
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Ch.0 I Am Not A Genius.

	Want me to tell you how to become an undefeated strategist?

	Talent? You don't need it.

	Hard work? That's not necessary either.

	There's only one thing you need.

	Have a real genius as your subordinate.

	But she thinks I'm an even greater genius than her.

	Why though?


Ch.1 I Am A Bastard Child.

	I 'was' a history student.

	Past tense, you ask?

	Because I died.

	*Kuuuuung!*

	That impact was the period at the end of my first life.

	But when I opened my eyes, I was five years old.

	Adrian Von Krustein, an illegitimate child of the Krustein ducal family.

	The Krustein ducal family?

	It was a name that didn't exist in any history I knew.

	A fantasy world of swords and magic.

	It felt like the game I'd played for hundreds of hours in my past life had become reality. At first, I was excited. A world with real magic, even without computers or the internet!

	My head felt like it would split from two sets of memories mixing together, but I still thought I was lucky.

	Born as a duke's son. Even as an illegitimate child, still a noble. This life would be easy mode.

	...Or so I mistakenly thought.

	Until I learned this was a family where someone among the siblings died in an "accident" every year.

	**

	I read books and devoured this world's history.

	What happens when an illegitimate child threatens the legitimate heir.

	The Krustein family's historical records, and those of other imperial families, overflowed with such examples.

	Talented illegitimate children die young.

	Getting hit by a truck and reincarnating was already a cliché, but surely I couldn't fall victim to another cliché here.

	I made a decision.

	Live quietly.

	Don't stand out.

	Don't become a threat.

	"Adrian, how are your swordsmanship lessons?"

	When I turned seven, my eldest brother Ernst asked.

	Ernst Von Krustein. Fifteen years my senior, the legitimate heir of the ducal family and the most likely next family head.

	"I find books more interesting than swords."

	"...Really?"

	Ernst looked surprised.

	"Won't Father be disappointed?"

	"Father doesn't have high expectations for me anyway. He already has the best heir."

	"...Haha, I suppose that's true."

	Ernst laughed heartily.

	I calculated inwardly.

	Learning swordsmanship itself was dangerous.

	If I showed talent?

	I'd become a threat.

	If I had no talent?

	I'd be hated for "wasting time as a mere illegitimate child."

	Either way was a loss.

	Better to pretend I wasn't interested at all.

	A few days later, I acted like I couldn't stay awake during swordsmanship lessons.

	"Young Master! Pull yourself together!"

	"I'm sorry... I stayed up too late reading last night..."

	The result was successful.

	A week later, swordsmanship lessons were reduced to three times a week. And a month later, they became once a week.

	Perfect.

	But my love of books wasn't an act.

	I was genuinely curious about this world's history.

	Especially military history.

	The Hundred Years' War between the Empire and the Northern Kingdom. Trade disputes with the Eastern Union. Religious wars with the Southern Papal States.

	This is completely European history transplanted into fantasy!

	The feeling of studying medieval military history I'd only encountered in games in an actual world was strange.

	And that knowledge turned out to be surprisingly useful.

	"Adrian, all you do is read books."

	"Brother, I find history interesting."

	"History? What use is that?"

	Ernst chuckled. It was pure curiosity rather than mockery.

	"Who knows. But Brother, do you know why tax collection didn't go properly during your last inspection of the northern territories?"

	"...What?"

	Ernst's eyes changed.

	He had recently been furious that far less tax than expected had been collected during his northern territory inspection.

	"It's because of the local nobles."

	"Local nobles?"

	"Yes. When our family annexed the north 15 years ago, we didn't properly purge the existing ruling class. They nominally submit to our family, but actually hold real power in the territories."

	I explained calmly.

	"So half the taxes the people pay go into the local nobles' pockets. From the people's perspective, they're paying taxes twice. That's why their lives are hard, and the entire territory is inevitably weak."

	"......"

	"Therefore, the local nobles must be purged, Brother. Of course, if we purge them suddenly there will be backlash, so we need to divide them first."

	Ernst stared at me silently for a moment.

	And then.

	"Hahahaha!"

	He burst into hearty laughter.

	"Yes, yes! You're right!"

	He clapped my shoulder hard.

	"I thought history books were useless, but they help in this way! Good, I'll definitely deal with those northern local nobles during the next inspection!"

	Ernst nodded satisfactorily and turned away. I smiled inwardly.

	Knowledge that seems useless but occasionally helps.

	An existence that's not threatening but can't be ignored either.

	That was the position I wanted.

	Ernst, who had been about to leave, suddenly turned his head.

	"Adrian, won't you learn magic? Since you like books, you'd probably like magic too. I can arrange a magic tutor for you."

	"It's fine, Brother. I find history more interesting than magic."

	I shook my head.

	"Still, you should at least learn basic magic..."

	"Brother."

	I looked straight at him.

	"If I learn something like magic, some people might misunderstand."

	"...Misunderstand?"

	"That a lowly bastard is aiming for the family head position."

	I spoke bluntly.

	Ernst's eyes widened.

	"But Brother, I have no such thoughts. I just... want to live teaching history to students at the Royal Academy."

	"...A history professor?"

	"Yes. A quiet life that needs neither swordsmanship nor magic."

	A moment of silence passed.

	Ernst placed his hand on my shoulder.

	"Adrian."

	"Yes, Brother."

	"You're... truly deep."

	He smiled gently.

	"The other bastards study swords or magic while pledging loyalty, saying 'I'll use this power for you, Brother.' But that's actually scarier. Because you never know when they'll betray you."

	"......"

	"But you're different. Since you say you won't have power at all, I actually trust you more."

	Ernst patted my head.

	"Good. I'll support your dream. A history professor isn't bad."

	"Thank you, Brother."

	Success.

	I felt relieved inwardly.

	He was right.

	No matter how you dress it up with words like "I'll use this power for you, Brother," to him it's just a threat.

	Better not to have power at all.

	An illegitimate child without ambition.

	That was the persona I'd created.

	**

	That evening, there was a small gathering in the family mansion's banquet hall.

	It was to celebrate Brother Ernst's birthday.

	I sat at a corner table, quietly sipping wine.

	The taste wasn't great in a child's body, but to avoid standing out at such occasions, I had to pretend to fit in appropriately.

	For reference, I wasn't popular among my numerous siblings.

	Because I was "Big Brother's lapdog."

	"Brother Adrian is so cute."

	When I looked up, one of my sisters was standing there with a mocking expression.

	She was the one who'd been strutting around recently after catching some prince's eye at a court ball.

	Next to her stood another illegitimate child.

	Luanox.

	Among dozens of illegitimate children, the one currently in the lead.

	"Like Big Brother's pet."

	He'd apparently achieved top marks in the territorial knight order's recent training. A medal gleamed on his chest.

	Several noble children around them snickered.

	I nodded and smiled.

	"I just want to be helpful to Brother."

	"Helpful? How is reading books and chattering helpful?"

	My sister snorted.

	Luanox crossed his arms and chimed in.

	"Nobles speak with power. When you can't use a sword or magic."

	"You're right, Brother. Strong people like you should be the ones bringing glory to the family."

	Luanox nodded satisfactorily.

	"Right. If I show talent in swordsmanship, Father will acknowledge me too. The knight commander position will be mine! I can do it!"

	His voice was filled with confidence.

	Father will acknowledge him?

	Knight commander?

	He can do it?

	I chuckled inwardly.

	Fuck.

	Where does that confidence even come from?

	A meritocracy?

	Bullshit.

	The strongest, not bloodline, inherits the family?

	Bullshit.

	So whether legitimate or illegitimate, anyone born noble can dream?

	Bullshit.

	Brother Ernst's mother was from a proud count's family. One of the most prestigious families in the Empire.

	Luanox's mother? From a low-ranking knight family.

	My mother? A commoner maid.

	That difference wasn't simply a matter of bloodline.

	From birth, Brother Ernst was educated by the best swordsmanship masters, the best magic tutors, the best scholars.

	He built connections in the Empire's highest social circles and had solid ties to the imperial family.

	What about us?

	At best, we learned swordsmanship from the territorial knight order's assistant instructor and self-studied with worn magic textbooks.

	No matter how talented Luanox was at swordsmanship.

	To bridge that gap.

	Time, resources, and above all, background were absolutely insufficient.

	That bastard doesn't know this.

	Or.

	Does he dream while knowing?

	...Either way, it'll end soon.

	**

	And two weeks later, tragic news arrived.

	"Young Master Luanox was seriously injured in a training accident."

	Three ribs broken, left shoulder blade shattered.

	Recovery was possible, but he'd never be able to wield a sword like before.

	It was an "accident."

	Of course, that's what the official record would say.

	I looked out the window.

	The blue sky was so peaceful.

	"Ah... history truly... repeats itself."

	**

	After the Luanox incident, I lived even more quietly.

	Tomorrow would be my tenth birthday.

	I thought it would be an ordinary day.

	In the evening, a servant came.

	"The eldest young master asked me to tell you he's prepared a special gift for tomorrow."

	A special gift?

	Unease flashed through me.

	"What kind of gift?"

	"He said it's a living gift."

	Living?

	After the servant left, I closed my book.

	Was he talking about a dog or cat?

	It didn't seem like that.

	Or was he calling a living human a gift?

	The moment I thought that, I felt a chilling certainty.


Ch.2 Strategic And Tactical Early Education (1)

	"Even if you are illegitimate, you are still my child. I shall bestow a gift upon you for your birthday."

	Father—that is, Duke Walther Von Krustein—continued speaking in a dignified voice.

	A servant brought forth a sword.

	It was quite a high-quality piece.

	A scabbard engraved with silver decorations, and a well-balanced blade. This was no ordinary sword.

	Perhaps this was only possible because Mother had received Father's favor, however slight.

	"I will use it well, Father."

	I accepted it respectfully.

	"Good. Become an excellent knight."

	Of course, that didn't mean His Excellency the Duke had any interest in me.

	Just as with the other illegitimate children, he had no interest in me either.

	That's why he said such things.

	A knight?

	I was a bookworm who even skipped sword training.

	If anyone had interest in me, it would be my older brother Ernst.

	Which was fortunate.

	How much does a history professor make, anyway? I'd have to live off my brother's allowance.

	After Father left, my siblings departed one by one as well.

	"Adrian."

	My older brother Ernst approached.

	"Brother."

	"Happy birthday."

	He gestured, and a servant stepped forward.

	It was a girl.

	She appeared to be around my age.

	Strangely, she had rare silver hair, and wore a black eyepatch over her left eye.

	"This is my gift to you."

	"...Pardon?"

	I was momentarily speechless.

	Ernst explained.

	"I bought her cheap at an auction. She's a former enhanced human, but defective—can't even be used as a knight."

	"......"

	"But apparently she can work as a maid. Well, since you're weak in combat, keeping her as a bodyguard might help."

	Ernst patted the girl's shoulder.

	The girl said nothing.

	She simply kept her head bowed, staring at the floor.

	"Thank you, Brother."

	I bowed my head for now.

	Ernst left with a satisfied smile.

	And what remained was...

	Me and the silver-haired girl.

	I looked at her.

	She's quite pretty.

	Pale skin, slender frame. She didn't look well-nourished.

	Her right eye was a clear gray, but her left eye was covered by the eyepatch.

	"What's your name?"

	I asked.

	"......"

	The girl didn't answer.

	She only bowed her head lower.

	"Is she mute?"

	I asked the servant beside me. He was one who frequently attended my eldest brother.

	"Not at all, Young Master. Though she is one-eyed, that's true."

	"......"

	I sighed.

	Enhanced human.

	In this world, an enhanced human meant someone whose body had been modified through magic.

	Usually they were used as war slaves or dangerous test subjects.

	And "defective" meant...

	An enhanced human who had failed the experiments or become useless.

	'Brother Ernst, really...'

	Buying her because she was cheap—she probably cost less than a few gold coins.

	A child destined to be discarded, bought as my birthday present.

	"Silver hair—could she have noble foreign blood mixed in?"

	"Haha, hardly."

	The servant chuckled.

	"It just happened during the experiments. The mana heart modification went well enough that the Little Duke bought her to raise as a knight, but... it didn't work out. So he's giving her to you as a gift. Well, she should manage as a bodyguard at least."

	"The mana modification went well but she still couldn't become a knight?"

	"That's right. She has the skills, but her personality... well."

	The servant trailed off ambiguously.

	*Hic...*

	*Hic...*

	The girl made a strange sound.

	It was like a hiccup, or perhaps a whimper.

	Her body trembled faintly as she repeated the sound continuously.

	"......"

	I looked at the girl.

	Probably a personality issue.

	She reminded me of the pink-haired protagonist from some band anime I'd seen in my past life.

	That character who was extremely shy around people and couldn't speak properly in front of strangers.

	The difference was that one had pink hair while this one had silver.

	How was I supposed to use her?

	She was supposed to be a bodyguard, but I doubted she could guard anything in that state.

	Still, though.

	Not bad, I suppose.

	I thought to myself.

	A life with a beautiful maid.

	Something I couldn't even dream of in my past life.

	"Did you say she's ten years old?"

	I asked the girl.

	Still no answer.

	Just the repeated *hic hic* sounds.

	"From now on, I am your master."

	I spoke gently.

	The girl nodded.

	It was a tiny movement, but she definitely nodded.

	'At least she's not deaf.'

	I felt relieved.

	"Then, your name?"

	"......"

	Still no answer.

	I turned to the servant.

	"What's her name?"

	"Well... the Little Duke said he didn't know either. At the auction she was just called 'Product Number 17.'"

	"......"

	I headed to my room with the girl.

	As we walked down the corridor, she followed with quick little steps.

	*Hic. Hic.*

	The sound continued.

	Servants passing in the corridor glanced at us.

	*'What strange thing did the Little Duke give Young Master Adrian?'*

	That's what their looks said.

	It would be a lie to say it didn't bother me, but I was already branded as the "bookworm illegitimate son" anyway.

	Getting a bit stranger wouldn't matter.

	I arrived at my room.

	Opening the door revealed a familiar space.

	It was better than the other illegitimate children's rooms.

	A spacious bed, sturdy desk, and bookshelves filling the walls.

	Thanks to Mother receiving Father's favor and me earning my eldest brother's trust.

	"Come in."

	I told the girl.

	She carefully entered the room.

	*Hic. Hic.*

	Still trembling.

	At first, I thought it was cute.

	Her small, slender body shaking—it somehow triggered protective instincts.

	It felt like the "beautiful maid" fantasy I couldn't experience in my past life had become reality.

	But.

	*Hic. Hic. Hic.*

	The continuing sound gradually started to grate on my nerves.

	After five minutes.

	After ten minutes.

	It didn't stop.

	I sat at my desk and looked at her.

	The girl stood by the door, head deeply bowed, staring at the floor.

	As if she wanted to become a wall.

	*Hic. Hic. Hic.*

	And yet that damn hiccuping showed no signs of stopping.

	I sighed and opened a book on my desk.

	『History of Tax System Changes』

	The book I'd planned to read today.

	But.

	*Hic. Hic.*

	I couldn't read a single line properly.

	The words wouldn't register.

	That sound kept drilling into my ears, making concentration impossible.

	Damn it.

	How am I supposed to read like this?

	I closed the book and turned to the girl.

	She still stood by the door, head deeply bowed, trembling.

	*Hic. Hic.*

	Like a broken clockwork doll, repeating the same sound.

	I stood up. I had to calm her down somehow.

	In that state, I couldn't function, and the child looked miserable too.

	I slowly approached the girl.

	"Hey, calm down a bit..."

	I reached out to grasp her shoulder.

	That moment.

	*Click.*

	The girl's hand moved.

	Lightning-fast movement.

	Before I could react, her slender hand lightly twisted and caught my wrist.

	"Ugh!"

	Sharp pain shot through me.

	The feeling of my wrist joint being bent.

	Without even applying force, I felt pressure like my bones might break.

	The girl still had her head bowed.

	*Hic. Hic.*

	The trembling didn't stop, and that strange sound continued.

	But her hand perfectly restrained my wrist.

	It seemed like an unconscious reaction.

	As if her body had been trained to automatically subdue anyone who approached, like a conditioned reflex.

	The angle, position, force distribution. Everything was perfect.

	If the girl had applied just a bit more force, my wrist would have snapped.

	The girl released her grip. She bowed her head even deeper, freezing like a wall.

	*Hic. Hic.*

	The trembling intensified.

	She probably realized what she'd done.

	I rubbed my wrist.

	Red marks remained.

	Enhanced human. Mana heart modification.

	I'd experienced firsthand what that meant.

	Protective instincts my ass.

	She was given to me to protect me, after all.

	"I-I'm sorry!"

	That was the first proper words she spoke.

	And she started trembling violently again.

	*Hic. Hic.*

	I rubbed my wrist and thought.

	How can I even scold her like this?

	I couldn't win by force.

	Even if she was a terrified girl, her reflexes and combat instincts were above mine.

	If I handled this wrong, I could get hurt.

	I sighed and sat at my desk.

	"I'm not going to hit or scold you. So stop trembling."

	The girl continued trembling.

	*Hic. Hic.*

	A moment of silence passed.

	I fiddled with the history book on my desk and spoke.

	"...Want me to tell you an interesting story?"

	I ventured carefully.

	*Hic. Hic.*

	But then.

	*Hic... Hic...*

	The intervals between sounds grew slightly longer.

	It was a subtle change, but definitely noticeable.

	Her head was still deeply bowed, but her ears perked up slightly. As if waiting to hear what I'd say.

	What story should I tell?

	Imperial history?

	Hmm... but I don't know it that well myself.

	History books in this world weren't very detailed.

	They just recorded things like "who won where and when."

	Creating a proper imperial history book.

	That was one reason I wanted to become a history professor.

	I wanted to turn this world's history into stories people would actually want to read.

	Then... a story from my past life.

	That story I'd experienced as a game, read as a novel, and watched as an anime.

	"Long ago, in a distant eastern empire, there was a time when it split into three."

	I began speaking slowly.

	The girl's trembling subsided a bit.

	"That empire had been peaceful for hundreds of years. But as the emperor grew incompetent and eunuchs seized power, the nation rotted."

	I leaned against my desk and continued.

	"Then one day, the people rose up. It was a rebellion called the Yellow Turban Rebellion."

	*Hic...*

	The intervals grew longer.

	I continued the story.

	"Amidst that chaos, three men met. Liu Bei, Guan Yu, and Zhang Fei. The three became sworn brothers beneath a peach tree."

	That's right.

	The story I was telling her was none other than...

	Romance of the Three Kingdoms.

	"The Peach Garden... Oath...?"

	At that time, I couldn't even imagine. That I was raising a monster.


Ch.3 Strategic And Tactical Early Education (2)

	It was a good thing.

	Having someone to share stories of my past life with.

	And having that person listen to my stories with genuine interest.

	Moreover, having that person be a silver-haired beauty.

	At first, I'd started telling stories just to stop her trembling.

	But after a few days, I realized something.

	This was time I needed too.

	The only person I could share my past life's memories with.

	Someone who could share the story of Romance of the Three Kingdoms with me—a tale no one in this world knew.

	Every night, she would sit in the corner of my room, tilting her head slightly as she listened to my stories.

	"So Cao Cao enthroned Emperor Xian. Holding the emperor to command the nobles—that was Cao Cao's strategy."

	"Wooow..."

	The girl let out a small gasp of admiration.

	The hiccupping sounds had almost completely stopped now.

	At least within my room.

	"What about Liu Bei?"

	"Liu Bei? He was different. He championed benevolence and righteousness. A lord who loved the people and upheld justice. That was Liu Bei's image."

	"A lord who upholds justice..."

	The girl's eyes sparkled.

	Though only her right eye was visible, her expression was pure.

	"Which one do you like, Young Master Adrian?"

	"Me?"

	I thought for a moment.

	"Well... I think Cao Cao was more realistic. But considering Liu Bei's circumstances, I can't say I don't understand him. Cao Cao was the descendant of a powerful family with abundant resources, while Liu Bei was disadvantaged from the start."

	The girl tilted her head.

	"Then do you want to become someone like Cao Cao?"

	"No."

	I shook my head firmly.

	"I just... want to be someone like Chen Shou."

	"Chen Shou?"

	"Yes. The historian who recorded the Three Kingdoms. He never went to the battlefield, never held power, but he was the one who most accurately recorded that era."

	I looked out the window as I spoke.

	"A historian. That's my dream."

	"Wow... that's amazing..."

	She seemed genuinely impressed.

	I chuckled softly.

	A dream no one had acknowledged in my past life.

	'History? What are you going to do with that?' 'How will you find a job?'

	Those were the only responses I'd heard.

	But here, it was different.

	At least this girl said my dream was amazing.

	**

	She changed little by little.

	She still hiccupped and trembled in front of strangers, but at least in front of me, she began to speak more.

	I was sitting at my desk reading a book while the girl was cleaning the room.

	"Young Master."

	"Mm?"

	"Um... would you listen to my story?"

	The girl asked cautiously.

	I closed my book and looked at her.

	"Of course."

	The girl set down her cleaning cloth and knelt on the floor. With her head slightly bowed, she slowly began to speak.

	"My name is... Lise."

	"Lise."

	I repeated the name.

	"That's a nice name."

	"Thank you..."

	Lise smiled slightly.

	"My father was a cobbler. My mother was too."

	"A cobbler?"

	"Yes. He made very good shoes. Even nobles would come to buy my father's shoes."

	Lise's voice brightened a little.

	She seemed to be recalling the past.

	"But then there was an orc raid."

	"..."

	"The village burned. People fled, and my father and mother hid me... and then..."

	Lise's voice trembled.

	"And they never came back."

	I said nothing.

	I just listened.

	"After that, I had no way to survive. I went to an orphanage, but there was no food there either..."

	Lise clenched her hands tightly.

	"So I volunteered for the enhanced human experiment. They said they'd pay money."

	"..."

	"The surgery hurt. It really, really hurt. I lost an eye too..."

	Lise lightly touched her left eyepatch.

	"But I survived. And then I applied to the Royal Knights."

	"The Knights?"

	"Yes. I heard you could earn a lot of money if you became strong. So I trained hard."

	Pride seeped into Lise's voice.

	"I was good at swordsmanship. The instructors praised me too. But... I failed the interview."

	Lise lowered her head further.

	"Whenever I stand in front of people, I get so nervous... I can't speak properly. So..."

	Her voice grew smaller.

	"..."

	"But then the Little Duke bought me. And gave me to you as a gift, Young Master."

	Lise raised her head to look at me.

	"That's what happened..."

	Her gray eyes gazed at me.

	"That's unfortunate."

	I spoke honestly.

	Offering words of comfort would have felt insincere.

	Just the plain truth.

	That it was unfortunate.

	"But I like it better now... You don't get angry at me, Young Master, and you don't make me do scary things. You tell me interesting stories too."

	"..."

	"So I... like it better now. Being a maid suits me better than being a knight..."

	Lise smiled brightly.

	In that moment, I thought:

	Couldn't something be done about that personality?

	The way she added "oo~" to the end of every sentence, and how she hiccupped and trembled whenever she stood in front of people.

	But.

	A noble's personal maid and bodyguard.

	A job where she wouldn't have to deal with anyone outside, just run errands by my side and protect me when danger arose.

	Did such a job really need a bold personality?

	No.

	Perhaps being quiet and gentle like this was actually better.

	"Lise."

	"Yes, Young Master?"

	"I look forward to working with you."

	I extended my hand. Lise stared at it blankly for a moment, then carefully took my hand.

	"Yes... I look forward to working with you too..."

	Her hand was small and cold.

	But her grip was firm.

	I smiled softly.

	This isn't bad either.

	A life I couldn't have imagined in my past life.

	Living with a silver-haired beauty maid, studying the history of a world of swords and magic.

