddenly and without reason, fallen silent.
Several years passed, and the Imperial Council was convened in the Emperor's name.
The Great Lords of the Empire, having established their positions, gathered one by one. It was there that he finally revealed himself.
"Em, Emperor-nim......!"
The Monarch of Black Gold was there.
As that existence surveyed his surroundings, the unavoidable truths revealed themselves within the shadows.
From secret societies plotting revolution and those from the 9th Empire cooperating to usurp the throne, to those conspiring to poison Dale's wife, Charlotte, to create an opening.
The desires of countless rulers were writhing, harboring a foulness incomparable to anything else.
It was nauseating.
No matter how much one struggles, this world never changes. It is a world full of absurdity, inequality, pain, and despair.
"Long ago......"
Facing that foul world, the Monarch of Black Gold opened his mouth.
"To change this world, I shouldered all the evil karma of the world."
They could not possibly understand the meaning of those words. But to the nobles who had been endlessly prattling on about the Emperor's death, every word he spoke was a dagger piercing their hearts.
They had harbored vain delusions before a being they dared not oppose, and these were the prices they would pay.
"I declared an Empire of ideals that would never crumble, and I sought a path where everyone could be happy within that Empire."
Silence descended in the midst of terror, and Dale continued.
"However, no matter how much I wandered and searched, there is no such path where everyone can be happy."
He spoke very calmly.
"Beneath the happiness you feel as the influential figures of this Empire, the pain and screams of countless others must be buried. Just as my own happiness is built upon such things."
"Em, Emperor-nim, we would never......!"
"Not everyone can be happy. I have sworn that I will no longer resist the fact that my happiness stands upon someone else's misfortune."
Dale smiled bitterly.
"But don't you think it is quite unfair for you, who plot to poison my wife, try to tear down my Empire, and covet my throne, to be happy?"
"Dale!"
At those words, Charlotte's expression stiffened. Poisoning? Such a ridiculous, laughable scheme would never work on Charlotte. Dale knew that, too.
"Alan has taken up the sword. Not magic."
"......Why are you suddenly talking about that?"
"Someday, that child will inherit our Empire."
Dale said.
"This era can no longer be pacified by the sword, and magic is no different. Therefore, as the last powerhouses of this age, we are merely fulfilling our duty."
His voice was cold, devoid of even a shred of emotion, yet carried the weight of a father worried about his son's future.
"......."
Charlotte nodded wordlessly, picturing the face of their son, Alan II.
She recalled the expression this man, the Monarch of Black Gold, wore in front of his son. It was so ridiculous, never getting angry, the very picture of a doting father, that it almost made her laugh.
"Please, please forgive us!"
"Aack, aaaaaaack!"
They had forgotten the truth during the long peace: the expression the child's father showed before his enemies.
That cruelty and terror.
Nevertheless, Charlotte quietly shook her head. Because she was no different.
* * *
At that time, in the courtyard of the Saxon Imperial Palace.
Amidst the biting cold, a young boy was swinging a sword.
"Haha, quite impressive, Imperial Prince-nim!"
Sir Helmut Blackbear laughed, feigning a clumsy drop of his sword at the boy's swing.
"Wow, I beat Helmut-ajusshi!"
Alan II, who carried the name of Alan, laughed brightly, just like any other child.
He was a child with hair of black gold, having inherited much from Dale and Charlotte.
"Haha, even this Helmut cannot possibly win against the Imperial Prince-nim!"
In an era where magic was dying, there were a few powerhouses left who still inherited the power of the past. Helmut was no exception.
His beard had steadily turned gray, and the wrinkles of time that could not be deceived had deepened. Yet, nothing had changed.
The son of the Empire, the child who carried the blood of Dale and Charlotte.
The child who carried the blood of Saxony, and furthermore, the blood of the Orhart family, once called the God Sword.
Even so, Alan II was not particularly special or extraordinary. Just like everyone else born in this era.
When Sir Helmut let him win on purpose, he didn't even notice the fact as sharply as Dale would have. He was simply happy like a child. Even so, that was enough.