	Without threats, quietly, peacefully.

	At least, that's what I believed.

	I didn't know yet.

	How short-lived this peace would be.

	And that Lise wasn't just a simple "maid."

	But that's a story for later.

	For this moment, at least.

	I was simply happy.

	"So Lise, shall tonight's story be about the Battle of Red Cliffs?"

	"The Battle of Red Cliffs? What's that?"

	"An incredible battle. Cao Cao's million-strong army versus the allied forces of Liu Bei and Sun Quan."

	"Wow... I want to hear it right away!"

	Lise sat in front of me, her eyes sparkling.

	I closed my book and began the story.

	A long, long night had begun.

	**

	"It seems you like the gift."

	My eldest brother visited two months after I received Lise.

	Ernst Von Krustein.

	He still wore his hearty smile, but his eyes were sharp.

	"Yes, Brother. Thank you for the wonderful gift."

	I bowed my head politely.

	Lise stood in the corner of the room with her head deeply bowed.

	Hic. Hic.

	As expected, she was trembling in front of a stranger.

	Ernst glanced at Lise and chuckled.

	"Still the same, I see. But I'm glad she seems to be staying by your side well."

	"Thanks to you, I'm doing well."

	"Good, that's all that matters."

	Ernst looked out the window as he spoke.

	"Adrian."

	"Yes, Brother."

	"I have a task for you."

	His tone changed.

	The playfulness disappeared, replaced by the authority befitting the legitimate heir of a ducal house.

	I straightened my posture.

	"Please tell me."

	Ernst pulled out a piece of parchment from his coat.

	"There's a territory we recently reclaimed from the orcs. A small village on the northern frontier. Small, but a strategic location. I'm going to appoint you as acting lord of that place."

	Acting lord.

	At those words, I held my breath for a moment.

	Acting lord wasn't just a simple errand.

	It meant actually managing the territory, collecting taxes, and maintaining public order.

	It was the first test as a noble.

	"Why me specifically? The other brothers or sisters..."

	"I have many siblings, but none I can trust besides you."

	He cut off my words sharply.

	"There are plenty of talented ones. But their ambitions are too great. I never know when they might stab me in the back. The only sibling I can trust is you. So you need to gain experience."

	Of course, I had no right to refuse.

	This was an order.

	An order from the legitimate heir of the ducal house to an illegitimate child.

	The moment I refused, my strategy of "living quietly" would go up in smoke.

	"I accept your command, Brother."

	I bowed my head.

	There was no other choice.

	"Haha! Good!"

	Ernst laughed heartily and patted my back.

	"Don't be too nervous."

	"..."

	"The orcs have been mostly eradicated. I'll attach 15 knights and 50 soldiers to you."

	Ernst pressed the parchment into my hand.

	"The territory is called 'Granfeld.' A small village with a population of about 500. Just collect taxes properly and maintain public order."

	"Understood."

	"You leave in a week. Prepare well."

	**

	One week to prepare, one week to travel.

	Two weeks total.

	The knights didn't seem particularly tense. Neither did the soldiers.

	"The orcs have already been eradicated, right?"

	"Yeah. We're just going to manage the territory."

	"Isn't this basically a vacation?"

	Some knights openly treated it like a holiday.

	Even Sir Heinrich, the knight commander, said with a relaxed expression:

	"Young Master, don't be too nervous. Those orcs have already been driven out. We're just going on an outing."

	As soon as we entered the village entrance:

	"Reinforcements are here!"

	"The knights have arrived!"

	"We're saved! We're saved!"

	Cheers erupted.

	Waaaaaaah!

	The villagers came rushing out.

	Farmers in shabby clothes.

	A blacksmith with soot and blood smeared on his face.

	Women clutching children to their chests, tears streaming down their faces.

	Everyone wore expressions of relief as they ran toward us.

	"Thank you! Thank you so much!"

	"Now we can survive!"

	I sat on my horse, staring down at the scene in a daze.

	Reinforcements?

	Something was wrong. We hadn't come as reinforcements.

	I was the newly appointed acting lord, and these were the knights and soldiers to assist me.

	We'd come to manage the territory, collect taxes, and maintain peace...

	Not to fight a war.

	Yet they were calling us reinforcements.

	Knight Commander Heinrich dismounted and grabbed what appeared to be the village chief.

	"Weren't the orcs subjugated? The Duke himself personally..."

	"They were subjugated! That's true!"

	"But they came again! A new horde! A larger horde moved south!"

	"How large a horde?"

	I asked.

	The chief raised his head to look at me.

	A wrinkled face, trembling eyes.

	Those eyes were filled with terror.

	"Last time... there were about 200. The Duke himself came and subjugated them. But this time..."

	"This time?"

	"At least 500."

	Thud.

	Someone dropped their weapon.

	"Maybe... even more than that."

	One orc possessed the strength of three adult men.

	In other words...

	500 orcs meant combat power equivalent to at least 1,500 human soldiers.
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	"An orc force of that scale moving south all at once—it's the first time in nearly 150 years."

	"How do you know that, Young Master?"

	Knight Commander Sir Heinrich asked.

	"I read it in a book."

	I answered matter-of-factly.

	"A book on orc ecology, I presume."

	"You must have read it too."

	Sir Heinrich was a veteran knight who had participated in orc subjugation missions multiple times.

	In other words, it would be stranger if he hadn't read it...

	"I own a copy, but I've never opened it."

	What?

	He brazenly admitted he hadn't read it.

	"But you're called the Orc Slayer..."

	"If you hit an orc's head with a sword, it dies. That's the most necessary knowledge."

	Right.

	The knights here were superhumans who wielded the mysterious energy called 'mana,' but most of them considered reading books something only the weak did.

	Still, even so... to not even open a book the family had given him to acquire knowledge necessary for his duties.

	Anyway...

	Among the people here, the ten-year-old child who loved books was the most knowledgeable about orcs.

	"But it seems we need the Young Master's knowledge now. Young Master, why do you think they moved south at this time?"

	I fell silent for a moment.

	I recalled the contents of the books I had read.

	『The Ecology and Habits of Northern Orc Tribes』

	『History of Border Defense Wars』

	『Historical Examination of Monster Migrations』

	And synthesizing their contents...

	"There are two possibilities. Either they're stragglers pushed out after losing a power struggle between orc tribes, or they fled because a massive demonic beast like a dragon moved."

	Heinrich's face hardened.

	"Neither is a good sign. It means an even greater invasion could come."

	The surrounding soldiers began to murmur.

	"An even greater invasion..."

	"As if this wasn't enough?"

	The soldiers buzzed with concern.

	"Either way... it's not good news."

	"Right."

	I nodded.

	This wasn't a game.

	It wasn't a story in a book either.

	Right now, at this moment, people could live or die based on our decisions.

	I looked straight at Heinrich.

	"What do you think we should do?"

	My voice was calmer than I expected.

	The nominal authority figure of this group was none other than me.

	Of course, I was just a child, and the one with actual command authority was Sir Heinrich.

	But I was the one appointed as acting lord by my brother. Ignoring this procedure would not only undermine my authority, but also infringe upon my brother's and father's authority.

	Heinrich looked at me for a moment.

	His gaze changed subtly.

	It was different from when we first departed.

	"Young Master, I'll tell you what I think. We must abandon the village."

	Sir Heinrich's voice was resolute.

	"This isn't an opponent we can defeat. We need more than ten knight orders from the duchy, plus the main army itself."

	"Is that so?"

	"Yes. Duke himself, a Swordmaster, will need to move personally."

	It was sound reasoning.

	Over 500 orcs.

	Compared to that, our forces were 15 knights and 50 soldiers. There was no way the numbers added up.

	The other knights and soldiers nodded as well.

	"That's correct."

	"This isn't something we can handle."

	Everyone agreed.

	I thought so too.

	However...

	The duchy's main forces were tied up at the western border. Because of conflicts with human nations.

	Would it be right to pull them away?

	...

	...

	Well, there's no other option.

	We withdraw, report to Father the Duke, and return with a proper army. That's the correct answer.

	I was about to speak.

	That's when it happened.

	"Y-y-y-y-young..."

	Small fingertips tugging at my collar.

	When I turned my head, Lise was standing there.

	Pale face with trembling eyes.

	Cold sweat was running down from beneath her eyepatch.

	"What is it?"

	I asked quietly.

	"I have something to saaaaaay... hic."

	Lise's voice trembled.

	The surrounding knights glanced over.

	Lise began trembling even more severely.

	Hic. Hic. Hic.

	It seemed she couldn't do this here.

	I sighed and stood up from my seat.

	"I'll step away for a moment."

	"Understood, Young Master."

	Heinrich bowed his head.

	I took Lise outside the tent.

	A little ways away, under the shade of a tree.

	When we reached a place beyond people's sight.

	"Now tell me."

	Lise was still trembling.

	But with the people gone, she seemed to calm down little by little.

	Hic. Hic.

	The intervals between tremors widened.

	And then.

	"Y-Young Master..."

	Lise raised her head to look at me.

	Her gray eyes were filled with tears.

	"We can wiiiin..."

	"...What?"

	I asked again.

	Lise spoke in a trembling voice.

	"I... I... we can wiiiin... the... orcs."

	"We can beat the orcs? Are you incredibly strong by any chance? Do you have some ability to unleash sword aura and cut down a hundred orcs with one strike?"

	"Ab-absolutely noooot!"

	Lise waved both hands in denial.

	I sighed.

	I knew that couldn't be the case. Sword aura was a technique only Swordmaster-level knights could use.

	But I wanted to grasp at any straw.

	"Then what is it?"

	"This village... is my hometooown."

	Come to think of it, she said her parents died in an orc invasion.

	While there hadn't been large-scale southward movements, invasions of a scale that could destroy a village this size were fairly frequent.

	"So?"

	"So... I know the terrain of this village weeell... better than even the villagers dooo."

	"The villagers?"

	Lise nodded.

	"Yeeees. Most of those people aren't originally from heeere..."

	Right.

	If it was a village that had been destroyed by orc attacks and then re-pioneered, most people, including the village chief—perhaps even all of them—wouldn't be from the original village.

	Most of this village's original residents would have died or scattered, and the duchy would have sent new people to re-pioneer it.

	"So?"

	Lise clearly knew something.

	But whether it was information that could turn the tide of battle was still unknown.

	"There's a gorge in the villaaage. A huge gorge."

	"A gorge?"

	I narrowed my eyes.

	A gorge...

	"Where?"

	"North of the villaaage. Deep inside the foooorest."

	Lise pointed north with a trembling finger.

	"How long is that gorge?"

	"It runs from the north of the village all the way to the eaaast. Almost... almost like it surrounds half the villaaage."

	A gorge surrounding half the village.

	"Why didn't the village chief mention such important information?"

	"He probably... doesn't knoooow."

	Lise said quietly.

	"The gorge is deep in the foooorest. The villagers don't go that waaay much. Because it's dangerooous. And the new people probably don't even know the gorge is theeeere."

	"But you knew."

	"Yeeees... I played there a lot when I was yooooung. With my frieeeends..."

	Lise's voice trembled for a moment.

	Those friends probably died in the orc attack too.

	I pushed that thought away and focused.

	"The Battle of Bowangpo."

	"What?"

	For a moment I doubted my ears.

	"The story you told meee, Young Master. Before the Battle of Red Cliiiffs... the first battle where Liu Bei beat Cao Caooo... where Zhuge Liang first appeeeears..."

	The Battle of Bowangpo.

	In Romance of the Three Kingdoms, it was depicted as Zhuge Liang's spectacular debut battle.

	In reality, Zhuge Liang's role was minimal and Liu Bei did it himself, but regardless... it was a battle that almost anyone who liked Romance of the Three Kingdoms knew about.

	"Lise, do you remember how that battle went?"

	"Y-yes..."

	"Liu Bei's army... was outnumbeeered. The army Cao Cao sent under Xiahou Dun was much laaaaarger."

	"Right."

	"So Zhuge Liang... lured the enemy into a narrow paaath. A place called Bowangpo, a narrow gorge blocked by mountains on both siiides."

	Correct.

	Bowangpo was a narrow pass.

	"And theeen... he set it on fiiire. He piled grass and wood on both mountains, and when the enemy army entered the narrow paaath..."

	Fire attack.

	An attack using fire.

	That was the core of the Battle of Bowangpo.

	Liu Bei's army first engaged Xiahou Dun's forces with a small contingent.

	Then they pretended to lose and fled.

	Thinking they had gained the upper hand, Xiahou Dun's army excitedly pursued... and entered deep into the narrow Bowangpo.

	At that moment, fires ignited on both mountains.

	They simultaneously set fire to the hay and woodpiles they had prepared in advance.

	Cao Cao's army, trapped in the narrow path, could move neither forward nor backward.

	Suffocating from fire and smoke, the army fell into chaos and collapsed.

	Though Liu Bei's army was outnumbered, they achieved a great victory using terrain and fire attacks.

	"Lise."

	I looked straight at her.

	"Y-yes!"

	"You're saying that gorge can be used like Bowangpo?"

	"Y-yes!"

	Lise nodded vigorously.

	"The gorge is really naaarrow. Only about five people, at most ten, can pass through at a tiiime. And both sides are cliffs so you can't climb up eeeither."

	"How high?"

	"About... about 100 meters? Or maybe even taaaaller..."

	100 meters.

	High enough.

	"And there are lots of trees on both sides of the goooorge. Lots of dead trees toooo..."

	Meaning it would be good for setting fires.

	I began rapidly drawing a picture in my mind.

	Lure 500 orcs into the gorge.

	Since it's a narrow gorge, at most only about 10 can pass through at once.

	In that state, if we set fires on both sides... whether it's 500 or 1,000, charcoal-grilled orcs...

	My heart began to race.

	It was insane. 65 people against 500?

	A frontal assault would mean total annihilation.

	But what if we didn't fight head-on?

	"...Young Master?"

	Lise was looking up at me with anxious eyes.

	She seemed to have read something in my expression.

	I looked straight at Lise.

	"Lise. You just told me something incredible."

	"Y-yes?"

	"Guide us to that gorge. Right now."
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	I returned to the tent.

	Lise still followed behind me with quick, short steps.

	Hic. Hic.

	As more people gathered, her trembling started again, though it was better than before.

	When I entered the tent, Heinrich and the other knights all turned to look at me at once.

	"Young Master. Please give the order to withdraw. We must return to the duchy immediately to report the situation and bring back a proper army."

	The knights around him nodded.

	Everyone shared the same thought.

	It was only natural.

	I had thought the same thing until five minutes ago.

	But now it was different.

	"We can win."

	I spoke calmly.

	The tent fell silent in an instant.

	Heinrich's eyes widened.

	"...What did you say?"

	"We can defeat the orcs."

	I repeated myself clearly, word by word.

	"Y-Young Master."

	One knight spoke urgently.

	"There are 500 orcs. We only have 65 men. This is... this is reckless."

	"It's not reckless."

	I shook my head.

	"There's a way. But I need to confirm something."

	Heinrich stared at me intently.

	His eyes held a mixture of doubt and concern.

	It was a natural reaction when a ten-year-old child suddenly claimed we could win.

	"Bring all the villagers here."

	"...Pardon?"

	"All the villagers. I need their help."

	Heinrich hesitated for a moment, then nodded.

	"...Understood."

	He gestured to one of his subordinate knights, who left the tent.

	Before long, the villagers began gathering one by one.

	The village chief, the blacksmith, farmers, women—everyone.

	About half of the village's roughly 500 residents gathered in the clearing in front of the tent.

	"What is the matter, Young Master?"

	The village chief asked with an anxious expression.

	I slowly opened my mouth.

	"I heard there's a gorge north of this village."

	"...A gorge?"

	The village chief tilted his head.

	"To the north... a gorge..."

	He looked around at the other villagers.

	But most of them shook their heads.

	"I'm not sure."

	"This is the first I've heard of it."

	As expected.

	Just as Lise had said, most of the villagers didn't know about it.

	"Does anyone know? I'm talking about a gorge deep in the forest to the north of the village."

	I asked again.

	The people only looked at each other's faces.

	Silence flowed.

	Then.

	"Th-there is one."

	A trembling voice came from the back.

	People turned their heads.

	A man cautiously stepped forward.

	He was middle-aged.

	His left arm was missing.

	The scar looked as if it had been cleanly severed from the shoulder.

	"Hans... uncle..."

	A very small voice came from behind me.

	It was Lise.

	Her voice was even smaller and more trembling than usual.

	Not a "hic," not a "yoo," just pure trembling in her voice.

	The man called Hans turned his head to look at Lise.

	His eyes widened.

	"L-Lise...?"

	The man's voice trembled.

	"Is it really... Lise?"

	"...Y-yes..."

	Lise nodded.

	He took a step forward, then stopped when he saw Lise's eyepatch.

	"You... you're alive..."

	Hans's voice couldn't continue.

	He lowered his head and covered his face with his remaining hand.

	I watched the scene for a moment, then spoke quietly.

	"Hans."

	"...Yes, yes. Sir."

	"Tell me about the gorge. In detail."

	"The gorge is... deep in the forest north of the village. When I was young... I used to play there with the other village children."

	"How high?"

	"About... 100 meters, I think. Maybe even more..."

	It matched what Lise had said.

	"How wide?"

	"It's narrow. Really narrow. Five adults... no, if they squeeze together, maybe ten people could fit, but to pass through comfortably, only three or four at most."

	All the information matched what Lise had told me.

	"How far is it from the village to the gorge?"

	"About... an hour's walk. The forest path is a bit rough, but..."

	"Can orcs pass through?"

	"...Yes. It's wide enough. The orcs... came through that path back then too."

	Hans's voice trembled briefly.

	The memory must have come back to him.

	I didn't ask any more questions.

	I had obtained all the information I needed.

	The gorge was real.

	Lise's words were true.

	And that gorge...

	Could become Bowangpo.

	I looked around the tent.

	Heinrich and the other knights, soldiers, and villagers.

	Everyone was looking at me.

	Eyes filled with a mixture of anxiety and expectation.

	I spoke calmly.

	"We can win. I'm certain of it."

	"Young Master... I understand there's a gorge. But with just that..."

	Heinrich spoke carefully.

	"Right. That alone won't win the battle. I need help. The villagers, knights, soldiers. I need everyone's help."

	"What... what are you planning to do?"

	The village chief asked in a trembling voice.

	I was silent for a moment.

	I organized the plan in my head.

	The Battle of Bowangpo.

	Zhuge Liang's fire attack.

	"We'll lure the orcs into the gorge."

	**

	"Lay down the straw! On the gorge floor!"

	A soldier shouted to the villagers.

	"The knights need to ride horses to lure them... so the horses won't get hurt, so their hooves won't slip!"

	The villagers began moving in a rush.

	They carried intact straw bundles to the gorge, spread them on the ground, and cleared away stones.

	The knights also removed their armor and sweated alongside them.

	It was a strange feeling.

	Those people, believing and following the words of a ten-year-old child like that.

	Of course, I was a noble, but... I was just an illegitimate child, a bookworm kid who couldn't use swordsmanship or magic.

	But anyway, since they had expectations, I had to win.

	Sir Heinrich approached my side.

	"Young Master, will this method really work?"

	His voice still carried doubt.

	It was natural.

	I nodded.

	"Have you studied military strategy?"

	"...I learned a little. At the academy."

	"Then you know. You shouldn't carelessly send troops into a place like a gorge."

	Heinrich nodded.

	"Of course. It's good terrain for an ambush. What fool would..."

	He stopped speaking.

	And stared at my face.

	"Don't tell me..."

	"That's right."

	I smirked.

	"Orcs are fools."

	Orcs are stronger than humans.

	This doesn't just refer to physical strength.

	Of course, they're strong. But there was something even more frightening than that.

	The orcs' greatest advantage above all else—it was their reproductive ability.

	They don't reproduce like humans, or like other animals where males and females meet.

	Instead, they reproduce through spores.

	Spores naturally released from an orc's body fall to the ground and take root.

	And over the course of about a year, they grow into adult orcs.

	Their breeding cycle is much shorter than humans', and there's no need for males and females to meet.

	When war breaks out? Spores emerge from the corpses of dead orcs.

	The more intense the battle, the more orcs die, the more the next generation of orcs actually increases.

	Unless the areas where orc spores are scattered are artificially eliminated, their numbers grow uncontrollably.

	From a human perspective, it was a nightmarish system.

	When I first encountered this information while reading books, I had wondered.

	How did humans survive with such a species existing?

	A race with overwhelming reproductive ability, excellent combat power, and that multiplies more the more they die.

	There was no way humans could win fighting against such beings.

	In fact, looking at history books, there were far more records of human defeats in wars against orcs than victories.

	Nevertheless.

	The reason human territory is wider than orc territory.

	There are probably many reasons for that.

	Humans have magic, knights, castle walls, and organizational ability.

	But if I had to pick the biggest reason.

	Those bastards were stupid.

	The sun was setting.

	On the hills on both sides of the gorge, 55 troops were hiding, holding their breath in ambush.

	Five knights, fifty soldiers.

	Everyone was camouflaged with branches and grass, hiding behind rocks and in tree shadows.

	Someone's body shook as they tried to suppress a cough.

	The air was heavy.

	Straw was laid on the gorge floor.

	Carefully spread so the horses wouldn't get hurt, so their hooves wouldn't slip.

	The straw evenly spread across the entire narrow gorge passage looked like a golden carpet.

	Bathed in the sunset light and gradually turning red, the sight was strangely beautiful.

	Except for the fact that this place would soon become hell.

	And on top of the cliffs on both sides of the gorge, dry wood and hay were piled up like mountains.

	Things the villagers had carried all day long.

	Not just the men, but women, even elderly people had stepped forward to carry them. On their backs, in handcarts, armfuls at a time.

	"If we can protect our village."

	"We should at least do this much."

	Oil-soaked rags were also tied here and there.

	Preparation for starting the fire.

	When the wind blew, the smell of oil stung the nose. Acrid, sharp, and anxious.

	I crouched behind a rock at the top of the hill, looking down at the gorge entrance.

	From here, I could see the entire gorge at a glance.

	The narrow, long passage.

	The steep cliffs on both sides.

	And the flammable materials piled on top of them.

	It was a perfect trap.

	At least in theory.

	But this is reality.

	Battles in novels and battles in reality were different.

	In novels, everything flows according to plan. The enemy falls into the trap like fools, and allies execute the operation perfectly.

	But reality?

	There were too many variables.

	What if the orcs don't enter the gorge?

	What if the fire doesn't catch properly?

	What if, what if, what if...

	My palms were sweating.

	My heart was beating fast.

	Whether it was because of this ten-year-old body, or because I was naturally timid.

	Or maybe both.

	Calm down. Calm down.

	I took a deep breath.

	In my past life, I loved games.

	Strategy simulations, historical games, war games.

	I moved thousands, tens of thousands of troops on the screen and fought battles.

	If I lost, I could just reload.

	But now...

	There's no save file. If we lose here, it's over. I die, Lise dies, the knights, soldiers, and villagers all die.

	There's no reset button.

	"Young Master..."

	A small voice was heard.

	When I turned my head, Lise was crouching next to me.

	Hic. Hic.

	The trembling started again.

	Worse than before.

	Her hand was gripping her sword tightly.

	The sheathed sword trembled faintly.

	"Mm?"

	I tried to make my voice as calm as possible.

	Lise asked while staring north.

	"Was Zhuge Liang... scared at first tooo?"

	I looked at Lise.

	Cold sweat flowing beneath her eyepatch.

	A pale face.

	Trembling hands.

	But she didn't run away.

	She was by my side.

	"...He must have been scared."

	I answered honestly.

	"Really?"

	"Yeah. Zhuge Liang was human too. When he first went into battle, he must have been scared."

	Lise turned her head to look at me.

	Her gray eyes stared straight at me.

	"But... Zhuge Liang was a genius. He calculated everything, knew everything, never made mistakes..."

	"That's because it's a story. The real Zhuge Liang must have made mistakes too. There must have been times when plans went wrong, and many things he didn't expect."

	"I see..."

	Lise murmured softly.

	And then.

	Ruuuuumble—

	The ground began to shake from the north.

	At first it was faint.

	Like thunder rumbling in the distance.

	But it gradually grew closer.

	Ruuuumble. Thud. Thud. Thud-thud-thud—

	Vibrations transmitted through the ground beneath my feet.

	It was the sound of hundreds of orcs running simultaneously.

	"They're coming..."

	Someone muttered in a trembling voice.

	The soldiers lowered their bodies even more.

	The knights also held their breath.

	I stared at the gorge entrance.

	In the darkness. The sound of hoofbeats growing clearer.

	And the roars chasing after them.

	"Kieeeeeek!"

	"Kruaaaaa!"

	The cries of orcs.

	Ear-splitting, sharp and rough sounds.

	Finally.

	From a distance, a single horse burst out. A knight was riding it.

	Behind it, a second, then a third horse rushed out.

	The horses ran as if gliding over the straw laid on the gorge floor.

	The sound of hoofbeats rang out lightly.

	The knights quickly passed through the gorge.

	They escaped to the other side of the gorge.

	"According to plan!!"

	A soldier next to me signaled with hand gestures.

	The soldiers hiding on the hill lowered their bodies even more.

	Ruuuuuuumble!

	The orcs appeared.

	"Kieeeeeek!"

	"Kruoooo!"

	The first orc revealed itself at the gorge entrance.

	It was massive.

	It looked over 2 meters tall.

	Green skin with protruding fangs.

	In its arms, thick as logs, it held a crudely made axe.

	Behind it, a second, a third.

	Ten.

	Twenty.

	Fifty.

	Orcs poured out endlessly.
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	100 of them.

	The first wave poured into the canyon entrance.

	Green-skinned giants began filling the narrow passage.

	"Kieeeek!"

	"Kruaaaah!"

	Screams echoed through the canyon.

	The sounds bounced off the walls, amplifying two, three times over, tearing at the ears.

	150 of them.

	The orcs kept flooding in.

	The straw covering the canyon floor was trampled under massive feet.

	Crunch. Crunch. Thud thud thud.

	The golden straw quickly mixed with dirt, turning a murky brown.

	Dust rose into the air.

	200 of them.

	I held my breath and counted.

	It wasn't exact.

	Just a rough estimate.

	But I needed to know, at least approximately.

	To decide when to give the signal.

	250 of them.

	The procession of orcs showed no sign of stopping.

	The orcs in front kept advancing, while those behind kept pushing forward.

	It was like a massive green wave filling the canyon.

	The narrow passage grew increasingly packed.

	300 of them.

	The canyon was nearly half full.

	The orcs walked shoulder to shoulder.

	Forward, only forward, chasing the knights who had fled.

	350 of them.

	400 of them.

	450 of them.

	Even at a rough glance, there were over 500. The canyon was almost completely full.

	But outside the canyon entrance, orcs still swarmed.

	An endless green tide pouring forth.

	600 of them?

	700 of them?

	I couldn't tell exactly.

	Should I wait longer?

	If I waited just a bit more, could I trap even more orcs inside the canyon?

	What if the canyon entrance became completely blocked with orcs?

	What if the orcs in the rear couldn't move forward and stopped?

	They might notice.

	That 'something's wrong.'

	That 'it's a trap.'

	Orcs are stupid.

	But they have instincts.

	The instinct to sense danger.

	I turned my gaze to the side. From behind a rock a short distance away, Sir Heinrich was staring at me.

	He silently asked with his eyes if it was time.

	*Is it now?*

	I took a deep breath.

	Once. Twice.

	I looked down at the canyon again.

	It was full of orcs.

	Packed tight.

	Perfect.

	Only inside the canyon.

	"Attack!"

	My voice trembled, but I spoke clearly nonetheless.

	The soldiers touched their arrowheads to torches.

	Hiss. Hiss.

	The oil-soaked cloth wrapped around the arrowheads caught fire.

	Small flames flickered in the wind.

	"Aim!"

	Sir Heinrich's command rang out.

	50 soldiers.

	4 knights excluding Sir Heinrich.

	A total of 54 people simultaneously drew their bowstrings.

	The orcs below in the canyon were still moving forward.

	They hadn't noticed anything.

	"Fire!"

	Whiiiiish!

	54 arrows flew simultaneously.

	The flaming arrows traced parabolic arcs as they rained down toward both sides of the canyon.

	A few orcs below in the canyon raised their heads.

	They saw the lights pouring down from the sky.

	But it was already too late.

	Thunk. Thunk thunk. Thud thud thud!

	Some arrows embedded deeply in haystacks.

	Some arrows stuck in oil-soaked rags.

	Some arrows caught between dry wood.

	Some arrows bounced off the cliff face.

	I held my breath and waited.

	...

	...

	...

	But... only small flames flickered from the arrows embedded in both cliff walls of the canyon.

	Scattered points of light here and there.

	The embers on the dry wood only produced smoke, not properly catching fire.

	Because of moisture?

	Because of the weather?

	Because of the wind?

	All sorts of worst-case scenarios flashed through my mind.

	My heart felt like it stopped.

	No.

	Why.

	Why won't it catch.

	My mind went blank.

	We'd soaked it with plenty of oil.

	We'd piled dry wood and hay like mountains.

	We'd made every preparation perfectly.

	And yet.

	Why.

	That's when it happened.

	A small flame rose from one oil-soaked rag.

	At first it was truly small.

	A flame the size of a candle spread along the rag, then jumped to the dry wood beside it.

	It consumed a handful of hay.

	And then.

	Whooom!

	Flames erupted like an explosion. A massive pillar of fire shot up along the left cliff wall of the canyon.

	My breath caught.

	But that wasn't the end.

	Similar things happened here and there.

	Following the oil-soaked rags, climbing the dry wood, devouring the haystacks.

	Whoooooom!

	A second pillar of fire exploded. Even more massive than the first.

	Whooom! Whooom!

	Third, fourth flames exploded in a chain reaction.

	Fireballs poured down over the orcs' heads, over their shoulders, over their backs.

	"Kieeeeeek!"

	"Kruaaaaaaaah!"

	The orcs' screams filled the canyon.

	The heat from the burning dry wood and hay reached all the way up.

	The orcs ran about screaming.

	Forward, backward, sideways.

	But there was nowhere to go.

	The narrow canyon trapped them with flames, and both cliff walls were too steep.

	"Kruaaaah!"

	One orc moved.

	It was a head taller than the other creatures.

	Its shoulders were twice as broad, its forearms as thick as logs.

	Half its face was burned black by fire, but it didn't stop.

	Gripping a massive axe in one hand, it began running forward.

	Toward the canyon exit.

	"Kruooooo!"

	Its roar pierced through the other orcs' screams.

	It would rather break through the flames than die like this.

	The judgment itself was correct.

	But...

	Thud.

	The sound of a massive body collapsing echoed.

	Whether engulfed in flames or suffocated by smoke. Either way, it moved no more.

	The other orcs in the canyon saw that scene.

	The strongest one.

	The bravest one.

	Even it couldn't break through the flames.

	"Kiiiik..."

	"Kruuuk..."

	The orcs' movements slowed.

	They no longer ran toward the exit.

	They realized there was nowhere to escape.

	"Prepare for second volley!"

	A knight raised his bow and shouted.

	The other soldiers tried to follow suit.

	But.

	Sir Heinrich raised his hand to stop them.

	"It's already over."

	The soldiers hesitated.

	They released their bowstrings.

	Battle of Granfeld Canyon Results

	Orc Army

	Forces: 543

	Casualties: 543

	Krustein Army

	Forces: 67

	Casualties: 0

	**

	Duke Walther Von Krustein and his eldest son Ernst were riding toward Granfeld.

	A few days ago, an urgent messenger had arrived. A report that a large orc force had been discovered in the northern territory.

	And it was confirmed that Adrian was in Granfeld.

	The one who had sent Adrian there was none other than the Duke's legitimate eldest son, Ernst.

	"Sending that child there truly wasn't intentional. It's different from the Luanox incident."

	Walther didn't even turn his head. He simply looked ahead and rode on.

	"He's the only cute one among my siblings—would I let him die? Don't you know I gave him quite an expensive 'item' as a birthday present because I find him adorable?"

	Ernst kept talking. No, making excuses.

	"Well, fine. Actually, even if that child dies... it would be awkward to face his mother, but it's not that important."

	"Pardon?"

	"I'm saying the brat doesn't matter much since I have plenty of children anyway. If one dies, I can just make her another new child."

	Ernst's hand trembled slightly.

	His grip on the reins tightened.

	Wasn't Adrian a child he at least paid attention to, more than the other illegitimate children, thanks to his favor toward Adrian's mother?

	Because of that, Ernst had at least played the role of older brother to Adrian.

	Of course, he was cute too. He was a harmless kid.

	But this man apparently couldn't even feel such emotions.

	To him, all illegitimate children were ultimately tools.

	Wait.

	Only illegitimate children?

	Not just illegitimate children... all children? Even his only legitimate eldest son?

	Ernst thought that far, then decided not to think any further.

	He looked ahead and rode on.

	The battle with the orcs wouldn't be easy.

	He needed to think about his own safety first, not his brother who had probably already fled.

	"More importantly, you've never had proper combat experience, have you?"

	"I have two campaign experiences."

	"Hah!"

	Walther snorted.

	"Leading an elite knight order of Experts to suppress a peasant rebellion is combat experience? That's a massacre, not war!"

	Ernst had nothing to say.

	He bit his lip.

	He wanted to argue back.

	But he couldn't.

	His father... Walther Von Krustein had already experienced dozens of real battles at the same age.

	And the Expert level that Ernst had barely reached at 17, Walther had already achieved before age 15.

	There was no comparison.

	Ernst lowered his head.

	"...I apologize."

	Walther didn't respond.

	He simply looked ahead and rode on.

	Clop clop. Clop clop.

	Silence flowed.

	After riding for about an hour like that.

	As they crested a hill, a village appeared in the distance.

	Granfeld.

	Ernst narrowed his eyes.

	Something was strange.

	The village was intact.

	No signs of fire.

	No collapsed buildings.

	None of the devastation that should be visible in a village attacked by orcs.

	Walther also stopped his horse.

	His gaze sharpened.

	"...What's this?"

	The Duke gestured to the messenger knight who had been guiding them.

	"Explain. The village is intact—what's going on? Did you deceive me?"

	"N-no!"

	The messenger knight frantically shook his head.

	Sweat ran down his forehead.

	"We definitely confirmed an orc settlement! It was a large group of over 500!"

	"500?"

	"Yes! They were moving south, heading toward Granfeld!"

	The messenger's voice trembled.

	He wasn't lying.

	He was genuinely confused.

	Walther looked at the village again.

	Not a wisp of smoke rose.

	No screams could be heard.

	Instead, villagers could be seen working in the fields.

	It was peaceful.

	Far too peaceful.

	"Perhaps the orcs changed direction and went somewhere else?"

	Ernst cautiously spoke up.

	Walther didn't even turn around, as if it wasn't worth responding to.

	"We'll have to enter the village."


Ch.7 Changed Treatment

	"Young Master! Duke Excellency and the Little Duke have arrived!"

	A knight's urgent voice rang out.

	I straightened my clothes and stepped out of the tent.

	In the distance, a group of horses approached, kicking up dust.

	One of the two riders at the front was my older brother Ernst. Gleaming silver armor with a red cloak. The Krustein family crest was clearly visible on his breastplate.

	And beside him, a giant figure.

	My father. Walther Von Krstein.

	He looked different from how he appeared at the estate. No fancy dress uniform, no dignified cloak.

	Black steel armor.

	A practical design without any frills. Not a single decoration. Not even the family crest was engraved on it.

	Two swords hung at his waist.

	One was a longsword.

	A demonic sword. A treasure that could be counted on one hand even throughout the entire Empire.

	The other was a dagger.

	Six throwing axes of identical size hung from the saddle.

	All the same size, same weight. Clearly crafted to be perfectly balanced.

	More like a mercenary than a knight.

	No splendor, no nobility. But there was dignity.

	That dignity wasn't a noble's dignity—it was the bloodlust emanating from a killer.

	My ten-year-old body reacted honestly. Instinctively, I shrank back.

	Sir Heinrich stepped forward.

	He knelt. The other knights and soldiers followed suit.

	I tried to kneel as well.

	"Adrian."

	My father's voice rang out. Low, heavy, and resonant.

	He looked down at me.

	I couldn't breathe.

	"Well done! That's my son!"

	Suddenly, a broad smile spread across his face.

	"Th-th-thank... thank you."

	He clapped my shoulder hard.

	Thud! Thud!

	It felt like my bones would shatter.

	"Over 500 orcs. Annihilated without a single casualty?"

	"...Yes."

	"Hahaha! Magnificent! Truly magnificent!"

	His laughter echoed throughout the entire village.

	I carefully opened my mouth.

	"It's nothing compared to your exploits in your youth, Father."

	The laughter stopped.

	Father stared at me intently.

	"Son."

	"Yes..."

	"Even humility becomes a fault when excessive."

	I didn't dare argue.

	"I'll keep that in mind."

	"Heinrich."

	Father, smiling pleasantly, called out to Sir Heinrich.

	"Yes, Excellency!"

	"Give me a detailed report. How the battle was fought, from beginning to end."

	Sir Heinrich stood up.

	He glanced at me once, then opened his mouth.

	"This victory... is entirely Young Master Adrian's achievement."

	The surroundings fell silent.

	Brother Ernst's gaze sharpened again.

	"Continue."

	"The Young Master obtained information about a gorge north of the village. He devised a strategy to lure the orcs there and annihilate them with fire."

	"Fire?"

	"Yes. We piled combustible materials on both sides of the gorge, and when the orcs entered, we set it ablaze. Trapped in the narrow gorge, the orcs had nowhere to escape... Not a single one survived."

	Father turned to look at me.

	"Where did you get information about the gorge?"

	I hesitated for a moment.

	Was it right to involve Lise?

	But I couldn't lie.

	"My personal maid told me."

	"A maid provided military intelligence?"

	"She's originally from this village. She said she played in that gorge as a child."

	"Hmm."

	Father stroked his chin. His gaze shifted somewhere behind me.

	Toward where Lise was standing.

	*Hic. Hic.*

	A familiar sound came from the distance.

	"Well, fine. Doesn't matter where the information came from... Heinrich, you followed his orders well. Even if he's my child, taking commands from a 10-year-old."

	"I was skeptical at first, but the Young Master insisted we go verify the gorge ourselves, and only after seeing it did I realize—we could win."

	Father slowly nodded.

	"Judgment, strategic thinking, and execution. You have it all."

	"Did the soldiers dig the trap?"

	"Under the Young Master's command, the villagers spent all day carrying combustible materials and preparing."

	"So he commanded properly as well."

	I glanced to the side.

	Brother Ernst stood there.

	He was smiling as usual. Except that smile... was different from usual.

	The corners of his mouth were raised, but something rippled in the depths of his eyes.

	I knew. I knew what he was thinking right now.

	How many 'talented siblings' had died or been crippled by my brother until now?

	The official records called them accidents, but unless you were a fool, you could guess who was behind them.

	Father's praise wasn't a blessing.

	It was a curse.

	The moment you were recognized as 'promising material,' that illegitimate child became a threat.

	To the legitimate eldest son.

	To the next family head.

	And threats had to be eliminated.

	But it was still okay for now.

	As long as he didn't give me 'that.'

	Actually, it didn't make sense. I was only 10 years old, wasn't I?

	If I bowed deeply or whatever and sucked up to my eldest brother, it should still be fine.

	"Adrian. Step forward."

	At the sudden command, I took one step forward.

	Father pulled something from his waist.

	A small leather pouch.

	...No way.

	"Kneel."

	I knelt.

	Father's hand rested on my shoulder.

	It was heavy. Not just the weight of an armored hand. Something more.

	"For the achievement of annihilating over 500 orcs in this battle. For achieving perfect victory without a single allied casualty."

	Father's voice echoed across the village square.

	Please.

	Please, not that.

	"Adrian Von Krustein. I bestow upon you the Medal of Merit."

	A silver badge emerged from the leather pouch.

	A silver medal engraved with the Krustein family crest.

	Medal of Merit.

	Fuck.

	My heart raced.

	Father pinned the badge to my chest.

	Cold, heavy metal caught on my collar.

	"Congratulations, son."

	I'm screwed.

	Completely.

	Actually, in terms of price alone, it wasn't even gold but silver, so it wasn't that valuable.

	It had a few magic enchantments, but if you sold it at the market, you wouldn't even get ten gold coins.

	But that wasn't the medal's true value.

	A badge personally bestowed by Father, Walther Von Krstein.

	It meant only one thing.

	'This person is a strong contender for succession in the Krustein family.'

	An official declaration.

	Illegitimate or legitimate, it didn't matter. Ability recognized. Contribution to the family made.

	Therefore, qualified to aim for the family head position.

	...That's what it meant.

	Of course, I had zero intention of doing that.

	I just wanted to live quietly as a history professor.

	But that didn't matter.

	Whether I wanted it or not.

	Whether I intended it or not.

	From the moment I pinned this silver medal to my chest, I had essentially declared war on the legitimate eldest son, Ernst.

	**

	Three days after returning to the estate from my duties as acting lord.

	I sat at my desk in my room.

	A book lay open, but I hadn't read a single line.

	The silver medal on my chest.

	I'd taken it off, but it still felt heavy.

	That small piece of metal on the desk kept invading my vision.

	"Young Master."

	Lise brought tea.

	Warm steam rose from it.

	"Thanks."

	I accepted the teacup but didn't drink.

	I just held it in my hands.

	Lise carefully spoke up.

	"Young Master, isn't it good to be recognized by Duke Excellency?"

	"Lise, in our family, 'talented' means the same as 'be careful.' No matter how talented you are, you're just a spare for the legitimate eldest brother, so they don't care if you live or die."

	"What?"

	Lise looked unconvinced.

	"I... don't think that way..."

	"Lise, regardless of what you think..."

	*Knock knock.*

	A knock at the door interrupted my words.

	"Come in."

	The door opened and an elderly servant entered. A veteran who'd worked at the estate for over 20 years.

	In his hand was a parchment envelope.

	"Young Master, a letter has arrived."

	"A letter?"

	I received the envelope.

	It was light.

	But the moment I saw the seal, my heart sank.

	The Krustein family crest.

	But it wasn't the Duke's.

	"Thank you."

	I kept my voice as calm as possible.

	The servant bowed and withdrew.

	As soon as the door closed, Lise approached.

	"Who sent it?"

	Instead of answering, I broke the seal.

	One sheet of parchment.

	Just one line of text.

	<Tomorrow night at midnight, north library. Assembly of Illegitimate Children>

	"...Assembly of Illegitimate Children."

	The moment I muttered it, my mouth went dry.

	"Assembly of Illegitimate Children?"

	Lise tilted her head.

	"Yeah. A gathering of illegitimate children who've received the Medal of Merit."

	A place where people with terminal diagnoses—never knowing when they'd be eliminated by the eldest brother—gathered, watching each other warily while trying to survive somehow.

	Mutual restraint and mutual dependence.

	Hatred and alliance.

	An organization built on that precarious balance.

	"A gathering? Do you have to go?"

	"I can attend, or I can refuse."

	"Then just don't go!"

	Lise smiled brightly.

	An innocent face.

	I gave a bitter smile.

	"Refusing is also a message, Lise."

	"A message?"

	"'I have no intention of cooperating with you bastards.' That kind of declaration."

	Lise's face hardened.

	"Then... then..."

	"If I don't go, I make enemies. If I go, I get entangled."

	I set the parchment down on the desk.

	Either way wasn't good.

	The members of the Assembly of Illegitimate Children weren't as dangerous as my eldest brother, but each one was a force to be reckoned with.

	People who'd built up power in their respective domains.

	Moreover, there was a rumor that was hard to ignore.

	A rumor that Father distributed assignments through the Assembly of Illegitimate Children. Specifically, that he leaked information through the Assembly before official announcements to illegitimate children whose abilities he recognized.

	If that was true... this wasn't an invitation but an order.


Ch.8 Mission Selection

	Eight chairs. One was empty. It was originally the chair where the guy who'd become disabled in an unfortunate accident not long ago used to sit.

	Of the remaining seven, six were occupied.

	Everyone was looking at me.

	Silence.

	A heavy, sticky silence filled the room.

	I walked over to the empty chair and sat down.

	Lise stood behind me. I could feel a slight trembling.

	Behind the others stood their respective guards.

	All young. Not official knights, but squires.

	That made sense.

	Knights belonging to the knight order had sworn loyalty to the ducal house. They couldn't serve a single illegitimate child.

	So they'd chosen the next best option.

	They'd selected skilled squires to serve as guards.

	I scanned the guards' faces.

	All had eyes filled with fervor.

	Faces dreaming of becoming 'the next duke's confidant.'

	In other words.

	Idiots.

	Big Brother was already complete. He had ability, legitimacy, and supporting forces—everything.

	But us?

	We were merely spares in case of an unlikely accident, and Father didn't particularly care if such spares died.

	Those squires.

	They had some skill among squires. In a few years, they could become official knights.

	But for them, an ordinary knight's title wasn't enough. They must have dreamed of being the duke's right hand.

	That's why they were here.

	Of course, I knew. Not everyone seeks stability.

	Some pursue ambition.

	Gamblers who bet 99% on a 1% possibility.

	And everyone in the Assembly of Illegitimate Children was like that.

	Whether guards or masters.

	They were all gamblers in the same boat.

	The problem was.

	I wasn't a gambler.

	I just wanted to live quietly.

	Reading history books, living an ordinary life.

	In other words, I'd been dragged to this gambling table against my will.

	"You're late, youngest."

	The man at the far end of the table spoke.

	I looked around the table.

	Three men. Three women. And me.

	Excluding me, everyone was between 14 and 18 years old.

	The man at the far end was the oldest.

	Next to him sat a black-haired woman.

	Immediately to my right was a red-haired boy covered in freckles. Excluding me, he was the youngest here.

	The other three sat in between. All were observing me.

	"I came on time. It's just that you all arrived early."

	"You like wordplay."

	"I'm just stating facts."

	I didn't avoid his gaze.

	Someone giggled.

	It was the black-haired woman.

	"Little Adrian. You acted harmless and fawned around Brother Ernst. But you're finally showing your true colors."

	Without waiting for my answer, she sipped her wine.

	Incidentally, seeing that only she was sipping from a wine glass, she must have brought wine just for herself.

	Ah... was that her concept?

	Right.

	This gathering.

	It was a meeting of chuunibyou patients.

	Middle and high school age.

	The perfect age to mistakenly think the world revolves around you.

	Of course, that didn't mean I could look down on them. Each one had received a Medal of Merit for their respective talents. Whether swordsmanship, magic, or something else. They were recognized in their respective fields.

	The problem was that talent and mental maturity weren't directly proportional.

	There were many geniuses. But how many of those geniuses had destroyed themselves, unable to handle their own talent? Having talent didn't mean being wise.

	Moreover, they were still young.

	'I can do it if it's me.'

	Everyone's eyes said that.

	Eyes that never dreamed their talent might lead them to ruin instead.

	Somehow...

	By any means...

	I needed to show Big Brother that I was different from these people.

	But how?

	"Now then, let's get to the main point."

	The oldest man tapped the table.

	Valen.

	18 years old. He'd earned merit by subjugating monsters in the southern territory.

	His swordsmanship was at the entry level of Expert. For an ordinary knight, that would be considered promising, but he was weaker than Ernst of the same age.