Living in a new world and a new era, Sir Helmut could also understand the coming age.
No, he was actually grateful for a world where a single powerhouse could no longer overwhelm the world, and where the monsters who claimed hegemony through magic alone had disappeared.
There would still be no end to wars in the world, and people's quarrels would never cease.
But that was enough.
Because he, too, had been one of those monsters, and he was grateful for the fact that a world where those monsters would no longer be born had arrived.
* * *
"Your magic training is improving by leaps and bounds."
Lise said as she looked at Yupi, and Yupi bowed her head quietly.
"Thank you, Lise-seuseungnim!"
"It's quite fascinating, isn't it?"
At Lise's question, Yupi silently extended her arm. The cold of the North swirled like a dance upon her fingertips, and that was all.
"Yes!"
Yupi had a talent for magic. However, in this era where magic was dying, her magic would never have the chance to bloom.
She could not plant puppet strings in people's minds to manipulate them, nor could she cast a Blue Spiderweb across the continent to monitor them.
Nevertheless, Lise found teaching magic to this girl to be very enjoyable.
"Yupi-yang, what do you hope for in the future, once you become a proper mage?"
When Lise simply asked, Yupi answered without hesitation.
"With my magic, I want to make the people of the world happy."
Just as the Lise of the past once had.
Every time she looked at Yupi, her past self overlapped. The past when she thought she was immature, the days when she was undoubtedly too naive and young.
"Yes, that is the very spirit that our Blue Magic Tower pursues."
However, looking at Yupi, she realized.
That such uprightness was the virtue a mage should truly possess.
And that amidst the foulness and storms of the world, Lise herself had lost that heart, and had likewise become one of the countless powerhouses and monsters of that era.
Once the Goddess of this world fell into her eternal slumber, the last of the mana would soon disappear as well.
However, there were still monsters like Lise who harbored countless ancient powers within their bodies, and it would take quite some time until they all fell asleep.
Even so, the monsters would also grow old little by little. In the end, a true 'world of humans' would remain.
When that time comes, the girl before Lise would be the true mage who would lead the 'world of humans' correctly.
"Then, shall we continue the training?"
"Yes, Lise-nim!"
* * *
"Agassi, could you please reconsider?"
Master Baro—once the most shameful yet honorable knight in the world, now a bum who had been granted a new title in the new Empire and spent his days drinking—was there.
The woman before him replied.
"Baro, why are you afraid of being with me?"
"We, well, because a drunkard like me, a bum who spends his days doing nothing......"
"That's true, it's quite pitiful for a woman to be with a man who is a drunkard and idles his days away."
She had once been a saintess serving the Shadow Goddess, but now that name meant nothing. Just as Master Baro was no longer the Slaughter Sword moving for Dale.
"Then, won't you cut down on the beer starting today and go on a territory inspection with me for a change?"
"......."
At those words, Master Baro looked at the beer mug in his hand. Leaving the sloshing liquid behind, he scratched his head and gave a bitter smile.
"As you wish, Agassi."
* * *
"Father!"
At that voice, Dale turned his head to see his mother, Elena, standing there with the 'two Alans'.
"Father, and Mother."
Dale bowed his head silently, and Alan II laughed brightly.
"Grandfather, Grandmother, let's play together again tomorrow!"
Calling their names like a child, Alan II ran toward Dale. The couple smiled silently at the sight, and Dale picked up Alan in a hug.
"Dale, not yet?"
Just then, Charlotte, dressed in a nightgown, called out to Dale. Only then did Dale gasp, realizing his mistake, and Alan smiled quietly as he understood the situation.
"Alan, how about you sleep with Grandfather tonight?"
"Ca, can I really?"
At the unexpected words, Alan II laughed brightly and approached the two, and Dale smiled, looking a bit embarrassed.
"I apologize."
"Don't mind it. I, too, am looking forward to the day I see a new grandchild."
"......I will try my best."
"Maintaining a married life isn't as easy as might think."
Alan said, and at those words, Dale smiled quietly.
It was truly just as he said.
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* * *
The dim light of dawn seeped in through the windowpane.