	His talent for swordsmanship was also treated as closer to a hardworking prodigy than a genius, but regardless, he was the leader among them.

	Everyone's attention focused on him.

	"Yes, please speak."

	The black-haired woman set down her wine glass.

	"As has been the case until now, Father will give us each a mission. To test and evaluate our respective abilities."

	"So that season has finally arrived."

	"And I've learned in advance through my contacts what missions there are."

	"As expected of you, sir."

	"Amazing."

	Sounds of admiration leaked from around the table.

	Valen nodded with a satisfied expression.

	"The missions don't overlap. So let's distribute them here in advance. Of course, trading is free. You could give up a good mission in exchange for money."

	He unfolded a parchment.

	"First. Northwestern border defense mission. Responding to small-scale border disputes with the Kingdom."

	"Second. Eastern forest goblin subjugation. Their breeding has become severe recently and they're threatening villages."

	"Third. Northern orc reconnaissance mission. Confirming signs of additional southward movement after the Battle of Granfeld."

	He glanced up at me.

	I just looked at him expressionlessly.

	"Fourth..."

	All were military-related missions.

	Moderately dangerous but could earn merit if successful. Worth receiving another Medal of Merit.

	The eyes of the surrounding illegitimate children sparkled.

	Each was calculating.

	Which mission would be easiest while earning the greatest merit.

	"And finally. The seventh mission. Mediating a mining rights dispute between two southern count families."

	The red-haired boy frowned.

	"Is that our job? We're not diplomats."

	"It's a situation where the ducal house must step in."

	Valen set down the parchment.

	"Both count families are vassals within our duchy."

	A low whistle came from around the table.

	The black-haired woman spun her wine glass and smirked.

	"Obviously a political minefield. Whichever side you take, you'll earn the other's resentment."

	Valen nodded.

	"Moreover... even if you resolve it, Father won't evaluate it highly. It's not combat, just handling one troublesome political problem. So. I think... compensation is needed for whoever takes this mission."

	"What compensation?"

	"For example, whoever takes this gets priority for a good mission next season."

	"Or money?"

	The red-haired boy interjected.

	The black-haired woman snorted.

	"Would there be a fool willing to get caught between two count families for that?"

	Gazes crossed over the table.

	Everyone was calculating.

	Who would step on this trap?

	No, who would they push this trap onto?

	I slowly raised my head.

	And smiled inwardly.

	Isn't this fucking perfect?

	It was perfect.

	An absolutely perfect mission.

	If I took a military mission?

	I'd be encroaching on Brother Ernst's territory.

	'That bastard illegitimate child is trying to earn military merit.'

	'He's trying to threaten me.'

	That's how it would look.

	I'd already earned merit once at Granfeld. If I achieved military success again on top of that?

	In Big Brother's eyes, I'd look like a perfect threat.

	But political mediation?

	Different.

	A completely different domain.

	Not the realm of sword and magic, but of words and negotiation.

	A realm neither Father nor Big Brother cared much about.

	Political negotiation wasn't the concern of those born warriors.

	Rather, it was a realm they found bothersome.

	In other words.

	This mission didn't compete with Big Brother.

	It wouldn't be threatening.

	Any side income I could gain was a bonus.

	**

	A month passed.

	I adjusted my collar in front of the mirror.

	A navy blue velvet doublet with silver-embroidered patterns. The Krustein family crest was small but intricately engraved on the chest.

	Made by a famous tailor from the capital.

	Extravagant clothing for an illegitimate child.

	But just this once, it was fine.

	"Wow... Young Master, you look really cool!"

	Lise's eyes sparkled.

	She was also wearing new clothes.

	It was a maid uniform, but different from what she usually wore.

	A neatly tailored black dress with a white apron. The lace decorations were delicate.

	And most importantly.

	The eye patch.

	Black leather with small patterns embroidered in silver thread—a luxurious item.

	Not an ordinary eye patch, but one with magic enchantments. It had the effect of slightly correcting the wearer's vision.

	Of course, it couldn't restore the lost eye, but it was better than nothing.

	"This was... expensive too, wasn't it?"

	It was an insane price for an eye patch, but it didn't matter.

	"We made money recently, remember?"

	"Huh?"

	"Don't you remember the Assembly?"

	"Oh!"

	A month ago, after the mission distribution at the Assembly, I'd volunteered for the southern count family dispute mediation mission.

	Naturally, everyone welcomed it.

	A fool had appeared to take on the troublesome mission.

	In exchange, I received 100 gold coins.

	Money pooled together by six people.

	New clothes, the eye patch, and everything else combined didn't even reach 10 gold coins, so this expenditure was comfortable.

	I looked in the mirror again.

	Navy blue velvet, silver embroidery, fine boots.

	Perfect.

	Of course, it wasn't combat attire.

	This was a diplomat's clothing.

	A politician's clothing.

	Clothing for someone who fought with words, not swords.

	That was important.

	What would Brother Ernst think when he saw this?

	'I must have misunderstood. He's someone suited for the negotiation table, not the battlefield.' 'Father probably won't pay much attention to such a coward either.'

	Exactly that.

	I wasn't encroaching on Big Brother's territory.

	I wasn't aiming for military merit.

	A message that I wasn't a threat.

	Of course, these clothes alone wouldn't be enough.

	But at least it would be a signal.

	"Let's go, Lise."

	"Yes!"

	We went out to the mansion courtyard.

	A carriage was waiting.

	A black carriage engraved with the Krustein family crest. Four horses pulled it.

	The coachman bowed in greeting.

	I opened the carriage door.

	Click.

	Huh?

	There was someone inside the carriage.

	A middle-aged man in armor.

	A familiar face.

	Sir Heinrich.

	The veteran knight I'd fought alongside at Granfeld.

	He was sitting inside the carriage.

	Black armor. A longsword at his waist. A helmet resting on his knees.

	Fully armed.

	"...Sir?"

	"You've arrived, Young Master. Let's go."

	Heinrich bowed politely.

	I stared at him blankly.

	"Sir... why are you in that seat..."

	"I volunteered as your escort knight."


Ch.9 Two Counts (1)

	"You volunteered to be my escort? Why?"

	Sir Heinrich raised his head and looked straight at me.

	"I wanted to watch the Young Master grow."

	"What?"

	I doubted my ears.

	Sir Heinrich repeated himself once more, slowly and clearly.

	"I want to see with my own eyes what kind of person the Young Master will become."

	Ah.

	Aah.

	That old man.

	He seems to be under some tremendous misunderstanding.

	Lise muttered quietly beside me.

	"Wow... Sir Heinrich acknowledges the Young Master that much..."

	No, Lise.

	That's not acknowledgment.

	It's a misunderstanding.

	A serious misunderstanding.

	A middle-aged knight. Someone who followed my orders at Granfeld. And one of the closest confidants trusted by my father, Duke Walther Von Krstein.

	Such a person following me, an illegitimate child?

	This is... a major disaster.

	The reason the members of the Assembly of Illegitimate Children are still alive is because their 'pranks' are merely annoying to my older brother rather than a serious threat.

	If he felt a serious threat...

	They'd die.

	If they're lucky, they'd die.

	If they're unlucky?

	They'd end up in a state worse than death, living miserably in some corner of the estate.

	And that fate would serve as a warning to others about what happens to illegitimate children who challenge my older brother.

	That old man...

	His eyes were sparkling.

	That person... was sincerely acknowledging me.

	I'm screwed.

	Completely screwed.

	**

	I, Heinrich, didn't trust strategists.

	Nearly 40 years of life, 25 of them spent on battlefields.

	I'd experienced dozens of battles, and in the process, I'd seen countless 'strategists.'

	Self-proclaimed tacticians.

	Self-proclaimed staff officers.

	Self-proclaimed wise advisors.

	Most of them existed to create positions for incompetent nobles.

	Or they were people whose heads could be cut off instead when operations failed.

	"Sir, I think the enemy will come from the east."

	"What's your basis?"

	"Um... a feeling?"

	Those kinds of bastards.

	People who waged war based on feelings.

	And when those 'feelings' were wrong?

	"This was an unexpected situation! Who could have known!"

	Excuses.

	That's why I despised strategists.

	The Duke was the same.

	Walther Von Krstein was someone who solved everything with his own power.

	Strategy?

	Just clash head-on and win.

	Strategists?

	Unnecessary. The Duke's strength alone was enough.

	I believed in that method too.

	Speaking with the sword.

	Proving with strength.

	That was the knight's way.

	But that day at Granfeld, I saw a true war commander for the first time.

	"We'll lure the orcs into the gorge."

	A ten-year-old boy spoke calmly with conviction.

	"That's impossible, Young Master."

	I objected.

	Of course I did.

	500 orcs.

	Our forces: 65 men.

	Even with a gorge, how could we lure them, block them, and win?

	"It's possible. Check the gorge yourself. Sir, you should come along too."

	And I saw it.

	"Look at the gorge's structure. Cliffs on both sides and narrow width. If we stack oil-soaked hay here and set it on fire the moment the orcs go deep inside... they'll have nowhere to escape. The lure is simple. I read in a book that orcs lose their reason at the smell of pig blood. A few knights with good mobility should be enough."

	Only then did I realize.

	That we could win.

	No.

	That we would win.

	And we actually won.

	Over 500 orcs annihilated.

	Allied casualties: 0.

	A perfect victory.

	Can you believe it?

	That a ten-year-old boy devised the best strategy?

	That a ten-year-old boy pushed through that strategy and annihilated an enemy several times our size?

	And I thought.

	This is the one.

	The person to succeed the Duke.

	No, the person who must succeed him.

	Not a 'mediocrity' like Young Master Ernst, but this person.

	**

	He seemed to have some grand misunderstanding.

	But there was nothing I could do about it right now.

	In any case, it was true that I had annihilated hundreds of orcs without casualties through my command.

	For now...

	Let me ask about this matter.

	"Sir, do you know about the two counts?"

	"You mean Count Gregen and Count Waldemar?"

	"Yes."

	"Count Gregen is a warrior, hot-tempered. His swordsmanship is around intermediate Expert level."

	Oh.

	Surprisingly detailed?

	"Count Waldemar is cunning and political. His swordsmanship is ordinary, but he's skilled in schemes."

	"The disputed area?"

	"It's an undeveloped mine at the border of their two territories. There are rumors that silver deposits have been confirmed."

	Silver.

	A mineral far more valuable than iron or copper.

	So they're fighting over that.

	"Both families came under our Krstein family about 20 years ago."

	Twenty years.

	Before I was even born.

	Heinrich's explanation continued.

	The terrain of the border area, the military strength of both count families, recent conflict cases.

	It flowed out as if he were reciting a report.

	I was puzzled.

	"Sir."

	"Yes, Young Master."

	"How does someone like you, who doesn't particularly like books, know all this in such detail?"

	He was renowned as an anti-orc specialist.

	But despite that, at Granfeld, Sir had proudly stated that he "had the orc ecology book but never opened it."

	It was strange that such a person knew so much detail about the two count families.

	Heinrich fell silent for a moment.

	Then slowly opened his mouth.

	"Twenty years ago, when those two bastards knelt before the Duke's army, I was there."

	"...What?"

	"I saw it with my own eyes. Gregen surrendering covered in blood. Waldemar pledging loyalty with a trembling voice."

	I was at a loss for words.

	Knelt?

	Surrendered?

	In the books...

	No, wait.

	I closed my mouth.

	The book in the family library.

	<History of the Krstein Family>

	It was written like this:

	"The two counts, moved by the Duke's character and martial prowess, voluntarily entered his service."

	Voluntarily.

	Moved.

	Bullshit.

	I was an idiot for believing those words in the first place.

	History is written by the victors.

	It was true in my past life, and it's the same in this world.

	"That day... Gregen's eldest son died. Hit by the Duke's sword during battle. Waldemar's eldest daughter was the same."

	Fuck.

	My mind went blank.

	"They hate us. But they can't express that hatred. Not while the Duke lives. So they point their swords at each other. Since they can't raise their swords against the Krstein family, they take out their anger on someone in the same position."

	"..."

	"And we're going to mediate that."

	I understood why the Assembly of Illegitimate Children had dumped this mission for 100 gold.

	Those bastards.

	Surely they didn't know about this?

	No, they probably didn't.

	They wouldn't have known the detailed background.

	They probably just thought of it as a 'political minefield.'

	But in reality, it was more than that.

	"Sir Knight."

	Lise's voice was heard.

	"Hmm?"

	"What's the family composition of the two counts?"

	Lise asked Heinrich.

	There was no hiccup sound.

	No trembling either.

	Completely different from how she usually acted in front of strangers.

	I was puzzled.

	"Lise."

	"Yes, Young Master?"

	"That's strange. You don't stutter in front of Sir."

	Lise tilted her head.

	"Of course not. We're comrades who fought together."

	"...Comrades?"

	"Yes!"

	Lise smiled brightly.

	Heinrich also burst into hearty laughter.

	"Hahaha! That's right! This little miss and I are comrades who fought a great battle together!"

	He patted Lise's head.

	Lise accepted the gesture without a single hiccup.

	**

	On the evening of the third day.

	We arrived at the mining village, our destination.

	Actually, rather than a village... it was closer to a military outpost.

	Wooden palisades surrounded it, and watchtowers were erected.

	And on both sides of those palisades, camps had been formed.

	On the left, Count Gregen's banner.

	On the right, Count Waldemar's banner.

	The two banners fluttered as if glaring at each other.

	"Young Master, it seems they've come out to greet us."

	Sir Heinrich pointed outside the window.

	People emerged from both camps.

	I opened the door and stepped outside.

	Lise and Heinrich followed.

	And the moment I saw them, my breath caught.

	Two counts.

	Count Gregen and Count Waldemar had come out in person.

	Normally in such cases, sending a representative was standard. There was no reason for counts to come out personally.

	But they were here.

	Glaring at each other, no less.

	Count Gregen.

	Mid-fifties. Large build with a bushy beard. His entire face was flushed red.

	Wearing armor with a sword at his waist.

	Count Waldemar.

	Late fifties. Neat appearance but deep wrinkles around his eyes. Cold gaze.

	Also wearing armor with a sword at his waist.

	The distance between them was barely 10 meters.

	But the air between them... was frozen.

	"Are the two counts well?"

	I spoke as calmly as possible.

	"Of course, Young Master."

	"I'm healthy, Young Master."

	Young Master? Something... was strange.

	Two counts being this respectful to a ten-year-old illegitimate child?

	"That's fortunate. Now, about the mine ownership issue..."

	Count Gregen suddenly stepped forward.

	His hand pointed at Waldemar.

	"Young Master! Look at that traitor!"

	"...What?"

	"That man is a rebel who betrayed the Duke!"

	"Nonsense! You're the traitor!"

	Count Waldemar's face contorted as he also stepped forward.

	"Young Master, the mine doesn't matter! There's a more serious problem! There was an inspector dispatched by the Duke!"

	Count Gregen shouted.

	"Inspector?"

	"That's right! An official directly dispatched by the Duke to monitor and report on the disputes in this region! And that man killed him!"

	"What!"

	Waldemar shouted angrily.

	"You're the one who killed him! I have evidence!"

	"You fabricated the evidence!"

	In an instant, my mind went blank.

	Inspector.

	An inspector dispatched from the duchy.

	That was... my father's direct authority.

	My father, Walther Von Krstein's eyes and ears.

	And that person was dead?

	"Young Master!"

	Count Waldemar looked straight at me.

	"This is direct treason against the Duke!"

	"You're the traitor!"

	"The inspector was found poisoned in Waldemar's camp! There are witnesses!"

	"Lies! The inspector's body was found near Gregen's camp! Stabbed with a sword!"

	The two counts' voices grew louder.

	"That man is a rebel who mocked the Duke! He deserves execution!"

	"You're the one who should be executed!"

	Knights from both sides rushed in.

	Gregen's knights surrounded Waldemar.

	Waldemar's knights also surrounded Gregen.

	In an instant, a hair-trigger situation.

	"That man must be executed!"

	"No, that man is the rebel!"

	Both counts shouted simultaneously.

	Trial.

	Judgment.

	Execution.

	Treason.

	And I, a ten-year-old brat, was supposed to judge one of two counts as a traitor and order his execution?


Ch.10 Two Counts (2)

	"I'll show you the evidence! I'll bring witnesses!"

	"Would you believe false evidence and bribed witnesses!"

	Executing a high-ranking noble like a count on my own whim was absurd.

	I was ten years old, and an illegitimate child.

	Me, ordering a count's execution?

	There's a limit to nonsense.

	No, even if my older brother Ernst came, executing them would be impossible.

	They knew that too.

	Yet they were acting like this, which meant the conflict was beyond mediation.

	As if to prove it, both camps had wounded soldiers wrapped in bandages.

	Traces of recent clashes.

	"Enough! I've only just arrived!"

	"But Young Master..."

	"I don't know who the inspector was. I don't know how he died. I don't know what the evidence is, or who the witnesses are. How can you expect me to pass judgment in such a situation!"

	Silence fell.

	Just as both counts were about to speak simultaneously.

	"Hic."

	A small sound was heard.

	"Hic. Hic."

	It was Lise.

	Behind me, Lise was making trembling sounds.

	She was always anxious around strangers, but... this was beyond that.

	"Hic... Hic..."

	This situation was too much for Lise.

	**

	Since the two counts fought over who would provide lodging, I simply found a nearby inn myself. I couldn't take sides.

	And as soon as we arrived at the lodging and unpacked...

	"That blood was fake."

	Lise spoke up.

	"What?"

	"The blood dripping from the bandages of both counts' soldiers. It's not human blood. The smell is different. It seems like pig blood."

	"Are you sure?"

	"Not completely certain, but... if I had to put it in terms of probability, about 95 out of 100."

	If the usually timid Lise was speaking with that much confidence, she must be quite certain.

	Did she undergo olfactory enhancement surgery among her enhanced human procedures?

	Sir Heinrich stroked his chin and muttered.

	"We need to verify this."

	"How do you plan to verify it?"

	"We'll have to ask an expert."

	Heinrich answered calmly.

	Since we were a diplomatic mission to resolve the conflict between the two counts, naturally it wasn't just the three of us who came.

	While three rode in my carriage, the entourage following behind numbered over a dozen carriages, and among the personnel riding in them were considerable high-level resources.

	Mages.

	We actually had mages.

	Mages in this world weren't convenient damage dealers who shot fire or ice spikes.

	Of course, there were so-called 'battle mages' who specialized in just that, but there were far more mages who lived in laboratories.

	Rather than being used for firepower projection in war, they were employed in various fields, specifically...

	"Analyze blood?"

	"Yes. Analyze the blood and determine whether it's human blood, pig blood, or perhaps fiend or chicken blood."

	Sir Heinrich spoke in a commanding tone.

	When ordered, they obeyed.

	Similar to the engineering drones of my past life's corporate slavery.

	"On the spot? Without a magic laboratory, how can I make an accurate analysis..."

	"Can you do it or not?"

	Sir Heinrich asked heavily.

	"...I can do it, but."

	"Then do it."

	The mage sighed and nodded.

	First, we returned to the confrontation site and collected blood samples.

	And about four hours later.

	"Fortunately, these fools... didn't even think to disguise it as human blood. If they'd done even a little disguising work it would have been difficult, but... thanks to that, I finished early. 100% pig blood, and chicken blood."

	The mage reported with a tired face.

	"You've earned merit. I'll report to Father. That you quickly analyzed critical information."

	At those words, color returned to the mage's face.

	"Thank you, Young Master!"

	The mage bowed deeply.

	After the mage withdrew, I looked at Sir Heinrich.

	"Sir. Using fake blood to stage a conflict means..."

	"It's a rigged poker game."

	"I need to hear from more people. There was a merchant among the entourage who knows the local situation, right?"

	"Yes."

	"Call him."

	Shortly after, a fat merchant came running hurriedly.

	"Were the two counts always on bad terms?"

	I asked.

	The merchant shook his head.

	"No, Young Master. Until a year ago... they were actually close."

	"Close?"

	"Yes. Kindred spirits, you might say. Both were in the same position... ah, pardon me."

	The merchant trailed off.

	He was being cautious about carelessly bringing up Father's conquest wars.

	"It's fine. Continue."

	"Both were in the same situation. Forcibly made to kneel, lost children, harbored resentment. Perhaps because of that, they understood each other. There were even marriage talks between their children."

	Marriage talks?

	My ears perked up.

	"Come to think of it, both counts each lost a son and daughter, right?"

	"That's correct."

	"So the marriage talks were between their remaining children?"

	"Exactly. They don't each have only one child."

	"What happened to those marriage talks?"

	"There's no rumor they were broken off."

	They're ready to kill each other but the marriage talks aren't broken?

	That doesn't make sense.

	"It must be rebellion against His Excellency."

	At Sir Heinrich's words, I nodded as well.

	Fake blood.

	Ongoing marriage talks.

	Exaggerated conflict.

	Everything fit together.

	But...

	"There's not enough evidence. Those bastards are big shots in their own right. They're showing me courtesy for now because I've been delegated Father's authority, but normally they're big shots that a mere illegitimate child like me couldn't even look at."

	I sighed.

	They knew that and were acting exaggeratedly.

	The more they did so, the more they expected me to panic.

	What we had now was only circumstantial evidence.

	We knew something was there.

	It was certain something was twisted.

	But I didn't know how to unravel it.

	While I was pondering this.

	"Um... I... I... have a good idea."

	Lise said, fidgeting with her fingers.

	Sir Heinrich and I looked at her simultaneously.

	**

	I summoned both counts.

	"I'm going to hold a party."

	"A party... in this situation?"

	Count Gregen frowned.

	Count Waldemar also looked displeased.

	"Precisely because of this situation. Since fighting alone won't show us a solution... let's sit down, have a drink, and talk."

	"......"

	"Will you refuse?"

	I asked calmly.

	The two counts glanced at each other.

	They knew they couldn't refuse.

	A gathering hosted by the Duke's representative. However formal, refusing would be discourteous.

	"Understood."

	"Very well."

	Both counts nodded reluctantly.

	And the next afternoon.

	The party venue was splendid.

	The support funds for this mission were substantial, and I spent them generously.

	Chandeliers. Silk curtains. Silver tableware.

	The food was abundant too.

	Roasted meat, fish dishes, fruit, bread.

	And alcohol.

	Various types of alcohol were prepared.

	More splendid than my birthday party.

	No, honestly, it was incomparable to something like my birthday party.

	The two counts entered, each bringing a few escort knights.

	They took positions at opposite ends of the party hall.

	As far apart as possible.

	They still didn't seem to exchange a single word.

	There was no conversation.

	They just mechanically put food in their mouths.

	The atmosphere was heavy.

	"Since you two are... on such bad terms, I don't know what to do."

	I said with a sigh.

	"At least drink this and relax."

	I picked up a wine bottle.

	Red wine in Count Gregen's glass.

	White wine in Count Waldemar's glass.

	I poured different wines for each.

	"At least make a toast. Even if you can't reconcile... maintain basic courtesy."

	I smiled.

	Both counts raised their glasses.

	Toward each other.

	And...

	Stopped.

	They didn't drink.

	Count Gregen's hand trembled slightly.

	Count Waldemar's eyes wavered.

	Neither brought their glass to their lips.

	"Won't you drink?"

	"I'm not thirsty."

	Count Gregen set down his glass.

	"I... don't like alcohol."

	Count Waldemar also placed his glass on the table.

	Both of them.

	Didn't take a single sip.

	Their pupils shook.

	They acted as if they'd received information in advance.

	I slowly, gracefully savored their expressions.

	I walked to Count Gregen's table and picked up the wine in his glass.

	"Y-Young Master...!"

	Count Gregen reached out urgently.

	But it was too late.