I turned my head to see Charlotte sleeping right beside me. She was breathing softly, fast asleep, oblivious to the world.
Dale silently reached out and placed his hand on Charlotte's fair, slender shoulder.
With a soft *sarr-reuk*, her golden hair slipped through his fingers like grains of sand.
"You're up early, Dale."
Stirring, Charlotte opened her eyes and smiled brightly at Dale.
"Did you sleep well?"
"Hmm, well. Our Dale wouldn't let me get much sleep, would he?"
Charlotte giggled, a meaningful smile playing on her lips, and reached out.
Her fingers landed on Dale's cheek in return.
"I'm happy."
"Really?"
"Yes. And you haven't forgotten yet, have you?"
Charlotte smiled.
"We decided to have a son, and then a daughter."
"Right, we promised that."
Dale placed his hand over Charlotte's, holding it. Charlotte asked, her face slightly flushed.
"What if we have another son next time?"
"......That's true."
It was a truly difficult question.
* * *
Within the Imperial Palace of the Saxon House, the Monarch of Black Gold and his wife Charlotte appeared, and countless nobles of the Empire bowed their heads.
After the so-called 'Great Purge,' no one dared to doubt the Monarch of Black Gold or attempt to resist him.
The reverence was identical to what people had shown the God of Meaninglessness in the past, even though the figure on the throne was not a god, but a man.
A child sat between the two thrones.
He was a boy with black-gold hair.
"Look, Alan."
Dale spoke calmly to him.
"This is our Empire, these are the ones who are loyal to us, and these are the things you will rule over in the future."
He spoke not as the tender father he was in private, but with the solemnity befitting an Emperor.
"Yes, Father."
Alan II bowed his head with the proper formality.
The era of monsters had ended. After the Goddess fell into slumber, an era arrived that could no longer be pacified by a single sword or spell.
In a world ruled by the Monarch of Black Gold and the couple who bore the name of the God Sword, hostility was unthinkable.
However, when the monsters disappeared into history and the true 'era of humans' arrived, the Imperial Throne that his son, Alan II, would occupy would not be the same as before.
That was why he had to teach his son.
He had to teach him not how to crush others with power and violence as the strong of the old era did, but how to rule his Empire wisely.
He had to cultivate the power to perceive the truth without needing to see the truth within the shadows.
It would not be easy. Even Dale himself had ultimately seized his Empire through the power of a monster.
In those days, that was common sense—a world of survival of the fittest governed by the law of the strong.
But the strong of the new era would not be those who trampled their enemies with swords or magic. Knowing that fact, Dale and Charlotte desperately built up their Empire for Alan.
They built an Empire that no one would dare to covet, even after their era had passed.
* * *
As Alan II grew, Dale and Charlotte watched him with satisfied smiles.
Sometimes they would sternly reprimand him, other times they would embrace him warmly, teaching him the things a person must do when facing others, and furthermore, the weight of the crown he must bear to become the ruler of the Empire.
And when Charlotte's belly swelled and a new life bore fruit, a new happiness blossomed between the two once again.
Some time later, the new lives arrived.
They were twins.
"Look, Dale."
"A son, and a daughter."
Charlotte smiled quietly, and the cries of the children echoed.
The father, Alan, and the mother, Elena, embraced the two children as if they were precious, and Alan II also smiled as he looked at his younger siblings.
It was a family filled with the kind of happiness found everywhere.
* * *
As Alan and his younger siblings grew, the years piled up.
Around that time, Dale's mother, Elena, lay on her sickbed.
She was neither a powerhouse of the old era nor anything of the sort; she was an ordinary human, more fragile and delicate than anything else.
As the beauty of her youth faded amidst the storms of time, she remained a kind and wise mother and grandmother, smiling.
She accepted the destiny that no one could avoid.
"Elena."
"Do not worry."
Alan of Saxony called his wife's name with a worried look, intuitively feeling that the time was approaching.
The birth and death of a person, life and death, and the pain of parting.
Nevertheless, Elena was smiling.
"I remember the time you first confessed to me."
"......."