	I'd already brought the glass to my lips.

	Bottoms up.

	Gulp.

	"......!"

	Count Gregen's face turned deathly pale.

	"Ahh."

	I set down the empty glass and smacked my lips.

	It was sweet.

	Rather than wine... it was closer to grape juice.

	No, it was just grape juice.

	There was no alcohol at all.

	Because it was meant for me to drink in the first place.

	Next, I headed to Count Waldemar's table.

	I picked up his glass too.

	Gulp.

	Also bottoms up.

	Count Waldemar's eyes wavered.

	This was also grape juice.

	I placed the empty glass on the table and looked back and forth between the two counts.

	They were staring at me with shocked eyes.

	Their lips trembled.

	The two counts still said nothing.

	But if their expressions until now had been staged anger, their current expressions were completely unstaged bewilderment.

	And for good reason...

	"I'm sure you each only told the other party that poison was put in each other's wine."

	Both counts remained silent.

	Only their lips trembling.

	"It seems you two Excellencies aren't on such bad terms after all. How fortunate."

	Count Gregen's hand gripped the table.

	Beads of sweat formed on Count Waldemar's forehead.

	"Well... you wouldn't have conspired together to kill the inspector if you were on bad terms."


Ch.11 What They Were Hiding

	"Was I wrong? You traitors?"

	Mixing in a bit of informal speech while pretending to be polite brought an immediate reaction.

	"This damn... bastard son!"

	"A mercenary's son dares to...!"

	Lise's strategy was simple.

	Give the two counts intentionally different information.

	**

	"If we spread the rumor that they're trying to poison each other... they'll definitely exchange that information. And at the party... they won't be able to drink from each other's cups."

	**

	The prediction was spot on.

	"I am indeed an illegitimate child. But Sir Waldemar. That 'mercenary' remark... isn't that rather dangerous?"

	Waldemar's face stiffened slightly.

	He must have realized it too.

	What he had just said.

	Mercenary.

	That wasn't an insult directed at me.

	It was an insult directed at my father.

	"Sir Waldemar! What are you hesitating for now! Let's kill that mercenary's bastard first and avenge our children!"

	"...That sounds good, in-law."

	Oh my.

	Killing two birds with one stone, are we?

	"Kill that mongrel!"

	Gregen shouted at his knights.

	"Kill him! Now!"

	Waldemar also raised his hand.

	But no one moved.

	Knights from both sides just stood in place. They didn't even draw their swords.

	Their eyes were on just one person.

	It wasn't me.

	Sir Heinrich.

	Standing beside me like an iron wall, he looked down at the two counts with his arms crossed.

	Though he simply stood there without changing his expression, his presence alone made the air heavy.

	His position was Knight Commander.

	But in this moment, he seemed higher than a count.

	No, he was higher.

	Knights from both sides remained silent.

	Their hands were on their sword hilts, but they couldn't draw.

	"Can't you hear me? I said kill that bastard!"

	"Don't talk nonsense. You're telling us to... fight that monster? That's Sir Heinrich, known as the Orc Slayer!"

	One knight from Gregen's camp stepped back and shook his head.

	"A monster who's only half a step away from reaching the realm of Swordmaster!"

	A knight from Waldemar's side also removed his hand from his sword hilt and muttered.

	Wait a minute?

	Sir Heinrich is only half a step away from Swordmaster?

	This is new information.

	But it made sense.

	Why I could recruit the knights so easily.

	Last night, I met with knights from both camps separately.

	'There's evidence that the two counts killed the inspector. But you all are innocent. You were just following orders.'

	'At the party, the two counts will give some command. If you don't follow it... you'll be treated as innocent. There will even be rewards.'

	Certainly, when I recruited them, Sir Heinrich was standing before me.

	"You cowards calling yourselves knights!"

	"You bastards! It's an order! Kill that bastard right now!"

	The two counts shouted at the top of their lungs.

	One knight from Gregen's camp completely removed his hand from his sword hilt and shook his head.

	"If it were just me dying... I would have charged. But if I fail, my wife, children, and even my parents will be executed by association. Count, please forgive me."

	A knight from Waldemar's side also stepped back.

	"Even if we could kill the Orc Slayer... what about after? When the monster among monsters, the Knight Slayer, comes to avenge his son and disciple, it'll just repeat."

	"It was an unwinnable fight from the start."

	Another knight muttered as he fully sheathed his sword.

	"Your Excellency, I'm sorry."

	Their will to fight was completely lost.

	The knights had no intention of fighting at all.

	But there was one exception.

	Count Gregen.

	"Fine! Fine! If you won't do it... I'll do it myself! Let's die together! You mongrel!"

	Gregen raised his sword high and charged at me.

	But...

	Swish.

	The sound of cutting through air.

	Before Gregen could take his next step...

	Swoosh. Swoosh.

	With two short sounds, both of Gregen's ankles were severed.

	"Kyaaaah!"

	He screamed and collapsed to the ground.

	I couldn't even see when Sir Heinrich moved.

	He was still standing beside me.

	Without even drawing his sword.

	No, that's not right.

	He hadn't left his sword undrawn.

	Seeing blood dripping from inside the scabbard, he had definitely drawn his sword.

	It's just that...

	Drawing his sword, cutting that man's ankles, and sheathing it again. The motion was so fast it was invisible.

	They're both supposed to be Expert-level knights, yet the difference is this vast.

	I could see why there were rumors he was only half a step away from Swordmaster.

	"Kugh... kugh..."

	Gregen groaned on the ground.

	Blood kept flowing.

	Sir Heinrich slowly approached him.

	"The crime of killing the inspector dispatched by His Excellency. The crime of attempting to assassinate the young master. I will execute judgment here."

	Swish.

	Gregen's head rolled across the floor.

	It was a clean strike.

	Sir Heinrich slowly sheathed his sword and walked toward the remaining person.

	Count Waldemar.

	He was already on his knees.

	"Wait! I surrender! I surrender!"

	Waldemar shouted in a trembling voice.

	"Money too! My count title too! I'll give you everything! Just spare my life!"

	"What matters isn't the money. What's important is... why you killed the inspector."

	"I'll tell you that too! No, I'll tell you! Just spare me, young master!"

	Waldemar's voice became even more servile.

	His earlier talk about illegitimate children had completely disappeared.

	Now he was just... an old noble begging for his life.

	"Speak."

	"In the mine... we discovered a dungeon."

	Suddenly, the party hall stirred.

	Knights from both camps all showed surprised expressions.

	Both Gregen's knights and Waldemar's knights were the same.

	It had been top secret known only to a few.

	I tilted my head.

	"A dungeon..."

	Dungeons were fairly common in this world.

	"If a dungeon is discovered in your territory, you'd surely be rewarded too. If you'd just reported it, you would have received development rights from the duchy, wouldn't you?"

	That was the normal procedure.

	Dungeon discovery > Report to duchy > Distribution of development rights > Profit sharing.

	There was no reason to hide it.

	No, hiding it was actually disadvantageous.

	"Of course! I said we should just receive the reward! But... but this man..."

	His finger pointed at Gregen on the floor.

	No, precisely at Count Gregen with his head and body separated.

	"This man urged me to explore the dungeon well, gather strength, and use that power to avenge our children! I... I was against it! But this man was so stubborn...!"

	I looked at Gregen's head rolling on the floor.

	His eyes were still wide open.

	Frozen in an expression full of rage.

	The man who had even agreed to become in-laws was shifting all responsibility onto him, but he remained silent.

	Naturally.

	A man with his head cut off can't speak.

	**

	A dungeon discovery. This was... too great an achievement.

	A gold or silver mine would have been an 'appropriate achievement.'

	Something like 'I recovered the mine the two counts were hiding.' And if I gave my brother a portion of the profits from it... things might have been resolved somehow.

	But a dungeon was different.

	A dungeon wasn't just a resource.

	Magic stones.

	Rare minerals.

	Monster materials.

	And above all... a training ground where combat experience could be gained.

	Discovering a dungeon for a ducal house was equivalent to gaining another territory.

	With this level of achievement?

	'Ah, this illegitimate son... is useful?'

	It wouldn't stop there.

	'This guy, isn't he successor material?'

	More people would start thinking that way.

	Of course, none of this was what I wanted. Even if people thought that way, the power difference between my brother and me was still like heaven and earth.

	It would only increase my chances of sudden death.

	"Young master."

	Count Waldemar spoke in a trembling voice.

	"Over... over there."

	He limped as he walked.

	The tendon in one leg was severed.

	Sir Heinrich's handiwork.

	A consideration that 'he needs to guide us to the dungeon, so let's leave one leg intact.'

	Though calling it consideration was rather cruel.

	Mana-suppressing shackles were fastened to Waldemar's wrists.

	He'd been fed medicine that prevented him from deploying mana.

	And it wouldn't end with just this. Each of his crimes warranted execution.

	No, execution alone wouldn't be enough.

	"There... there it is."

	Waldemar pointed with his finger.

	A massive cave entrance appeared ahead.

	No.

	Rather than a cave...

	A door.

	It was a massive stone door.

	The passage leading to the door was wider than expected—wide enough for five adult men to walk side by side.

	"Be careful, young master."

	Sir Heinrich took the lead.

	Lise stayed right beside me.

	Waldemar... limped along behind.

	We went deeper along the passage. A flickering blue light appeared ahead. The dungeon's true entrance.

	It was a dimensional gate.

	The dimensional gate's size was far more massive than I'd anticipated.

	"You crazy bastards... you tried to develop a dungeon this large by yourselves?"

	With this size, just the development rights alone could create a thriving city.

	"...I'm sorry."

	Waldemar spoke in a trembling voice.

	Sorry, my ass.

	It was already too late.

	"What have you achieved so far?"

	"We couldn't explore much. Just barely the outskirts of the outskirts..."

	"That's obvious, so did you achieve absolutely nothing?"

	Waldemar gulped.

	"17 raw magic stones. 83 ancient coins. And..."

	"And?"

	"There was a book."

	My eyes sparkled.

	A book from a dungeon.

	That was... no ordinary book.

	Ancient knowledge, a magic tome, or...

	Forgotten history.

	"What kind of book was it?"

	"Well... we couldn't decipher the writing. It seemed like ancient text..."

	Waldemar carefully pulled out something wrapped in cloth from his chest.

	"I always carried it with me. In case someone might recognize it..."

	It was bound in leather and covered in thick dust.

	I carefully opened the book.

	The first page.

	"...This is."

	Text was densely written.

	But I couldn't read it.

	An unfamiliar form.

	An unfamiliar structure.

	Sir Heinrich looked over my shoulder.

	"Young master, what script is this?"

	"I don't know. It's definitely ancient text though..."

	Lise also peered at the book from the side.

	And.

	"..."

	Lise's movement stopped.

	"Lise?"

	I looked at her.

	Lise's eyes had widened.

	They were trembling.

	"Uh... uh..."

	"What's wrong?"

	Lise slowly raised her finger.

	She pointed at one sentence in the book.

	"This writing..."

	Her voice trembled.

	"I can read it."


Ch.12 Monster

	I asked in as calm a voice as I could manage.

	"Lise, how can you read it?"

	Lise tilted her head.

	"I... don't really know either."

	"You don't know?"

	"No. I just... can see it. As if I'd always known it..."

	Lise looked genuinely confused.

	Her eyes darted around, bewildered by a situation she herself didn't understand.

	It didn't seem like a lie.

	Lise had never been good at lying.

	Everything showed on her face.

	"Could it be because of the enhanced human experiments? Or... was I always strange...?"

	"It's just an ability."

	How Lise could read it—that... could be thought about later.

	What mattered now was:

	Was this translation real or fake?

	I looked at Sir Heinrich.

	"Summon the mages. The mage we brought and two mages from each count's household. All of them."

	Heinrich nodded and went outside.

	Waldemar sat slumped on the floor, gasping for breath.

	Blood continued to flow from one leg.

	The bleeding had been stopped, but the pain seemed to persist.

	Lise was still peering at the book.

	"This part... seems to mean 'beginning.' And this is... 'king'? Or 'ruler'?"

	A muttering voice.

	Not certain, but trying to read something.

	About ten minutes passed.

	During that time, Lise continued to peer at the book and mutter, while Waldemar groaned on the floor.

	Sir Heinrich returned with three mages.

	"Young Master, I've brought them."

	All three were between their forties and fifties.

	In this world, mages weren't simply people who cast spells.

	They were comprehensive intellectuals.

	Ancient texts, history, alchemy, magical theory.

	People who had studied everything.

	"Young Master, you summoned us?"

	"Look at this book."

	I handed over the book Lise had been holding.

	The oldest of the three mages carefully took the book.

	And opened the first page.

	"...This is."

	His eyes widened.

	"Ancient text. And... very old at that."

	"Can you read it?"

	"...No. I apologize, Young Master. Text this ancient..."

	He shook his head.

	The other two mages also looked at the book, but it was the same.

	"If we take it to the Imperial Magic Tower, perhaps they could decipher it..."

	"That won't be necessary."

	I pointed at Lise.

	"This child says she can read it."

	"...What?"

	All three mages looked at Lise.

	Lise made a small "hic" sound.

	The gaze of strangers.

	Three of them, no less.

	"Lise, try reading it."

	"Yes, Young Master..."

	Lise pointed to a part of the book with trembling hands.

	"Here... it says 'The Primordial King Sleeps.'"

	"What?"

	One mage stepped forward.

	"How do you read it that way?"

	"This character is... 'primordial,' and this is 'king.' And this is..."

	Lise explained, pointing to each one.

	The mages began to nod.

	"...It makes sense."

	"If the sentence structure is like this, then certainly..."

	"Then what about this part?"

	A mage pointed to another sentence.

	Lise thought for a moment, then answered.

	"'His legacy lies in the depths'... I think."

	The mages exchanged glances.

	"Remarkable."

	"It fits grammatically as well."

	"Young Master, this is... an incredible discovery."

	"Are you certain?"

	"Not 100%. But if this young lady's translation is correct... this is likely First Age text."

	First Age.

	More than 3,000 years ago from now.

	An era when magic and swords were at their peak.

	An era when there were thousands of Swordmasters, and Archmages flew through the skies.

	"This book alone would fetch a fortune from the Magic Tower. But what's more important is... what else is inside there."

	He was right.

	The dungeon.

	First Age ruins.

	What could be inside?

	Spellbooks?

	Ancient weapons?

	Or...

	Forgotten techniques?

	"Congratulations, Young Master."

	Waldemar's voice was heard.

	He was still sitting on the floor.

	He looked up at me with a face covered in blood.

	"With this... Young Master has taken a step ahead in the competition with Young Master Ernst."

	For a moment, my heart sank.

	What the hell is this bastard saying?

	Competition?

	A step ahead?

	Waldemar was now trying to kill me without using his own hands.

	So that's how you're playing it?

	I could no longer postpone what I'd been putting off.

	"Sir Heinrich."

	"Yes, Young Master."

	"What are this man's crimes?"

	Sir Heinrich looked down at Waldemar.

	"First, the crime of murdering the inspector dispatched by His Excellency."

	Waldemar's face turned pale.

	"Second, the crime of discovering a dungeon and concealing it without reporting to the duchy."

	"W-wait..."

	"Third, the crime of conspiring with Count Gregen to plot rebellion using the dungeon's power."

	Sir Heinrich's voice was calm. Without a single emotional fluctuation, he listed the crimes as if reading from a ledger.

	"Fourth, the crime of attempting to assassinate the Young Master. Fifth, the crime of insulting His Excellency's past."

	"N-no, it's a misunderstanding! I merely admired him from his Mercenary King days..."

	Waldemar tried to refute with nonsense that made no sense, but Sir Heinrich didn't stop.

	"Sixth..."

	Sir Heinrich paused for a moment and looked at me.

	An expression that seemed to understand everything with just a glance.

	"The crime of harming the bond between brothers."

	I slowly nodded.

	"What should the verdict be?"

	"Nothing less than execution can be considered. No, dying alone won't be the end of it."

	"Wait...! Wait!"

	Waldemar crawled forward across the floor.

	Dragging one leg.

	"This is... this is unjust! I... I only did what Gregen told me to!"

	Instead of answering, Sir Heinrich simply drew his sword slowly.

	*Shing.*

	The sound of the sword leaving its sheath.

	"You can't! No! Listen to what I have to...!"

	*Swish.*

	The sound of cutting through air.

	And.

	*Thud.*

	Count Waldemar's body separated left and right.

	The mages' faces turned pale.

	All three stepped back and turned their eyes from the corpse.

	Naturally.

	These weren't battle mages. They were people who read books in research rooms, drew magic circles, and studied theory—not people accustomed to killing on battlefields.

	Lise was fine.

	She looked at Waldemar's corpse without blinking an eye.

	She'd seen orcs burn to death in Granfeld, seen Gregen's head cut off, and now Waldemar. She seemed to have grown accustomed to it.

	I was the same.

	"Is it... that significant a discovery?"

	*Hic!*

	A strange sound was heard.

	The oldest of the three mages.

	A middle-aged mage who seemed well past fifty covered his mouth with his hand. He had been Waldemar's confidant, and his lord's sudden death seemed quite shocking.

	"I-I'm sorry..."

	He bowed his head, face flushed.

	Hiccups.

	What comes out when nervous or surprised.

	Like Lise's "hic."

	"It's fine. Can you answer?"

	"Y-yes, Young Master... 'significant' is... insufficient."

	"That much?"

	"This is at a level where the Imperial Academy should dispatch faculty."

	For a moment, I froze.

	"...What?"

	"First Age ruins. And of this scale... the Academy would need at least five, no, more than ten specialists. Ancient text experts, magical theorists, historians, archaeologists..."

	His voice grew faster.

	He was excited.

	The face that had been sickened by the corpse moments ago was nowhere to be seen.

	"This is... this is a discovery that will shake the academic world. Most records from the First Age have been lost. What remains are only fragments... But if there are intact ruins inside that dungeon..."

	*Hic!*

	Another hiccup came out.

	He looked embarrassed and covered his mouth.

	The other two mages were also nodding.

	"That's right. This is... the discovery of the century!"

	"It will become a matter of interest for the entire duchy... no, the entire Empire."

	I slowly exhaled.

	A matter of interest for the entire Empire.

	"Then that person might come."

	I muttered.

	The mages simultaneously raised their heads.

	"By 'that person,' you mean...?"

	"The Dean of the Academy's History Department. Duke Sylvester."

	Instantly, all three mages stopped breathing.

	**

	I had served the Waldemar family for three generations.

	Starting from my grandfather, then my father, and now me.

	For over 70 years, our family had been mages of the Waldemar Count household.

	But now... it seemed that wouldn't be the case anymore.

	Obviously, the count's family would be exterminated.

	A count who received his title directly from His Majesty the King.

	That count was cut by a sword and split left and right before my eyes.

	And that boy didn't blink an eye watching it.

	No.

	That's the wrong expression.

	That boy didn't simply 'watch'—he 'killed' the count.

	Not in the simple sense of giving an order, but he practically... toyed with the two counts.

	Two counts who could hold their own were helplessly manipulated and killed by a ten-year-old child's schemes.

	Adrian Von Krustein.

	I looked at his face again.

	Despite having just killed two counts, there was no disturbance.

	No.

	It's not that there's no disturbance.

	He's... calculating something.

	Those cold eyes.

	Those aren't the eyes of a ten-year-old child.

	*Hic.*

	Another hiccup came out.

	I'd heard rumors recently.

	That he dealt with hundreds of orcs at Granfeld using fire tactics without a single casualty.

	And that Sir Heinrich handed over command to that ten-year-old boy.

	I thought it was ridiculous.

	Obviously, it was Sir Heinrich, the Greenskin war specialist, who had performed alone, and the rumor had been distorted.

	That was common sense.

	What strategy could a ten-year-old have?

	What command to a ten-year-old?

	But... what is this scene before my eyes?

	Sir Heinrich.

	That prideful man who supposedly doesn't even properly follow Young Master Ernst's orders. That monster called the Orc Slayer.

	The way he's treating that boy now is as if he's serving a future lord.

	And just now.

	"Duke Sylvester might come."

	What that boy said.

	Duke Sylvester.

	Did that boy... already calculate even that?

	'If this dungeon is discovered, Duke Sylvester will come.'

	'If Duke Sylvester comes, I can form a connection with him.'

	'That connection becomes a link to the Imperial center.'

	A ten-year-old thinks like that?

	*Hic.*

	It came out again.

	These damn hiccups.

	They say the son of a monster is a monster?

	No.

	I'm now... perhaps looking at a monster even greater than Duke Walther.


Ch.13 Guest Invitation

	The dungeon exploration was halted.

	For two reasons.

	First, if knights or mages were carelessly deployed into a dungeon of that scale and they died, the losses would be enormous.

	Second, it wasn't simply a dungeon full of magic items or resources—it was a dungeon with historical value.

	Conclusion: Wait until experts arrive.

	Three days after returning to the estate.

	There was an Assembly of Illegitimate Children meeting.

	If there was a difference from the last meeting... it was the atmosphere.

	They had received 100 gold and dumped the 'annoying political mission' on me.

	And the result?

	Two counts executed.

	First Age dungeon discovered.

	They couldn't say it outright, but everyone looked like they were dying of envy. Even Valen hyung, who could be called the organizer of this gathering, was no exception.

	However, unlike them, I didn't think too highly of this fame.

	Fame.

	It was a double-edged sword.

	A strategist who blocked 500 orcs without casualties.

	A tactician who toyed with two counts in the palm of his hand.

	The one who discovered a First Age dungeon.

	I only heard good things, but the problem was that Big Brother Excellency was also hearing these good things.

	Ernst Von Krustein.

	The legitimate eldest son.

	The future duke.

	And... someone I absolutely must not provoke.

	"And just as Adrian predicted, Sylvester Duke himself is coming from the capital. Must be nice. Everything's in the palm of your hand from start to finish."

	What? The Academy actually granted my request?

	I'm saved!

	**

	Upon returning to the estate, I headed straight to the study.

	Lise was already waiting there.

	On the desk lay an ancient text book from the dungeon, opened.

	"Young Master! Why are you grinning so much?"

	"Because Sylvester Duke is coming."

	"The person you always talk about, Young Master?"

	"Yep."

	I pulled out a chair and sat down.

	Sylvester Duke.

	Dean of the Imperial Academy's History Department.

	The foremost authority on ancient history.

	And...

	The pinnacle of a field Big Brother has absolutely no interest in.

	Perfect.

	"Anyway, let's continue studying."

	"Yes!"

	Lise pointed to a section of the book.

	"Young Master, try reading this sentence."

	I read slowly.

	"The primordial... king... sleeps...?"

	"That's right! Well done!"

	Lise clapped her hands.

	A brightly smiling face.

	I smiled too.

	For the past three days, I had clung to Lise learning the ancient language. Three to four hours a day, transcribing what she deciphered and learning the grammar.

	The reason was simple.

	Before the Academy's delegation arrives, if I learn at least the basics of the ancient language?

	A ten-year-old knows ancient language!

	That reaction was inevitable.

	Adults are like that.

	If a 10-year-old seems even slightly impressive, they overestimate them.

	And in that state, I drop the bait.

	That I want to enroll in the Academy's History Department.

	Then I can escape Big Brother's surveillance while taking a step toward my dream.

	A perfect plan.

	Moreover, that 'living history book' is coming in person. It was beyond perfect—ultra-perfect.

	"Lise."

	"Yes?"

	"I'll take you to the Academy too."

	Lise's eyes widened.

	"M-me?"

	"Yeah. With that level of ancient language skill, you should be able to enroll as a student too."

	Lise's jaw dropped.

	Naturally.

	In this world, the 'Academy' was a place only for noble children.

	"But... I'm... not even a noble..."

	"I can pay that much money for you."

	"Y-Young Master..."