Elena spoke of the time she burst into tears, terrified at the courtship of the Duke of Saxony, the Black Duke, whom everyone feared and revered.
"Even so, you, who were at a loss in front of me, terrified as I was, felt strangely familiar."
Dale could not even fathom the perspective she was seeing.
"When the elders of the Black Magic Tower appeared at our wedding dressed in pure white, honestly speaking, I felt like I was going to burst into laughter."
"I, too, was a truly shameful sight."
He had made the mages of the Black Magic Tower cast aside their color and wear white. Despite that, none of the mages of the Black Magic Tower dared to defy their peak, the Black Duke.
The fact that the Black Duke decided to go that far showed just how precious Elena's existence must have been to him.
Even if it had been a scheme laid out by the Blue Mastermind from the very beginning.
The current Elena could not possibly remember that fact.
"I was very afraid. Could I truly be happy with this man? Should I trust the monster 'Black Duke' that people talk about so easily?"
"......."
"But when Dale was born, I still remember the happiness we felt."
Elena laughed.
"It was the same when Lise was born."
Likewise, beside Dale, Lise quietly bit her lip.
"I am truly glad that I could have you as my spouse for a lifetime."
"I am the same."
Elena said, and Alan nodded, appearing as the 'Black Duke' she remembered from long ago.
Surrounded by her lovely husband, son, daughter, and grandchildren, Elena smiled.
"Mother......."
Lise tried to say something, but stopped and bit her lip.
Beside Elena were powerhouses who had long since transcended life, death, and even the laws of nature. Just as Lise had done in the past, it would not be difficult to postpone Elena's death.
But they could not do that. No, they did not want to.
This was the providence that had to be accepted, and the era of monsters was also coming to an end.
Alan silently held Elena's hand.
"Dale, and Lise. My beloved children."
Even in the midst of that, Elena called the names of her beloved son and daughter. Dale could not say a word.
"To be able to be with everyone like this, I am truly happy."
Dale and Lise silently held Elena's hands.
The hands of the son and daughter overlapped on top of their father Alan's hand.
"Please do not be sad at my death."
Elena said.
"Whenever you think of me leaving after enjoying the happiness of life like this, I hope everyone will smile."
Saying that, Elena smiled.
Alan of Saxony smiled.
Until the very, very end.
And when Alan sobbed like a child in his wife's arms at the end of that smile, Elena would never realize that fact for eternity.
* * *
Time flowed once again.
As time flowed, the moment arrived for the man who was once the peak of the Black Magic Tower—the 'Black Duke'—to depart.
He did not meet his death on a bed.
No, rather, like a rock that could not be eroded even amidst the storms of time, the man's existence did not fade away.
He was the peak of the Black Magic Tower, a monster of the old era who could handle death itself, and one of the peaks of those monsters.
That was why he understood, quietly, that his time had come.
"......Father."
His son called his name, and Alan smiled bitterly.
"Our era has ended, and the time is approaching for me to depart as well."
"Must you really do that?"
Dale asked. His father smiled bitterly.
"You will understand as well in the future."
He stood up. Raven feathers danced and fluttered around him.
"Your Excellency, Duke of Saxony!"
Beside him, Sir Helmut Blackbear and the Night Raven Knights were all paying their respects in unison, just as they had treated the Black Duke who ruled this castle when Dale was young.
"Sir Helmut. And the knights of the Saxon House."
The Black Duke smiled at them.
"I do not know how to express my gratitude for the sacrifices you have always made for our Saxon House."
"......."
"I owe an unspeakable debt to those who believed in and remained loyal to me—a man full of countless faults and sins—until the very end."
"That is not so, Your Excellency, Duke!"
Sir Helmut Blackbear knelt and raised his voice.
The peak of the Black Magic Tower, the Black Duke, was there, beyond any doubt.
The raven wings rising behind his back, the monster who ruled death itself and made even the powerhouses of the old Empire kneel.
Because he existed, the current Dale could exist.
He was the one who had protected the immature Dale from the shadows, supporting him until he could achieve his dreams.
"Father......."
Dale tried to say something, but stopped and closed his mouth.
"Thank you."
Dale bowed his head. Lise did the same.
Those who had no choice but to leave. And those who had no choice but to be left behind.
Even if he had awakened from his slumber after an eternity of time, nothing would change.
For even a fleeting moment, he wanted to claim to be the God of the world again and change all of this.
He dreamed of waking the sleeping Goddess, begging the ancient Mother of Darkness, reversing all this pain and tragedy, and joining forces with his younger sister Lise to create a world of 'unawakening happiness.'
But he could not.
"Dale, my proud son."
"Father, no, I......"
Before his father's words, he could only remain silent and bow his head.
"Raise your head."
Even so, the Black Duke, Alan, smiled. He understood Dale's pain, understood his daughter Lise's pain as well, and simply blessed his son, daughter, and grandchildren.
At the same time, raven wings wrapped around the man.
The wings wrapped around him, then scattered into black feathers.
And within the scattering feathers, nothing remained.
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* * *
Those he loved departed, and those he loved were born.
"Father!"
"Dad!"
His son, Alan, was now the only one left. And there were Alan's younger brother and sister, the twins Ridel and Rina.
As one life died and another was born, as his son and daughter became a father and mother in the blink of an eye, they recalled the trajectory their own parents must have walked.
"Do not be hasty."
Charlotte smiled, kind yet strict, and the eldest son, Alan, comforted his immature younger siblings. Dale smiled quietly at the sight. It was a scene of a family that could be found anywhere.
Even for the ruler of the continent's only empire, it was no different.
One era set and a new one rose, and the space for Dale, Charlotte, and the powerhouses of the old era was steadily shrinking.
The Raven Knights also left the Saxon House one by one, and Dale blessed those who departed, never blocking their paths.
Those who had fought in the shadows for Dale in the past were no exception.
The Pure White Saintess, Orelia, was left behind in the old world as the ruler of the Kingdom of Britannia before Lise froze her world. As a Holy King, she left behind a record praised in the history of that time, and that was her final record.
However, the Jet-Black Saintess, Orelia, was frozen within Dale's empire. After the ice melted, she headed to the island of Britannia to fulfill her old promise to Dale.
She was praised as another Holy King, the second coming of the Pure White Saintess, Orelia.
Those who made up the Saxon House were leaving one by one, meeting their own respective endings in their places.
Master Baro was also one of those who had left the Saxon House. And occasionally, there were those who returned.
"Ah, this most disloyal bastard dares to see His Imperial Majesty."
"You've come, Master Baro... no, Marquis Tolomeo."
"Ah, what a most unfamiliar name that is."
Master Baro, simultaneously Marquis Baro of Tolomeo, laughed cheerfully, accompanied by his wife, Maria of Tolomeo.
"Congratulations on the pregnancy."
Dale bowed his head toward the woman by Baro's side—the woman who once held the name of the Shadow Saintess smiled brightly.
Black bandages were still wrapped around her eyes, just as they had been for Dale's younger sister, Lise. Nevertheless, there was no longer any need for her to see the scenery beyond what she could perceive.
"I heard you've finally stopped drinking like a fish and have become a new man."
"It is the Lady's order, so what else can I do?"
"Baro, I told you not to call me that in front of people."
Maria spoke, and Master Baro scratched his head, looking embarrassed.
"A-ah, I understand... my dear."
At those words, Dale turned his head, suppressing a laugh. It was a truly mismatched pair, and ironically, that fact felt all too fitting.
After his father Alan and mother Elena departed, Dale was nevertheless not left alone in this world.
Those he loved departed, those he loved were born, and history continues through that repetition.
In a sense, the words of Ray Yuris or the Duke of Blood were not entirely wrong.
Human history is, in short, a history of blood.
Just as the blood of the Black Duke, the Duke of Saxony, flowed in Dale's body, that blood was passed on to his son and daughter once again.
Just as the blood of the God Sword was passed on to Charlotte, and then again to Charlotte's son and daughter.
That was simply all there was to it.
Even in an era where monsters were disappearing, there was still plenty of time left before Dale and Charlotte disappeared. In the meantime, no one dared to harbor thoughts of opposing this empire and the Throne of Black Gold.