	Lise's eyes reddened.

	Hic.

	A small sound came out.

	But this time it wasn't trembling... it seemed to be emotion.

	She had done so much for me, so this much was only natural.

	Lise, who could read First Age ancient language fluently.

	Normally with that level of talent, there'd be no need to worry about tuition.

	But...

	History.

	In this world, as in my past life, it was a poorly treated discipline.

	In my past life, it was the 'Sa' (史) in the 'Literature-History-Philosophy hopeless trio.'

	Employment? No such thing.

	This world was the same.

	Sword aura whooshing swordsmanship.

	Flames blazing magic.

	Abandoning such things to study history.

	'Learning a completely useless discipline?'

	'You can't even build connections there.'

	'That bastard has no ambition.'

	That's how it would inevitably look.

	There were no scholarships given to exceptional commoners either.

	But...

	This was exactly the picture I wanted.

	The moment I enrolled in the History Department, Big Brother's gaze would soften considerably and his surveillance of me would diminish.

	Can't get employed?

	I'm a gold spoon to begin with, so it doesn't matter.

	Honestly speaking, just with what I'd done for the family so far, the family should support me for life.

	I had cut off the orc threat early.

	I had also cut off the rebellion of two counts early.

	And on top of that, I'm a good kid who has no desire for the ducal title at all.

	Ernst hyung should properly give Adrian an allowance.

	With that allowance, living a life researching history with Lise, who's fluent in ancient language.

	The best.

	Hehehehe...

	Just thinking about it made me laugh.

	"Young Master, seeing you so happy... you must really admire Sylvester Duke."

	Lise said with an equally bright smile.

	Ah, I see.

	Lise seemed to mistake my laughter as purely excitement about meeting Sylvester Duke.

	But there was no need to correct her.

	'No, Lise, I'm laughing because I'm happy about escaping Big Brother Excellency's surveillance.'

	I couldn't say something like that.

	Hmm.

	Of course, there were aspects I did admire.

	But...

	The real reason I wanted to meet him was different.

	"He's a living history book."

	"A living history book?"

	**

	Sylvester.

	There were various epithets for him.

	But most of those nicknames were rarely actually used.

	People called him by a more direct characteristic.

	The Elf Duke.

	Elves active in the human world were rare.

	Most elves lived in their own forests and kept their distance from human society.

	Much less elves active in the Empire were even rarer.

	Especially an elf who had been active in the Empire for hundreds of years, even receiving a title?

	Moreover, an elf with the title of 'Duke,' the highest rank next to the Emperor?

	There was only one.

	Inside the carriage.

	Duke Sylvester slowly read through the report.

	The Battle of Granfeld.

	Execution of two counts.

	Discovery of a First Age dungeon.

	And the last page.

	'Adrian Von Krustein has requested that Duke Sylvester visit in person.'

	Sylvester put down the report with a smile on his lips.

	"Impressive."

	"What is, Master?"

	The elderly woman sitting across from him asked.

	She was Sylvester's aide.

	She had been accompanying him for 50 years.

	Though called an aide, it wasn't a hierarchical relationship. She simply volunteered to be her master's adjutant out of respect.

	She was also a duchess.

	Of course, her title wasn't hereditary. Only her husband's title of count was hereditary.

	If ducal titles were made hereditary for all princes and princesses, the entire Empire would be overflowing with dukes.

	She was Sylvester's disciple.

	And the current Emperor's aunt.

	Yet her face was more wrinkled than Sylvester's.

	Elf and human.

	Two species through which time flowed differently.

	"The fact that this young child specifically asked to meet me."

	Sylvester picked up the report again.

	"A ten-year-old illegitimate child?"

	"Indeed."

	"That's surely the Knight Slayer's scheme. A plan to raise the illegitimate child's value for use in a political marriage."

	"Well, that could be. By the way, Princess, you still dislike him."

	"...Naturally."

	Her voice dropped coldly.

	"Duke Krustein is a pro-Emperor faction noble. His Majesty the Emperor personally appointed him, and we all agreed."

	"I'm aware of that."

	"But he's expanding his territory too quickly. It's good to keep other great nobles in check. But he himself is becoming a new great noble, Master."

	Sylvester nodded.

	His disciple's words weren't wrong.

	Territory.

	Productivity.

	In those terms alone, the Krustein Duchy couldn't compare to other duchies.

	Some large count families were actually better off.

	But if limited to 'military power'?

	Was there a noble in the entire Empire who could defeat Walther Von Krustein and his army?

	No.

	If they fought with only forces from direct territories, could the Imperial Family win?

	What if the dungeon was developed?

	The estate's weight class would grow as well.

	"Honestly, I wonder if we weren't too hasty. Making the Knight Slayer a duke, Master."

	Sylvester was silent for a moment.

	Then slowly shook his head.

	"That was the best option at the time, Princess."

	The elderly princess didn't deny that fact either.

	She had been there too.

	"Let's stop talking about the duke. What interests me now is his son. Looking at his record, he's a typical tactician. But in all my life, among those who called themselves tacticians, the real ones could be counted on one hand."

	"In all your life?"

	"Yes, in all my life."

	1,800 years.

	The years he had lived.

	"Princess, what do you think is the essence of strategy and tactics?"

	"I'm not sure. I've spent my life only wielding a magic staff."

	Sylvester nodded.

	"I believe it's adaptability. There were many humans who learned military strategy. But not many humans who used that strategy in the right place at the right time, with adaptability."

	"I see."

	"Other than that, there were only commanders who were merely good at fighting by the book, or idiots who made a fuss about scheming but produced worse results."

	"I'd prefer if it were like that."

	The elderly princess said coldly.

	Sylvester looked at her.

	"What would you do if it weren't, Princess?"

	"...What do you mean?"

	"If that child named Adrian truly is a genius who freely wields tactics born of adaptability at the age of ten."

	The princess was silent for a moment.

	Then answered firmly.

	"I would kill him. We can't hand a club to an ogre."

	The elf who had lived 1,800 years neither agreed nor refuted his disciple's words, merely smiling.

	The carriage continued on.

	Toward the Krustein estate.


Ch.14 The Showdown Of The Century (1)

	It was rare for three dukes to gather in one place.

	No, it wasn't just rare—it was practically unheard of.

	The Empire had a total of ten dukes.

	Three from the direct imperial line.

	And seven with external titles.

	Three of them were now gathered here in the Krustein estate.

	A red carpet was laid out before the castle gates, with knights lined up on both sides.

	I watched the scene from a distance.

	Father—Duke Walther Von Krustein—stood directly before the gates.

	It was a sight never seen under normal circumstances.

	Greeting guests was the butler's or a representative's duty.

	Even for distinguished guests, at most my older brother Ernst would greet them as a proxy.

	But now it was different.

	He had come out personally.

	It meant these were guests of utmost importance.

	Two banners approached.

	They bore crests.

	A design of crossed book and tree.

	The Sylvester family.

	The second banner.

	A golden eagle and silver laurel wreath.

	The imperial crest.

	I swallowed hard.

	The imperial crest?

	I thought only Duke Sylvester was coming.

	The carriage stopped.

	A servant rushed over to open the door.

	The first person to step out.

	A silver-haired elf.

	Not tall, but his presence was... overwhelming.

	A face without a single wrinkle, yet eyes as deep as ancient trees.

	Duke Sylvester.

	An elf who had lived 1,800 years.

	Dean of the History Department at the Imperial Academy.

	And...

	A living history book.

	"It's been a while, Duke Walther."

	Sylvester's voice was calm.

	Father bowed his head.

	"Thank you for making the long journey, Duke Sylvester."

	The two dukes shook hands.

	Another person descended from the carriage.

	An old woman with a wrinkled face.

	She appeared to be nearly 80, but her eyes were sharp.

	"Duke Clara has come as well."

	A subtle tension crept into Father's voice.

	Duke Clara.

	The current Emperor's aunt.

	And...

	A key figure in the pro-Emperor faction.

	"Duke Walther, have you been well?"

	"I've been well, thanks to your grace. What brings Your Highness here?"

	Your Highness.

	Duke Clara's other title.

	As the daughter of the Emperor two generations prior and aunt to the current Emperor, it wasn't incorrect.

	"I heard there was a child of exceptional talent, so I came to see for myself."

	A child of exceptional talent?

	Could she mean... me?

	Had rumors about me reached even the imperial family's ears?

	This wasn't good.

	I slowly turned my head.

	Brother Ernst.

	He stood among the knights.

	Our eyes met.

	And... he smiled.

	A relaxed smile.

	Not the reaction I'd expected.

	Normally, he should have been uncomfortable.

	That's the expression he should have worn.

	But his expression now was different.

	As if...

	*According to plan.*

	That kind of expression.

	I felt uneasy.

	My heart began to race.

	Something was wrong.

	I'd missed something.

	"Young Master."

	Lise's voice came from beside me.

	"Are you alright? You don't look well."

	"...No. I'm fine."

	I forced a smile.

	But inside, everything was in turmoil.

	What had I missed?

	**

	Inside the reception room sat three dukes.

	Duke Walther, Duke Sylvester, Duke Clara.

	I waited outside the door.

	Lise and Sir Heinrich were with me.

	Faint conversation drifted from inside.

	"How is the dungeon development schedule progressing?"

	"It hasn't been finalized yet. We need experts to arrive..."

	"The development rights naturally belong to House Krustein, correct?"

	"That's correct."

	Formal conversation.

	Talk of weather.

	Talk of the dungeon.

	Talk of estate management.

	About thirty minutes passed with nothing but polite, meaningless exchanges.

	The door opened.

	The butler bowed toward me.

	"They're asking you to come in."

	I walked in slowly.

	Inside the reception room.

	Three dukes looked at me.

	Father was expressionless.

	Duke Sylvester wore a gentle smile.

	Duke Clara... coldly scrutinized me.

	"Adrian. Greet the two dukes."

	"Duke Sylvester, Duke Clara. I am Adrian Von Krustein."

	I bowed once more.

	"I've heard much about you. You discovered a dungeon, didn't you?"

	He used honorifics.

	As rumored, this man used honorifics with everyone.

	"I was merely fortunate."

	"Fortune? Hmm."

	Duke Sylvester tilted his head.

	"Was executing two counts also fortune?"

	"...That too was largely thanks to Sir Heinrich's help."

	"And the orcs at Granfeld?"

	"The canyon terrain was favorable. And Sir Heinrich was there."

	I didn't mention Lise. Saying I'd received help from a maid wouldn't be very convincing.

	"How modest."

	Duke Sylvester smiled.

	But I couldn't tell what lay behind that smile.

	"In any case, discovering First Age ruins is a remarkable achievement. As a historian, I express my gratitude."

	I was gauging the timing.

	When to broach the subject.

	Now was that moment.

	"Duke Sylvester. I... am interested in history."

	Instantly, Duke Sylvester's eyes changed.

	Subtly.

	But unmistakably.

	"In history?"

	"Yes. And... I've studied the ancient language of the First Age."

	"...You know the ancient language?"

	Duke Sylvester leaned forward.

	I slowly nodded.

	Then recited the sentence I'd memorized.

	"The primordial king sleeps. His legacy lies in the depths..."

	The ancient language of the First Age.

	The first sentence from the book found in the dungeon.

	Duke Sylvester's eyes widened.

	Duke Clara, raising her teacup, paused her movement ever so slightly.

	"...Accurate. Both pronunciation and intonation are perfect. Why did you learn such an obscure field of study?"

	I swallowed hard.

	This was the main point.

	"Reading your books, I discovered that history is fascinating. I want to study history like you do."

	Duke Sylvester narrowed his eyes.

	"That's somewhat problematic."

	"...Pardon?"

	"Adrian. Don't misunderstand. It's not that I don't want to admit you."

	"...Then?"

	"It means you must go through proper procedures."

	Duke Sylvester set down his teacup and continued.

	"The Academy isn't a place where nobles enter through the back door. There are exams, and you must pass those exams to gain admission. Even if the History Department is dismissed as merely transcribing records, principles must be upheld."

	I nodded slowly.

	It was a natural procedure.

	And I realized my statement could be heard as dismissing history.

	This needed to be corrected.

	This was when I should draw on my past life's knowledge.

	E.H. Carr's *What Is History?* from my previous life came to mind.

	"I don't believe history is simply transcribing records."

	"Oh?"

	"Duke Sylvester, do you know the history of 10,000 years ago with certainty?"

	Suddenly, Duke Sylvester's expression hardened.

	"...What do you mean?"

	"I've heard you've lived 1,800 years. But not 10,000 years, correct? Then the history of 10,000 years ago that you know... where did it come from?"

	"...It came from books."

	"Who wrote those books?"

	"Historians wrote them."

	"Did those historians witness it directly? Or did they transmit records from their predecessors?"

	Duke Sylvester closed his mouth.

	I continued.

	"Over 10,000 years, books have been copied countless times. There must have been mistakes in that process. Intentional distortions as well. Isn't there a saying that victors write history?"

	"...So?"

	"Therefore, we cannot trust books alone. We must excavate ruins, find primary sources, and analyze them empirically. Like that book from the dungeon."

	Duke Sylvester's eyes changed.

	"Records written directly by First Age people. That's 'raw' history that hasn't passed through anyone's interpretation. Of course, even that wouldn't be perfect. They too would have written favorably for themselves."

	"...Continue."

	"But if we compare those 'raw' records with history books transmitted until now... we can finally find 'something close to the truth.' I believe that's what history should do."

	I knew. That I was spouting nonsense.

	I'd rattled off a view of history established only after the modern era to an elf in a fantasy world.

	I might have unnecessarily drawn attention.

	But... I was desperate in my own way.

	I had to capture that elf's interest somehow.

	To avoid my brother's suspicion, I needed to establish myself in history as soon as possible.

	Of course, I couldn't say that here.

	Duke Sylvester slowly opened his mouth.

	"I've heard your views on history well. Of course, I don't like back doors, but... you are indeed a student I covet. When Adrian reaches the Academy admission age of 15, I can arrange for you to definitely enter the History Department."

	Fifteen years old.

	Five years from now.

	But what mattered was the official declaration that I aspired to be a historian.

	That was enough.

	"Then...!"

	"You just need to do one thing."

	"What is it?"

	"Right now, play a game of chess with me and win."

	Chess?

	Suddenly?

	The duke's servant hurriedly brought a chessboard.

	Black and white pieces were placed on the board.

	"Adrian, you take white. I'll give you the advantage of the first move."

	Duke Sylvester said leisurely.

	Small whispers from the butlers reached my ears.

	"The Empire's 300-year consecutive chess champion against a 10-year-old young master..."

	"They say His Grace hasn't thrown a game even once in the past 300 years."

	I swallowed hard.

	"What will you do, Adrian?"

	Duke Sylvester asked.

	A gentle voice, but the meaning within was clear.

	*Give up.*

	I looked down at the chessboard.

	Black and white pieces, 64 squares, and a 300-year undefeated monster.

	The butlers' whispers continued.

	"Poor young master..."

	"It's an unwinnable game from the start..."

	Duke Clara raised her teacup and looked at me.

	A faint smile on her lips.

	An expression as if watching an already finished game.

	Father remained expressionless.

	I slowly exhaled.

	And looked at the chessboard once more.

	White and black pawns.

	Knights.

	Bishops.

	Rooks.

	Queen.

	And king.

	A smile spread across my lips.

	"I'll do it."


Ch.15 The Showdown Of The Century (2)

	The world of my past life and the current world were distinctly different realms.

	It might sound like a common cliché, but there were two moons floating in the night sky.

	A speculation that it might be a different space in the universe of my past life?

	Well... it's hard to say for certain, but even the laws of physics were completely different.

	In my past life, transcendent concepts like mana, sword aura, magic, and spirits didn't exist at all.

	But not everything was different.

	For instance...

	Chess.

	The chess in this world had the same rules as the chess from my past life.

	The movement of pieces. Victory conditions. Castling. En passant.

	Sixty-four squares. Sixteen pieces each for black and white.

	Everything was identical.

	I looked down at the chessboard, recalling my past life.

	Summer vacation of my freshman year in college.

	I had nothing to do.

	That's when I happened to download a chess app.

	At first, it was just to kill time.

	But... I got hooked.

	Playing against AI.

	Initially on beginner difficulty.

	I won easily.

	I raised it to intermediate.

	I lost.

	I played again.

	Lost again.

	I played ten games.

	Lost them all.

	The eleventh game.

	I won.

	After playing about a hundred games against the intermediate AI like that.

	My win rate exceeded 60%.

	I raised the difficulty.

	Advanced.

	I lost again.

	I kept losing.

	It wasn't until after thirty games that I finally won for the first time.

	After conquering even the advanced AI like that, I installed a proper chess program on my computer instead of my phone.

	It was on a completely different level from phone apps.

	The difficulty could be adjusted across 50 levels instead of just 3, and at difficulty 45 and above, it was the kind of opponent that could overwhelm even the world's best chess players.

	And it was my practice partner.

	The elf before me is the strongest chess master in the Empire?

	Well, that might be true.

	Elves are an accomplished race.

	They're accomplished starting with their faces, but in this world, the pinnacle of their accomplishment is none other than their lifespan.

	Since they could live for such long periods, they were well-suited to mastering all sorts of things.

	Chess was no exception.

	They could play dozens, hundreds, thousands, tens of thousands of games, and they were almost free from the constraints that humans inevitably face—lifespan, declining physical and mental strength, dementia, and so on.

	But...

	How much chess had that elf played in his life against someone stronger than him, or even someone similar to his level?

	After reaching a certain level, the chess that Duke Sylvester played probably did little to improve his chess skills.

	It was nothing more than seal clubbing.

	"Poor Young Master..."

	"A game he can't win..."

	Voices that seemed certain of my defeat.

	But I had nothing to fear from Duke Sylvester.

	Even if I fell behind in quantity of practice, I overwhelmingly surpassed him in quality of practice.

	**

	Shortly after, two people sat facing each other before the chessboard.

	Adrian made the first move.

	He advanced the center pawn two squares.

	The most basic opening.

	Sylvester nodded slightly and countered with his own center pawn in the same way.

	Adrian's knight advanced.

	A textbook development.

	'He has the basics down.'

	Sylvester muttered inwardly as he positioned his own knight.

	A few more moves passed.

	Adrian sacrificed his center pawn to open up the board.

	'Ho.'

	A smile spread across Sylvester's lips.

	This wasn't the move of a mere beginner.

	This was... groundwork for controlling the center.

	'At this age, to be at this level... certainly, if one has talent for military strategy, one naturally has talent for chess as well.'

	Sylvester thought as he captured the pawn.

	Adrian recaptured with his pawn.

	Sylvester checked with his bishop.

	Adrian's hand paused briefly.

	'Think. Take your time. Of course... you'll lose.'

	Three seconds.

	Five seconds.

	Ten seconds.

	Adrian captured the bishop. It was the correct response.

	On the surface, an equal exchange.

	But Sylvester never dreamed he would lose.

	Whatever move that boy made, weaknesses would reveal themselves in the middle game.

	That's how it had been for the past 300 years.

	Everything would tilt subtly, yet certainly, in Sylvester's favor.

	'But still... do your best.'

	Sylvester made his next move while looking at Adrian.

	A ten-year-old boy.

	A face without a single drop of sweat.

	Calm eyes.

	'Show me your true colors, young Adrian.'

	Fifteen moves passed.

	Sylvester's smile gradually began to fade.

	His finger, which had been about to touch the knight, hesitated before grasping the rook instead.

	"...Hmm."

	He lifted the rook... then set it back down in its original position.

	The reception room stirred.

	"For His Grace to... touch a piece twice is something that hasn't happened once in the past several decades."

	One attendant whispered softly in disbelief.

	Duchess Clara set down her teacup and leaned forward to see the chessboard more clearly.

	Her eyes swept over the board.

	White and black pieces were intricately entangled.

	On the surface, it appeared balanced.

	But...

	'This is strange.'

	Clara muttered inwardly.

	Adrian's pieces were... peculiar.

	They seemed to follow standard theory, yet were subtly twisted.

	'He doesn't lack knowledge of standard theory. He knows it, but... he's deliberately deviating from it.'

	Why?

	With what intention?

	Sylvester finally made his decision.

	He moved his bishop to the long diagonal in the center.

	A powerful position.

	With that one bishop, he could pressure Adrian.

	Adrian didn't think for even three seconds.

	He boldly advanced his queen to the center of the board.

	Click.

	The sound of the piece settling on the board.

	"...!"

	Sylvester's eyes widened.

	The surrounding butlers drew in their breath.

	He had advanced his queen.

	To the center, no less.

	In the early game, at that.

	"Crazy..."

	Duchess Clara muttered softly.

	It was a common mistake beginners made.

	Content found in most chess textbooks.

	'Do not carelessly bring out your queen in the opening.'

	But...

	Sylvester looked at the board again.

	He could see a way to capture the queen.

	'But...'

	Sylvester's eyes turned to Adrian's bishop.

	If the center pawn moved... at that moment, the diagonal would open.

	And that bishop would...

	'Check.'

	It would directly threaten the king.

	This wasn't a reckless move.

	It was a calculated move.

	"Hmm..."

	Sylvester ultimately didn't touch the queen.

	A defensive move.

	Adrian's queen still dominated the center of the board.

	Immediately after Sylvester made his defensive move, Adrian's queen snatched up a pawn.

	The balance... tilted slightly.

	Move 25.

	Aside from the difference of one pawn, it was evenly matched.

	But the difference of one pawn wasn't absolute in the overall structure of the game. Those watching thought the actual advantage was unclear.

	In fact, many predicted Sylvester's victory.

	The judgment that Adrian was doing better than expected, but that would be the extent of it.

	That judgment had grounds.

	Three hundred years undefeated.

	During those 300 years, there had been cases where Sylvester started having lost a pawn, even a bishop or knight first, but he remained undefeated.

	He might draw, but he never lost.

	However...

	A bead of sweat formed on Duke Sylvester's forehead.

	It was rare to see an elf sweat.

	Their temperature regulation ability was different from humans.

	They weren't easily shaken by cold or heat.

	Especially if that elf was Sylvester, even more so.

	The attendants held their breath.

	Duchess Clara's eyes wavered.

	The eyes of a human who had lived eighty years.

	Eyes that had watched the power struggles of the imperial family for decades.

	And though she hadn't won the gold medal at the end of that fight, she had won the silver medal and survived until now—a seasoned politician and quite a powerful mage.

	But now she was wavering like a child before a beast.

	'That ten-year-old child... on equal footing with Master?'

	It was impossible.

	It couldn't be.

	"Check."

	A quiet voice.

	A calm tone without a single emotional fluctuation.

	But that single word froze the entire reception room.

	Sylvester's king was under threat.

	Duchess Clara leaned even further forward.

	Walther thought to himself.

	'Measuring military capability through chess is that pointy-eared old man's delusion.'

	He had fought hundreds of times on the battlefield.

	Though he hadn't lived even a twentieth of Sylvester's life, his military service experience was more than ten times greater.

	From his perspective, being good at chess didn't mean being good at war.

	He barely knew the rules of chess and didn't enjoy it. In that time, he'd rather swing his sword one more time or mount his horse and cut through the wind—that was far more valuable to Walther.

	Walther didn't bother looking at the board.

	Just watching the faces of the other dukes was enough.

	The sweat running down Sylvester's forehead. Clara's trembling eyes. And Adrian's calm face.

	'Still, it's worth seeing the pointy-eared old man flustered for the first time. And that old hag... if she's not careful, she'll keel over.'

	Duchess Clara's complexion was pale.

	Adrian's hand moved again.

	Queen.

	It slid diagonally in front of the king.

	"Check again."

	A second check.

	Consecutive checks.

	Sylvester counterattacked as well.

	A sharp exchange where check met check continued.

	"Check."

	"Check."