Therefore, days of savoring life in peace continued.
Together with the people he loved.
* * *
As Alan of Saxony, Alan II, grew up, Dale began to understand the emotions his father 'Alan' must have felt while watching him in the past.
As a prodigy of the Ducal House, he had tried to prove his worth and talent in front of his father, and he had believed that it worked.
However, his son, Alan II, was not a prodigy as Dale had been. He was an ordinary, diligent child who could not feel the power of that era or anything of the sort.
Yet, strangely, every time he saw the things his son was practicing, he felt an indescribable certainty.
"Look, Father!"
"The flow of your sword is very clean."
The very act of him polishing his swordsmanship in front of Dale, never neglecting his learning, was in itself a proof of trust that no parent could compare to anything else.
Even if the young Dale had not possessed the talent of a monster, his father Alan would have willingly trusted and supported him.
"I am very proud of you, Alan."
That was why Dale said it, just as his father had told him in the past.
"Because I am Father's son."
Alan, too, gave the same answer as Dale from that time. Dale smiled bitterly at those words.
* * *
"Dale... Mister."
There was only one person in the world who could call Dale that. Realizing that it wasn't so strange for him to be called 'Mister' now, Dale smiled bitterly.
"Yupi-yang."
There was a girl who was learning Blue magic under Lise.
"I heard you inherited the secrets of the Blue from Lise."
"That's right."
Yupi smiled a little bitterly.
"Do you despise me?"
"Mister Dale is a good person."
Yupi shook her head, denying it.
"It's just that sometimes, you don't understand the fact that kindness can hurt people."
"That may be so."
Kindness can also hurt people. It was exactly as she said—a bone-chilling truth.
"Yupi-yang is a very wise person."
At Dale's words, Yupi smiled shyly. She was a girl from the countryside who hadn't known a single letter, yet she had reached the point where she was inheriting the Blue work, said to be the most complex and sophisticated in this world.
"Yupi-yang, how do you want to change this world?"
That was why Dale asked.
"Thinking that you can change the world is a foolish thing to do."
"Is that so?"
"Because the world is not something you change, but something that changes."
Yupi replied, and Dale laughed again.
"Then do you believe that this world will change for the better, Yupi-yang?"
At those words, Yupi was silent for a moment. She was no longer a country girl who didn't know the ways of the world. She was a sorceress who had inherited the Blue work and was looking into the world through the spiderwebs that Lise had rooted throughout this continent.
After understanding all the ugliness and filth of the world, Yupi answered.
"I don't know."
Yupi smiled bitterly.
"I think... it probably won't change much."
"......."
Dale was silent at Yupi's answer.
"Emperor, or revolution?"
At the end of the silence, Dale asked. That question had once led Yupi to reach this point. And reaching the end of it, Dale asked again.
"Neither."
Yupi answered without a moment's hesitation.
In front of the Emperor of the 10th Empire, the Monarch of Black Gold.
In front of the monster who was once the God of Meaninglessness, and even now, was feared by everyone in the world.
* * *
Every time the dawn twilight seeped through his eyelids, Charlotte was asleep by his side. By the time Dale lightly brushed her hair aside, Charlotte would also wake up.
A day, two days, and as months and years passed, the way they greeted each other remained the same.
It was the same even when wrinkles began to form on Charlotte's face, just as they had on Elena's, and wrinkles began to form on Dale's face, just as they had on Alan's.
The era of monsters was coming to an end, and the end of that era was left before the two of them.
"Charlotte."
That morning was the same as well.
"Dale."
Dale reached out his arm to brush Charlotte's hair aside, and Charlotte smiled and called his name. Lying on the bed, looking at each other's faces, they savored the happiness they were feeling.
"Hey, Dale. Are you happy?"
"Yes."
They were the longest, happiest days of his life.
The next day, and the day after that, were the same.
* * *
Master Baro's wife, the woman who once held the name of the Shadow Saintess, was there.
"Maria-yang."
"......Your Majesty."