	"Check."

	But... the frequency of Adrian's voice began to increase.

	"Check."

	"Check."

	"Check."

	Sylvester was barely keeping up with defense.

	Moving the king.

	Defending with the rook.

	But Adrian's offensive didn't stop.

	"Check."

	Blocking with the bishop.

	And at that moment.

	Tap.

	Adrian's knight captured Sylvester's pawn.

	One small pawn.

	But it was the beginning.

	"Check."

	Sylvester moved his king.

	Adrian's bishop captured another pawn.

	"Check."

	Sylvester's face began to turn pale.

	Sweat dripped down to his chin.

	This time it wasn't a pawn but a knight that was in danger.

	Duchess Clara's hand trembled.

	The hand of an old woman nearing eighty dropped her teacup.

	Crash.

	The sound of porcelain hitting the floor and shattering.

	But no one looked that way.

	Everyone's gaze was fixed on the chessboard.
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	Once the balance began to tip, there was no turning it back.

	Clack. Clack. Clack.

	Pieces disappeared from the board.

	About half were equal exchanges, but the other half were Adrian's one-sided plunder.

	Sylvester's rook traded for Adrian's knight, and a pawn was sacrificed without any meaning.

	The air in the drawing room grew heavy.

	Attendants even held their breath.

	Duke Walther and his loyal knights observed the darkening expressions of those attendants rather than the chessboard.

	Shattered teacup fragments still lay scattered on the floor, but no one thought to clean them up.

	Move 43.

	Sylvester's hand trembled over his queen.

	A desperate choice between two evils. Protect the queen and the king dies; protect the king and the queen dies.

	Click.

	Adrian pushed forward his rook. An exchange of queen and rook.

	Moves 44. 45. 46. 47.

	As the pieces on the board dwindled, Adrian's advantage became clearer.

	Sylvester's king was driven into a corner. The escape routes narrowed.

	Moves 48. 49. 50.

	And move 51.

	"Checkmate."

	A clear, crystalline voice broke the silence.

	Adrian's hand stopped over the chessboard.

	The victor's right was to topple the loser's king, but the ten-year-old boy dared not touch the ancient elf's pride.

	He simply withdrew his hand quietly and leaned back in his chair.

	Sylvester slowly exhaled.

	His long, pale fingers picked up his own king. It paused in midair for a moment, then quietly laid it on its side.

	Tap.

	It was a small sound, but it rang like thunder.

	"Admirable skill. This is my complete defeat."

	"Only thanks to your generosity. I look forward to meeting you as master and student at the Academy."

	The silver-haired boy, the victor Adrian, bowed politely and left the drawing room.

	Until the sound of his footsteps completely disappeared at the end of the corridor, the three dukes maintained their silence.

	"Well then, let's get to the main topic."

	Duke Clara said, sipping the fresh tea that replaced her broken cup. Her voice seemed to have regained composure, but her fingers still trembled faintly.

	Discussion about dungeon development continued.

	The size of the investigation team to be dispatched from the Imperial Academy, troop deployment for security, profit distribution ratios... In truth, these were matters already exchanged in writing.

	Today's meeting was merely a formality for final confirmation.

	"An appropriate distribution."

	"With this, both the Empire and the duchies can develop further."

	There were only three dukes classified as pro-imperial faction. On the surface, it was harmonious.

	An hour later, Sylvester's party rose from their seats first.

	"Well then, I'll take my leave. Ah, and Duke Walther. Please give my regards to your son. Tell him I'll be waiting in the History Department."

	Sylvester turned at the door.

	"I'll excuse myself as well. I have a mountain of reports for the Imperial Palace."

	After both dukes had completely departed, Walther spoke as if tossing out the words.

	"Adrian will be in danger."

	"Certainly, Duke Clara's gaze toward the young master was... not ordinary."

	The butler's response.

	"I'm not particularly referring only to that old princess. Rather, in her case, she won't be able to touch that child 'for the time being.' This is my territory, and above all, he's gained Sylvester's favor."

	He didn't bother saying who would kill Adrian.

	Even without saying it, the answer was obvious.

	"Make sure that child doesn't die."

	Walther's voice lowered.

	For him, who showed indifference even to his legitimate son Ernst, this was the first time he directly mentioned a child's life or death.

	"What measures shall I take?"

	"Give Adrian 'that thing' we obtained last time."

	The old butler bowed deeply.

	"As you wish."

	**

	I stood out too much.

	That was my personal assessment of yesterday's actions.

	Voices of servants came from outside the window. They probably tried to speak quietly, but their excitement made them audible all the way here.

	"I can't believe it. A ten-year-old young master beat Duke Sylvester..."

	"Three hundred years, three hundred years! The Imperial Archives are in an uproar."

	"Could our young master become the next duke?"

	"Decided by chess?"

	"But a good chess player is a good army commander."

	"That's true..."

	The door opened quietly. Lise entered carrying tea.

	"Are you regretting it, young master?"

	Her characteristic drawn-out speech pattern. But her eyes were sharp.

	"...You caught me."

	I sighed as I accepted the teacup.

	"You broke a three-hundred-year undefeated record, shouldn't you be a bit happier?"

	Lise walked to the window and pulled the curtain back a little more. The murmuring sounds from outside continued.

	"I stood out too much. I wanted to live quietly."

	"But your Academy admission at fifteen is confirmed, isn't it?"

	"That's true, but... I drew more attention than I intended. This isn't what I wanted. And contrary to what those fools think, chess skill and army command ability aren't really related."

	"Not related?"

	Lise tilted her head. The unseen eye behind her eyepatch seemed to be observing me.

	"Right, not at all."

	Just look at one of Earth's greatest commanders from my past life: Napoleon Bonaparte.

	Napoleon liked chess but his skill was mediocre.

	His characteristic play was deploying his queen in two moves—the kind of play only beginners make.

	Later generations even named that pathetic play the "Napoleon Attack."

	According to one theory, during his imperial days his subordinates played courtesy chess so his win rate was high, but after being exiled to Elba Island, no one deliberately lost to him anymore, and his win rate plummeted.

	Yet few denied that the man was among the top five military commanders in human history.

	In other words, the correlation between great commanders and chess wasn't worth serious consideration.

	If it were, chess champions from my past life would have been scouted by defense departments.

	But sadly, the majority in this world couldn't shake off such mistaken beliefs.

	Even after watching the esteemed Duke Krustein collect the heads of fools who learned military strategy through chess, they seemed to have learned nothing.

	Even the servants of the Krustein household thought that way.

	"I'm worried my brother might get strange ideas."

	"Your brother?"

	"Yes."

	My plan to live quietly was being completely shaken.

	"It's okay. I'll protect you."

	A sincere voice.

	But... honestly, it wasn't very reassuring.

	"Thank you."

	Still, I appreciated the sentiment.

	As I walked down the corridor with Lise, something caught my eye.

	A black cat.

	Sitting on the windowsill, staring directly at me.

	Blue eyes sparkled.

	Ugh...

	A chill ran down my spine.

	The story that seeing a black cat brings bad luck. A superstition from my past life.

	Of course, it was just a superstition.

	There was no scientific basis.

	But... somehow I felt uneasy.

	After all, wasn't this a fantasy world where swords and magic lived and breathed?

	Of course, there didn't seem to be any superstitions about black cats in this world...

	"Young master? What's wrong?"

	"Nothing. It's nothing..."

	I shook my head and quickened my pace.

	When I arrived at my room, a familiar face was standing there.

	Brother Ernst's attendant.

	"Young Master Adrian. The Little Duke has invited you to the drawing room."

	My brother's invitation.

	I'd requested to see him several times since the orc subjugation.

	I wanted to convey my intention to credit him with discovering the dungeon.

	But I was refused each time.

	With the excuse that he was "busy."

	And now that brother was calling for me directly?

	"I understand. Tell him I'll be there shortly."

	The attendant withdrew, and I looked at Lise.

	"...Come with me."

	"Yes."

	Lise nodded.

	I steadied my mind as I walked down the corridor.

	It's fine.

	If my brother intended to harm me, he wouldn't have summoned me formally like this.

	Probably.

	I stood before the drawing room door.

	Taking a deep breath, I opened it.

	"Brother."

	Brother Ernst was sitting on the sofa.

	Sunlight streaming through the window illuminated his golden hair.

	I bowed at the waist in greeting.

	"You called for me?"

	Lise also bowed deeply beside me.

	Perhaps because she was facing a stranger, she was stiffly frozen.

	"It's been a while, Adrian. Sit down."

	My brother gestured to the opposite sofa.

	I carefully took a seat.

	Lise remained frozen, standing behind me.

	"You seem to like the gift I gave you last time. I see you always have her with you."

	Gift.

	He was referring to Lise.

	"Of course. She's been very helpful."

	The conversation with my brother was ordinary.

	Talk about the weather.

	Talk about the family's history.

	Talk about chess.

	"I hear you broke a three-hundred-year undefeated record? Impressive."

	"I was just lucky."

	"How modest. Aren't you hungry? I've prepared some light refreshments."

	At my brother's gesture, an attendant came carrying a silver tray.

	On the tray were sandwiches.

	Between thinly sliced bread, I could see ham, cheese, and fresh vegetables.

	"These were made with fine ingredients given by Duke Clara. Her Highness was apparently impressed by your performance. Consider this a gift of sorts."

	Duke Clara.

	That old princess who had glared at me coldly.

	"...Thank you."

	I picked up a sandwich.

	The moment I brought it to my mouth.

	"Wait, young master!"

	Lise's cry.

	Simultaneously.

	A black shadow crossed my vision.

	Swoosh.

	The sandwich disappeared from my hand.

	A black cat.

	The same one I'd seen in the corridor earlier.

	The cat, sandwich in its mouth, leaped onto the windowsill.

	Then jumped out the window.

	The sandwich scattered in midair and fell into the garden.

	"......"

	Silence flowed.

	I looked at my brother.

	My brother's expression had frozen momentarily.

	It was truly an instant.

	So brief you'd miss it if you blinked.

	But I saw it.

	What flashed in my brother's eyes.

	Anger?

	Bewilderment?

	Disappointment?

	"A wild cat must have gotten in. I'll have to tell the servants to be more vigilant. What a waste of precious ingredients."

	"...Indeed, brother."

	"What a shame. It was delicious too. I'll prepare more next time."

	"Thank you."

	My brother rose from his seat.

	"I should be going now. I have urgent business."

	"Yes, brother. Farewell."

	My brother left the drawing room.

	The door closed.

	The sound of footsteps faded.

	I sat there for a while.

	I couldn't move.

	"Young master."

	Lise's voice reached me.

	"You need to... look outside the window."

	Her voice was trembling.

	I slowly stood and walked to the window.

	Below the windowsill.

	On the garden lawn.

	Sparrows lay scattered.

	Five sparrows. All dead.

	They had died after pecking at the sandwich pieces the cat had dropped.

	That's right.

	I had just nearly been poisoned to death.
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	"I'll taste all of your food from now on, Master!"

	It was a firm declaration.

	Her usual drawling tone remained, but the resolve within was serious.

	"I'm vetoing that."

	I waved my hand dismissively.

	Lise took a step closer.

	Her silver hair swayed. The eye hidden behind her eyepatch stared straight at me.

	"I veto your veto! You saw it yourself! I'll check for poison first, and only when it's safe will you eat, Young Master!"

	What was she, some imperial food taster? I didn't want to assign her such a role.

	"Do you have resistance to poison as an enhanced human?"

	I asked with a glimmer of hope.

	"...No."

	"Then you'd die too."

	"Even so!"

	"There are plenty of methods besides such extreme measures. For instance, there are artifacts that detect poison. They're expensive, but obtainable. Or..."

	I trailed off.

	Using a less important servant. I couldn't bring myself to say those words aloud.

	Lise tilted her head as if she'd caught on, but didn't press further.

	"...Honestly, I don't understand."

	"What?"

	"I didn't think my brother would go this far."

	I meant it.

	Among the illegitimate children in this mansion, I was the first to bow my head to Ernst.

	While other bastards subtly tried to climb up, I thoroughly played the harmless bookworm.

	The calculations went awry the moment I received the Medal of Merit.

	Breaking Duke Sylvester's 300-year undefeated record must have been the decisive blow.

	"Why not take this chance to stand against Lord Ernst?"

	"The odds are poor. 'Father was self-made too, wasn't he? So why can't I do it?' Plenty of bastards spout such nonsense... but they all met bad ends."

	If lucky, instant death. If unlucky, living on as a cripple. Father watched it happen without lifting a finger.

	It made sense. These bastards who mistook themselves for promising talents didn't catch Father's eye.

	Walther Von Krstein, the 'Knight Slayer.'

	A 'hero' who became a Swordmaster before forty and slaughtered the anti-Emperor faction, including two dukes, in the civil war. Looking through records reveals what level of talent catches his eye.

	Father and most Swordmasters reached Expert by fifteen, sixteen at the latest. A level that decent prospects barely achieve by twenty.

	They all seem to think they can overtake my eldest brother with talent, but there's no such timber among the bastards in this mansion. It's not like Ernst's swordsmanship is lacking either.

	But the great Duke Walther's sexual appetite was as vigorous as his martial prowess. There were many bastards, their numbers still growing, and he didn't care about their life or death.

	In other words...

	I had to protect my own life myself.

	Dinner time.

	Lise really did taste my food first.

	"It's delicious. Doesn't seem to be poisoned."

	"What's your criteria for judgment?"

	"I'm not dead."

	I couldn't argue with that.

	Logically, she was right.

	Though something seemed fundamentally wrong about it.

	After finishing the meal, I returned to my room.

	A black cat sat on the windowsill.

	"...Why are you here again?"

	The cat stared at me without answering.

	Its gaze seemed oddly intelligent.

	"...Thanks for earlier. I survived because of you."

	I spoke sincerely.

	The cat slowly closed its eyes and opened them again.

	I think I'd heard somewhere that was a feline expression of affirmation. Or maybe not.

	"You can sleep here. I won't chase you out."

	I pulled a book from the shelf and began reading.

	It was one of the books Duke Sylvester had given as a gift.

	But looking at the list, they were all military treatises.

	<Strategic Theory of the Ancient Empire>, <History of Fortress Siege Warfare>, <Cavalry Operations>...

	Of course, the Krustein ducal library had a decent collection of military treatises too.

	But Father wasn't particularly the type to collect such books.

	It made sense.

	Father was far from the kind of 'great general' described in military treatises.

	Not that he was weak, of course.

	Even in my past life's world, where knights were merely somewhat strong humans rather than superhumans, a well-trained cavalry charge was unstoppable even when anticipated.

	What about a heavy cavalry charge led by a Swordmaster in this world?

	Simply no answer to it.

	Charging straight through enemy lines to behead the enemy commander. That was Father's way of war.

	Strategy? Tactics?

	Such things were only necessary for the weak.

	Hence the library's military treatises were rather limited.

	Though I was grateful for Duke Sylvester's gift...

	Hmm.

	I looked over the book list again.

	This one's a military treatise. That one too.

	All military treatises.

	"..."

	Was Duke Sylvester planning to raise me as a military history specialist?

	I was promised admission to the history department, so why send only military treatises?

	I pondered while turning pages.

	Or... did he have another intention?

	I read like that for a while.

	"Is that book interesting?"

	"It's somewhat nonsensical."

	An honest impression.

	Though it seemed to be widely read as a book written by a famous knight, every bit of content had a screw loose somewhere.

	In truth, not all military treatises considered 'classics' were correct.

	Even in my past life's military treatises, there were books where scholars who'd never led an army once spouted nonsense about creating formations based on the I Ching.

	Of course, famous ones like <The Art of War> or <On War> didn't engage in such foolishness, but among the few remaining books and countless books that didn't even survive, plenty spouted nonsense claiming it as doctrine.

	This book was clearly that type at first glance.

	"Look here. It says 'When enemy morale is high, break their momentum with a frontal assault.' Doesn't seem wrong, does it?"

	Lise peered at the book over my shoulder.

	"No, it's wrong. What happens if you frontal assault when enemy morale is high? Our side's morale breaks. Obviously. When the enemy's excited, the standard is to avoid them or tire them out. We did that too, didn't we? We waited until the orcs excitedly entered the gorge."

	"Ah..."

	"And here. 'Cavalry is always superior to infantry.' This is wrong too. It depends on terrain. What can cavalry do in swamps or forests? They'll drown in bogs or fall off their horses caught on trees."

	Lise's eye grew wider.

	"Amazing!"

	Her single eye sparkled brightly.

	"..."

	I realized I'd misspoken somewhat.

	Who was I?

	A ten-year-old criticizing the author of a military treatise?

	No matter what, wasn't this... a bit much?

	But.

	Looking at this person's record, it seemed okay to do so.

	Someone who called themselves a knight but lived through a peaceful era without fighting a single war in their lifetime, enjoying their natural lifespan.

	Compared to such a person, hadn't I at least defeated 500 orcs?

	Of course, the thought occurred that the strategy that defeated the orcs was devised by Lise, not me, but even so, wasn't it better than zero combat records?

	"Young Master is truly a genius."

	"...You're too kind."

	A genius.

	I was just a past life otaku with miscellaneous knowledge.

	Just an ordinary otaku who binged war history documentaries on YouTube, researched strategy while gaming, and read history community posts when bored.

	"Still, I should keep reading. To know what's wrong, I need to read it first."

	I turned the page.

	The next page was nonsensical too.

	Night raids are cowardly tactics and should not be used by knights.

	"Fuck..."

	Reading more of this would be a waste of time.

	I finally closed the book.

	"I should sleep."

	"Yes. Sleep well."

	Lise walked toward the door.

	"What are you doing?"

	"I'm going to guard the front of your room."

	"...Sleep inside the room."

	"I can't. Someone might come in."

	Stopping her was useless.

	Lise eventually positioned herself right in front of the door, on the corridor side.

	I sighed and lay on the bed.

	The cat still sat on the windowsill.

	"Are you going to stay there?"

	The cat stared at me without answering.

	"...Fine, whatever. Do as you please."

	I closed my eyes.

	I just wanted to live quietly...

	I fell asleep.

	**

	Swoosh.

	I opened my eyes at the faint sound of wind.

	It was dawn.

	The window was open.

	I'd definitely closed it.

	My heart began racing.

	I slowly turned my head.

	A shadow stood beside the bed.

	A figure in black clothes. Face covered with cloth.

	The dagger in their hand gleamed coldly in the moonlight.

	I needed to breathe but my throat was blocked.

	I needed to scream but my mouth wouldn't open.

	The dagger slowly, too slowly, rose.

	Only the assassin's eyes were visible through the cloth. Emotionless eyes. The eyes of one executing death.

	'Ah, I'm going to die.'

	The thought flashed through my mind.

	The dagger descended.

	The world slowed.

	I heard the sound of the blade cutting through air.

	But...

	Thud.

	The pillow was slashed. Feathers scattered into the air.

	"...What?"

	Both the assassin and I froze simultaneously.

	They'd clearly aimed for my neck.

	"A magic item?"

	The assassin muttered. A voice tinged with bewilderment.

	The dagger rose again.

	Faster this time. More certain.

	The moment I tried to scream.

	Bang!

	The window exploded open.

	Wind poured into the room.

	No, it wasn't wind.

	A black shadow flew toward the assassin like lightning.

	Something small, fast, and lethal.

	"Guh!"

	The assassin's body staggered.

	Something had mounted their back.

	No, someone.

	Moonlight illuminated the form.

	No longer a cat.

	A girl with brown skin. Black hair.

	A girl.

	Her hand gripped the assassin's jaw. The other hand, the back of their head.

	Crack.

	A dull sound.

	Too simple.

	The assassin's body went limp like thread and collapsed to the floor.

	Their neck bent at an unnatural angle.

	Silence descended.

	Feathers still slowly drifted down through the air.

	The girl rose from atop the corpse.

	Barefoot.

	Without making a sound.

	Moonlight illuminated her silhouette.

	Black hair flowed over her shoulders.

	Slim figure. Black clothes. Feline-flexible posture.

	And blue eyes looked down at me.

	"That cat from before?"

	The moment I spoke, the girl grinned.

	"That's right, meow~"

	"...Don't tell me you're from the Feline Tribe?"

	"Technically a Feline Tribe half-blood. And what's important is... I'm also an illegitimate daughter of the Krustein ducal house."

	My brain stopped.

	An illegitimate daughter of the Krustein family.

	Then.

	"..."

	The girl lifted my chin slightly with her fingertip.

	The very hand that had just snapped the assassin's neck.

	"We're siblings. Little Young Master."


Ch.18 Black Cat (2)

	Feline Tribe

	A demi-human race with feline characteristics.

	Night vision, exceptional hearing, flexible physical abilities. And the ability to shift between humanoid and feline forms.

	They were one of the recognized races granted citizenship within the Empire.

	Up to this point, it was common knowledge.

	The problem was the word 'half-blood.'

	Half-bloods between humans and other races were extremely rare.

	Since they were different species to begin with, even conceiving a child was close to a miracle, and even if one was born, most suffered from all kinds of genetic diseases and didn't live past ten years old.

	However.

	The half-bloods who endured that harsh childhood and survived to adulthood...

	Left their names in history.

	Elf half-bloods, feline tribe half-bloods, half-vampires, half-succubi.

	Every single one was overpowered.

	Of course, behind them were hundreds, thousands of half-bloods who died young,

	But since the great Duke Walther treated picking illegitimate children like pulling gacha characters in a gacha game, it wasn't strange that he'd pull off such things.

	And the girl before my eyes seemed to be a case that 'won' in that cruel lottery of probability.

	"Thank you for saving me, big sis."

	I bowed politely. Regardless of anything else, it was an undeniable truth that I'd lived twice thanks to that 'big sis.'

	At those words, big sis's blue eyes wavered for a moment.

	"... B-big sis?"

	"Aren't you my big sister?"

	"N-no... I mean..."

	The girl averted her gaze. Her darkly tanned cheeks turned slightly red.

	It was a strangely familiar reaction.

	The kind of shyness Lise showed when meeting strangers.

	Was that her personality? It made sense she'd have such a personality, being such a rare half-blood.

	"You also stopped the poisoning attempt this morning... and saved me from this assassin just now. They must all be people sent by my eldest brother, right?"

	"If you mean Ernst by eldest brother? I don't think so."

	"What?"

	Just as I was about to ask something.

	Lise, who had been sleeping by the door, flinched.

	"Mmm..."

	She rubbed her eyes and sat up. Her silver hair was disheveled, flowing down over her shoulders.

	"Smell... smell..."

	"Lise?"

	"Knight order smell... somewhere... mm..."

	She sniffed around.

	Suddenly, Lise's movements stopped.

	"B-blood! It smells like blood! Waaah! Master is in danger!"

	Lise jumped up and rushed into the room.

	Then she discovered the corpse sprawled on the floor.

	"A c-corpse! It's a corpse!"

	"Calm down. They're already dead."

	"But...! This smell...!"

	Lise approached the corpse and sniffed.

	"It's the Imperial Knight Order's smell!"

	"What? The Imperial Knight Order?"

	I looked down at the corpse again.

	Black clothes. Face covered with cloth. Typical assassin attire.

	There was no insignia of the Imperial Knight Order anywhere.

	"How do you know?"

	"The smell! It smells like the Imperial Knight Order barracks! There's the special soap they use in the barracks, and the training ground oil smell, and the cafeteria smell mixed in too!"

	Come to think of it, she was unusually sensitive to smells.

	Last time too, hadn't we ended the rebellion attempt by two counts early thanks to her nose?

	"... Now that you mention it, you did interview for the knight order, didn't you?"

	"Yes. Though I failed."

	With that personality, of course she failed.

	The feline girl smiled faintly.

	"That little lady has a good nose. For a human, anyway. That's right, exactly that smell."