His connection with her was not long. She was just the woman who, as the Shadow Saintess, had awakened the path that the 'Shadow Monarch' Dale had to take, and who was now enjoying happiness with Master Baro.
Before long, her child would be born.
"As the Emperor of this empire, I have something to bestow upon you."
Dale caught a glimpse of the truth within her shadow. The happiness she was enjoying now.
Furthermore, the madness of her father, who had gouged out her pupils with his fingers during the days of the Third Empire, claiming she was possessed by a demon.
The memory of the girl who was desperately crying out Master Baro's name within that madness.
"What is it?"
Maria asked, and Dale answered.
"Light."
* * *
"Thank you, Brother."
"Aunt Lise!"
Lise smiled. Dale's son and daughter laughed by her side, and Lise hugged them affectionately.
Sometimes, even kindness can hurt people.
After realizing that fact, the two siblings no longer hurt each other either.
That was why Lise only smiled quietly. Just as Maria had been bestowed 'his pupils' by the Emperor in the past, she looked at the world made of light through the pupils her brother had given her.
"May the happiness you desire come true."
* * *
The dawn twilight rose once again. However, Dale, who had black bandages wrapped around his eyes, could not feel that light.
But instead, he felt a lovely touch that could not be compared to anything else.
"Charlotte."
"Are you awake?"
"Yes."
Just because he couldn't see didn't mean she wasn't there. Charlotte was lying by his side, and he could feel her presence every time she caressed him.
Charlotte's skin, her scent, her voice.
That day, and the next day, and the day after that, were the same.
And one day, when morning came, he could no longer feel Charlotte's touch waking him up.
Understanding that fact, Dale smiled bitterly.
After smiling, he burst into tears.
* * *
Among scholars, there are many things said about what caused the fall of the 10th Empire.
When the Monarch of Black Gold died and Alan II ascended to the throne, the system of the Saxon House was maintained for several generations under his regime. However, in a world where the monsters had disappeared, the heads of the Saxon House no longer had the power to make the world kneel.
Therefore, after several political struggles, the 10th Empire fell, and a new era of war began.
Nevertheless, nothing was known about the whereabouts of the man who was once called the 'Monarch of Black Gold' and the Magic Emperor.
* * *
It was when Alan II's reign had ended, the throne had passed to the next generation, and the Saxon House had been ruling the world for several generations after that.
A man was walking down the road.
It was a land where pure white snowflakes scattered. The sky was very black, and the bottom of the earth was white.
He was just walking down the road aimlessly. With black bandages wrapped around his eyes, he groped his way forward with a cane.
Without knowing where to go, without even a place to go, he was just moving forward.
Sobbing like a child.
"Why are you wandering like that?"
Just then, a voice was heard. It was a voice he could never forget.
"My beloved father and mother have departed."
The man answered.
"My beloved wife has departed, and my younger sister has departed. My beloved son and daughter have departed, and my grandchildren have departed as well. But I could not depart."
"I see."
The voice answered. Feignedly bitter, yet laced with an indescribable emotion.
"Then, would you like to go on a journey with me?"
"Where to?"
"Well."
At those words, Sepia smiled and was silent. At the end of the silence, Sepia answered something, and the man laughed quietly at those words.
* * *
「12. The Beginning of the Journey」
Chiiik!
It was a train powered by steam. It was proof that several empires had been born and perished, dynasties had been repeated, the form of the nation had changed, and a new revolution had arrived.
By the time even the struggles of the Monarch of Gold and Shadow were dismissed as nothing more than a distant legend.
The train's departure was near, and gentlemen in suits began to move one by one.
A young boy with black bandages wrapped around his eyes was there.
He was groping with a cane like a blind person who couldn't see ahead, and it was just then.
There was a hand reaching out toward the young boy, blocking the front of his cane.
"Sepia-nim."
"The train will be departing soon."
A woman in a suit whispered, her ears hidden beneath the wide brim of her hat. The young boy nodded.
"Where is the train going?"
"Well."
Sepia smiled and tilted her head.
"Wouldn't anywhere be fine?"
"That's true."
Hearing those words, the young boy laughed.
<FIN>
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