	Lise's head whipped around.

	She looked the barefoot girl up and down.

	"A c-cat? Cat smell? Are you that cat from earlier?"

	"Yep!"

	The girl waved her hand.

	"Wow...!"

	Lise's single red eye sparkled.

	I was also curious about the feline girl.

	Moreover, a half-sister.

	I'd never heard rumors of a feline half-blood illegitimate daughter in the Krustein ducal family.

	"Big sis, what's your name?"

	"Name? Um... Celine. Celine Von Krustein."

	Big sis Celine was wagging her tail... no, she didn't have a tail.

	Instead, she was twirling her hair around her finger.

	"Big sis Celine... Then what you said earlier, does that mean eldest brother isn't the culprit?"

	"Right. Ernst probably isn't the mastermind."

	"How can you be sure?"

	"First of all, that poisoned sandwich wasn't Ernst's design. Of course, it's true he joined in when told he could kill you."

	"Then who is it?"

	Big sis Celine tapped the corpse on the floor with her toes.

	"The person who sent this assassin. And the person who ordered the poisoned sandwich prepared. Same person."

	"...Who?"

	Big sis Celine's blue eyes looked straight at me.

	"Duke Clara."

	Come to think of it, when Ernst handed me the sandwich, he did mention something about rare ingredients received from Her Grace Duke Clara.

	So that old woman tried to kill me?

	"Why on earth would that person with so little time left to live try to kill me?"

	At those words, big sis Celine chuckled.

	"It's to keep him in check."

	"Me?"

	"That's quite the ego. Obviously she's keeping Father in check."

	No, ego or whatever, a princess and duke of the realm sent an assassin after me.

	"So you're saying my existence is a great help to Father?"

	"Well, yeah. In that sense, maybe a bit of ego is warranted."

	Big sis Celine shrugged.

	"No, that's not the problem! Both Duke Krustein and Duke Clara are pro-Imperial faction! Has that old hag gone senile!"

	My voice rose.

	Lèse-majesté?

	Who cares.

	I was someone who'd nearly died twice by an assassin she sent.

	"L-little brother is a bookworm, right?"

	Big sis Celine asked.

	When she said the word 'little brother,' her blue eyes wavered for a moment before she averted her gaze.

	I wondered if this was really the same person who'd snapped that assassin's neck in one move.

	"Yes, that's right."

	I nodded.

	"Then I'll give you a problem. Excluding royalty... what profession has the highest chance of becoming king?"

	The profession with the highest chance of becoming king. I knew this one.

	It was a story that appeared in a certain masterpiece fantasy novel I'd read in my past life.

	"Adventurer."

	Big sis Celine's eyes widened.

	"Right. Mercenary, dungeon exploration, monster subjugation... various things combined, but ultimately an adventurer, and Father rose to this position in an instant. From commoner to duke."

	Big sis slowly exhaled.

	"Thinking he'll take the next step... it's not just that old woman with little time left. Half the Imperial family is wary of Father. Duke Clara is just the most blatant among them."

	"Then why did you save me, big sis?"

	"Father's orders. He told me not to let you die."

	A slight sense of relief arose.

	At least I wouldn't die.

	Duke Clara would leave here soon, and as long as I had Father's protection, even she couldn't act rashly.

	However.

	"The problem is eldest brother Ernst's side."

	Though he wasn't the mastermind but an accomplice, it was clear that when Duke Clara tried to kill me, he had participated as well.

	"Actually, I'm not sure if Father will protect you even that far. He tends not to interfere in fights between 'us.'"

	I sighed.

	"I really have no ambition for the duke's position. I just want to live quietly."

	Then Lise cautiously spoke up.

	"There's a good way."

	"What is it?"

	"Request His Grace the Duke to let you serve on the Northern Front. As a staff officer."

	"Staff officer?"

	Lise continued, fidgeting with her fingers.

	"I heard from the servants recently. The staff officer position in the 7th Corps is vacant."

	Serving on the Northern Front.

	Certainly, if I did that, I could completely escape from this mansion, from Ernst's sphere of influence.

	But...

	"A ten-year-old as a staff officer?"

	"Young Master annihilated 543 orcs. And you beat Duke Sylvester at chess."

	Big sis Celine nodded too.

	"Not a bad idea? Father won't oppose it. He might even be pleased."

	That's right.

	According to big sis Celine, Father wanted to keep me alive.

	Then...

	Maybe he'd grant it?

	"Is the information reliable?"

	"150% certain."

	Her single remaining red eye shone with confidence. Even her characteristic way of speaking was gone.

	I didn't know then. The true meaning of 150%.

	**

	Chairs were arranged around a long, wide table.

	The massive man sitting at the head. Walther Von Krustein.

	Ernst sat right next to the head seat. His expression was calm, his blond hair swept back.

	Other illegitimate children were also seated.

	The illegitimate children who had received medals of merit. Excluding me, they were all fifteen or older.

	Their gazes turned toward me.

	Curiosity, wariness, jealousy. Various emotions were mixed together.

	The ten-year-old who beat Duke Sylvester. That was me.

	"Speak."

	Father, seated at the head, spoke.

	I bowed and opened my mouth.

	"Please entrust me with the staff officer position in the Northern Front's 7th Corps."

	"Hm?"

	"I heard the staff officer position recently became vacant."

	Brother Ernst said nothing. He simply lifted his teacup and drank slowly.

	His expression didn't change at all.

	Father raised an eyebrow.

	Silence flowed.

	The illegitimate children around the table held their breath. I heard someone gulp.

	"You seem to have misunderstood something."

	"...Pardon?"

	My heart sank.

	Had Lise deceived me?

	No, that couldn't be. She...

	"The rumor seems to have been distorted. The staff officer position didn't become vacant."

	"Then..."

	"The 7th Corps commander, Gerhardt, was killed in action. That story seems to have been distorted into the staff officer dying. Perhaps the information was intentionally downplayed."

	Corps commander?

	The staff officer position and corps commander position were on completely different levels.

	A staff officer was an advisor. Someone who proposed tactics, analyzed information, and assisted the corps commander.

	Even if a fool sat in the staff officer position, the corps commander could just ignore their words. That's why it was common for people to parachute into such positions.

	But a corps commander was a commanding officer, a position leading thousands of troops, a position deciding life and death in battle, absolutely not a position a ten-year-old could take.

	"I... was mistaken. I apologize, Father."

	However...

	"Northern Front 7th Corps Commander. Adrian Von Krustein."

	"...Pardon?"

	Time seemed to stop.

	"Depart for your post."

	My brain stopped.

	What did he say?

	Corps commander?

	Me?

	A ten-year-old?


Ch.19 Territorial Bullying

	"I want to follow you. But I cannot leave the Knight Commander position vacant for an extended period. I apologize."

	Sir Heinrich's voice was heavy.

	"It's fine. It's only natural."

	I meant it.

	In truth, if Sir Heinrich came along, things would have been much easier in many ways.

	Not because of his martial prowess.

	Of course, having an expert on the verge of becoming a Swordmaster by my side would be reassuring, but what mattered more was 'authority.'

	Duke Walther's disciple and closest confidant. A top-tier knight who could ascend to the highest position given the right opportunity. With that title, securing influence within the corps would have been much easier.

	"Be careful, Young Master. Recently, the northern tribes have been extremely active. Especially the nomadic tribes crossing the border and engaging in plunder."

	"I'm aware."

	"That's not all. The situation with the 7th Corps is also... not good, from what I've heard."

	"In what way?"

	"The former Corps Commander, Sir Gerhardt, was a seasoned soldier. But after his death in battle... the corps' morale has dropped significantly. And... the Deputy Corps Commander and staff officers won't look kindly upon you, Young Master."

	It was only natural.

	A ten-year-old coming as the successor to a fallen Corps Commander?

	One whose only combat experience was a single orc subjugation?

	They'd think the Duke had gone mad trying to push his favored illegitimate son into the position.

	Of course, they'd be too afraid of the 'Knight Slayer's' sword to say it outright, but even I would think the same.

	"Please... return alive."

	"I will."

	A ten-year-old Corps Commander—an absurd situation in itself.

	A ten-year-old Corps Commander.

	Whether in my past life or current one, no matter how much I searched through history, there were no similar cases.

	Well, there were some. Most were puppets, though.

	But Father seemed genuinely intent on sending me.

	If he'd only wanted me to gain experience, he would have assigned me a proper adjutant.

	**

	It was early morning. Fog hung thick over the estate.

	Lise hurried ahead with quick steps to organize the luggage. An ambiguous position—half maid, half adjutant.

	She was more meticulous than usual, spreading out blankets, checking water containers, and fiddling with emergency ration pouches.

	She must be nervous.

	I was too.

	Before stepping onto the carriage stairs, I turned back for a moment.

	Duke Krustein's estate.

	The massive stone building rose faintly through the fog.

	Somewhere inside was Ernst.

	The man who had tried to poison me.

	"Meooow."

	A cry came from my feet.

	A black cat. It was Celine.

	Blue eyes looked up at me.

	I nodded slightly.

	The cat leaped nimbly into the carriage.

	"Wow! A cat! So soft... What a pretty cat..."

	Lise brightened as she picked up Celine.

	I couldn't tell if the directive to treat Celine like an ordinary cat in public had worked, or if she just liked cats.

	I climbed into the carriage as well.

	"We'll depart now, Young Master."

	The escort knight bowed his head from atop his horse.

	Two escort knights assigned by Duke Walther. Their names... honestly, I don't remember.

	I wasn't interested.

	What mattered was that they were Expert-level fighters. And that they were loyal to Father.

	"Is that your cat, Young Master? I hadn't heard you kept one."

	One of the knights asked. He was on the younger side. His voice carried curiosity.

	I stared at Celine curled up on Lise's lap.

	Blue eyes sparkled.

	I took a small breath and answered.

	"Father bestowed this cat upon me."

	"Ah..."

	The knight's voice lowered.

	There were no more questions.

	I could see his grip tighten on the reins. His posture straightened ever so slightly.

	The other knight was the same.

	Walther Von Krustein.

	Knight Slayer.

	That name was more an object of fear than respect, even to his loyal subordinates.

	The carriage began to move with a jolt.

	I looked out the window.

	The estate slowly receded into the distance.

	"Now... you're really going to the battlefield..."

	Lise murmured softly.

	Her hand stroking Celine trembled slightly.

	"Indeed."

	I leaned back.

	The Northern Front.

	The 7th Corps.

	A ten-year-old Corps Commander.

	An absurd situation.

	But the water had already been spilled.

	"Meow."

	Celine moved onto my lap. Small and warm.

	Since the road wasn't particularly well-paved, instead of reading, I told Lise various stories.

	I'd already told her Romance of the Three Kingdoms stories several times, so this time I brought up different tales.

	**

	It was the third day.

	As the carriage crested a hill, Lise froze while looking out the window.

	"Young Master... that..."

	Smoke.

	Black smoke was rising beyond the horizon.

	"Stop."

	The carriage halted.

	One of the escort knights rode his horse up the hill. When he returned shortly after, his face was dark.

	"It's a village. Already burned."

	"Survivors?"

	"...Doesn't look like there are any."

	Celine jumped off my lap.

	The black cat disappeared silently into the grass.

	Reconnaissance.

	"We'll detour. Young Master's safety is the priority."

	"Wait."

	I got out of the carriage.

	"What are you trying to..."

	"There's something I need to confirm."

	I walked toward the burned village.

	Lise hurriedly followed.

	The village was... devastating.

	The houses were reduced to skeletons. The ground was chaotically marked with hoofprints.

	"Nomadic tribes... This must be a raid by the Kuman Tribe."

	Lise murmured softly.

	The spacing of the hoofprints. The size of the horses. The method of plunder.

	Her eyes moved quickly.

	"More than 50 riders. About two days ago..."

	"How do you know?"

	"The depth of the hoofprints and... the condition of the burned wood."

	Her observational skills were bizarrely sharp.

	I nodded.

	"Is this under the 7th Corps' jurisdiction?"

	"Yes. It's a day's distance from here to the fortress."

	Fifty or more nomadic riders had burned a village a day's distance away.

	And the corps hadn't stopped them.

	No.

	They might not have tried to stop them.

	"Young Master."

	Celine returned.

	Something was in the cat's mouth.

	An arrowhead.

	A distinctive tribal arrowhead.

	"Meow."

	Celine dropped the arrowhead at my feet.

	I picked it up and pocketed it.

	"Let's go."

	As I returned to the carriage, I thought.

	The 7th Corps.

	The situation was more serious than I'd thought.

	**

	The border fortress came into view.

	High walls. Arrow holes scattered throughout. Flags fluttering in the wind.

	As the carriage passed through the main gate, a group of soldiers stood in formation.

	A man stood before them.

	A man who appeared to be in his mid-forties. Short-cropped brown beard. Sharp eyes.

	"I am Valerius, Deputy Corps Commander of the 7th Corps. It is an honor to meet the Corps Commander."

	He bowed at the waist.

	A perfectly courteous posture.

	I got out of the carriage.

	Celine landed quietly at my feet in cat form. He glanced at Celine briefly before turning his gaze to me.

	"You've worked hard, Deputy Commander."

	"Not at all. Please, this way."

	Valerius took the lead.

	His stride was quick.

	An adult male's pace. Too fast for a ten-year-old to keep up with.

	I had to take quick steps.

	Behind me, Lise followed carrying luggage, and Celine walked leisurely at my feet.

	"The Corps Commander's quarters are this way. This is where General Gerhardt used to stay."

	"I see."

	"The General was an excellent man. The entire corps mourns him."

	Emotion colored Valerius's voice.

	It was genuine.

	He must have respected Gerhardt.

	And I was... the ten-year-old taking that place.

	We passed through a corridor.

	Several soldiers were watching us.

	I could hear murmuring.

	"That's the new Corps Commander?"

	"A ten-year-old?"

	Valerius didn't stop them.

	He didn't even pretend to hear.

	He just walked silently ahead.

	"We've arrived."

	The door opened.

	A spacious room. Desk, chair, bed.

	Befitting a former Corps Commander's room, it was neat.

	But.

	Something was wrong with the bed.

	One leg was broken. The bed tilted to one side.

	The mattress also showed torn sections.

	"...What's this?"

	"Ah, the maintenance hasn't been completed yet. I called for a repairman, but he should come by today."

	"I see."

	"Oh, and there's one more thing I should mention."

	"What?"

	"There's a staff meeting tomorrow morning. The Corps Commander will preside over it directly."

	"Understood."

	"All staff officers will attend. And..."

	He paused briefly.

	"We'll report on the corps' current status. Overall military strength, supplies, and operational situation."

	"Good."

	"However..."

	Valerius's eyes narrowed slightly.

	"May I speak frankly, Corps Commander?"

	"Go ahead."

	"The staff officers... have high expectations."

	Expectations.

	The nuance of that word was strange.

	"What kind of expectations?"

	"What kind of person a ten-year-old genius is. What kind of command a strategist who annihilated 500 orcs will demonstrate."

	A faint smile crossed his lips.

	"I hope you won't disappoint them."

	The door closed.

	It was mockery.

	Perfectly courteous mockery.

	"Sorry for the inconvenience. I'll take my leave."

	Footsteps faded toward the end of the corridor.

	I almost sighed.

	I knew I wouldn't be welcomed, but not to this extent.

	Silence.

	Lise set down the luggage and approached the bed.

	She examined the broken leg. Touched the torn mattress.

	Then slowly turned her head.

	"Young Master."

	"Yes."

	"This is a lie. They did this on purpose."

	"I know."

	Of course I knew.

	But there was nothing I could do about it.

	Getting angry here would only make me look like a ten-year-old brat throwing a tantrum.

	However. I thought as I sat on the bed.

	There's something those bastards don't know.

	First.

	I am an officially appointed Corps Commander.

	Second.

	Though my body is a child's, my mind is an adult's.

	And finally, third.

	With equal ability, a parachute appointment is stronger.


Ch.20 Crushing The Embezzler (1)

	A day later, the meeting began.

	Staff officers stood in formation around the long table.

	Most were in their thirties to forties. Faces that had experienced the battlefield.

	Their gazes turned toward me.

	More skeptical than curious.

	I sat at the end of the table.

	The chair was too big. My feet didn't reach the floor.

	Someone had apparently not bothered to prepare a smaller chair.

	Lise stood behind me, writing something on parchment.

	Celine sat on the windowsill. In cat form. Her blue eyes slowly swept across the conference room.

	Valerius stood at the front of the table.

	"Then let's begin."

	He started the briefing standing.

	Looking down at me.

	"Three thousand Kuman tribesmen are moving east."

	"Is the invasion confirmed?"

	"Not yet. But they could cross the border at any time."

	"What's the enemy composition?"

	"Cavalry-centered. Threatening."

	A few staff officers nodded.

	Normally, this would be where I'd say something like 'Understood. Prepare countermeasures' and move on.

	But.

	Since they were disrespecting me, I couldn't help getting pissed off either.

	"Cavalry-centered... Is the ratio of mounted archers high? Or charging cavalry?"

	Valerius's eyebrow rose slightly.

	"...We're confirming that."

	"What's their movement speed?"

	"Fast."

	"How many kilometers per day?"

	Valerius's brow furrowed.

	"...We're confirming that."

	One staff officer coughed quietly.

	I continued.

	"What about food supplies?"

	"...Threatening."

	"I'm not asking for 'threatening,' I'm asking for numbers. The Kuman tribe uses a mobile supply system—what's its scale?"

	Valerius opened his mouth, then closed it again.

	The other staff officers averted their gazes.

	"How much are our provisions?"

	"...Sufficient."

	"How many days' worth based on daily consumption per soldier?"

	"Approximately..."

	"I'm not asking for approximately, I'm asking for exact numbers."

	Valerius looked at the staff officer beside him. The staff officer lowered his head.

	"Bring me the supply ledger."

	"...I'll prepare it by tomorrow."

	"Why tomorrow?"

	"It needs organizing..."

	"Shouldn't supply ledgers always be kept up to date?"

	"...I apologize. I'll prepare it as quickly as possible."

	"I'll give you one hour."

	"...What?"

	"We'll reconvene in one hour. By then, have the supply ledger, troop deployment chart, and accurate information about the Kuman tribe ready."

	Valerius's face hardened.

	The staff officers stirred.

	Someone muttered quietly.

	"All that in one hour..."

	"You're not preparing it in one hour—you should have had it prepared already!"

	My voice nearly cracked. Still a boyish voice before puberty, but enough to fill the conference room.

	"I apologize. But we'll have it ready by tomorrow."

	"Cut the crap. Prepare it within one hour."

	I unilaterally stood up from my seat. My feet not reaching the floor made getting down from the chair look a bit ridiculous, but it couldn't be helped.

	The staff officers rose one by one and saluted.

	It was perfunctory.

	But no one dared openly disrespect me.

	Just a parachute appointment?

	Whether in my past life or current life, a boss who came in via parachute is always stronger than a regular boss.

	Parachute.

	In other words, it means having solid backing.

	Who am I?

	The illegitimate son born to the Duke's favored mistress.

	Of course, being the child of a favored mistress hadn't actually gotten me any special treatment until now, but that's how it was known publicly.

	I left the conference room.

	Lise followed, and Celine jumped down from the windowsill to my feet.

	**

	The corridor was quiet.

	The staff officers would be in chaos preparing documents.

	I returned to my room.

	Lise closed the door, and I sat in the chair beside the tilted bed.

	Celine jumped up to the windowsill and swished her tail.

	"Lise."

	"Yees?"

	"What do you think?"

	Lise hesitated. Avoided my gaze.

	"Speak honestly. I'll make the judgment."

	A moment of silence passed.

	Lise slowly opened her mouth.

	"It's embezzlemeent."

	It was the answer I'd expected.

	But I needed evidence to be certain.

	"Why do you think that?"

	Lise unfolded the parchment she'd taken notes on during the meeting. The handwriting was crooked, but the content was meticulous.

	"The staff officers smelled of expensive alcohol. They can't afford that on a soldier's salary."

	"Expensive alcohol?"

	"Yes. Southern wine."

	"Just one person?"

	"No. Three of them. Three out of seven staff officers."

	Lise pointed at her notes with her finger.

	"And when Deputy Corps Commander Valerius first said 'I'll prepare it by tomorrow,' right? But when you asked 'why tomorrow,' he changed it to 'it needs organizing.' That wasn't a prepared excuse—he made it up on the spot."

	She was right.

	"The Kuman tribe information is strange too."

	Lise tapped the parchment with her finger.

	"'Threatening,' 'fast,' 'we're confirming'... All vague answers. If they were really monitoring the enemy, they should at least know approximate numbers."

	Her single red eye shone seriously.

	"If they're not doing proper reconnaissance, where did the scouts' pay go? If they're not keeping proper supply ledgers, how are they hiding the embezzled provisions?"

	Lise put down the parchment.

	"There's only one answer. Embezzlement."

	I slowly exhaled.

	It was a reasonable deduction.

	Of course, it wasn't proof.

	But Lise seemed certain.

	I decided to trust her again this time.

	"Is there a good method?"

	"If we had Sir Heinrich, we could just intimidate them. With overwhelming force."

	"I agree."

	"But since we don't, we need to use our heads a bit."

	"Use our heads... How?"

	"We make the soldiers our allies."

	"The soldiers?"

	She nodded.

	Certainly, if we made the soldiers our allies, it would be possible.

	The staff officers were supposedly skilled knights in their own right, but they weren't stronger than the knights who came as my escort.

	If we could just gain the soldiers' support...

	But how?

	Of course I have authority, but I'm just a newly appointed corps commander.

	And a child parachute appointment at that.

	If I executed all the staff officers, would the soldiers take my side?

	But Lise was serious.

	"Do you remember what Cao Cao did when he ran out of provisions during the Battle of Shouchun?"

	She's using the Romance of the Three Kingdoms story I told her as an example.

	Cao Cao at Shouchun?

	Ah...

	In the Romance, there's a character named Wang Hou.

	He was the provisions officer under Cao Cao.

	When provisions ran out during the battle with Yuan Shu, Cao Cao secretly ordered Wang Hou.

	Reduce the rations given to the soldiers.

	Wang Hou followed orders, and naturally the soldiers' complaints exploded.

	Then some time later, Cao Cao called Wang Hou and said this: "I need to borrow your head. To quell the soldiers' complaints, someone has to die."

	Wang Hou was unjustly executed publicly under the false charge of being a 'thief who stole provisions.'

	The soldiers cheered. 'The provisions thief has been executed, so now we can eat properly!'

	Right after that, Cao Cao returned the rations to normal.

	The soldiers' morale soared, believing corruption had been rooted out.

	Wang Hou's name doesn't appear in the Records, but there's a similar account in the Cao Man biography. It was a classic scapegoating.

	The difference was that this time, it didn't seem like an innocent and wronged scapegoat.

	In other words...

	"...Are you saying those bastards even touched what the soldiers eat?"

	Lise quietly nodded.

	"I passed by the barracks this morning... The smell of the bread the soldiers were eating was strange."

	"Strange?"

	"It wasn't just wheat flour mixed with barley... Just a little bit... but it smelled like sawdust."

	Sawdust.

	Mixing sawdust into military rations happened even in my past life's world.

	In extreme food shortage situations.

	But now?

	"We're not short on provisions. Valerius said they were 'sufficient' earlier."

	"That was a lie. On the ledgers it's sufficient, but in reality it's lacking. Because they embezzled it."

	"So in reality they're mixing sawdust into the flour, not giving any dried meat, and only giving wilted vegetables?"

	"Yes."

	Well, embezzlement in pre-modern times was natural, but.

	This is really too much even if it's too much.

	If you touch what the soldiers eat, that's really being a bastard.

	I slowly exhaled.

	"So what's your thinking, Lise?"

	"We create a scapegoat like Wang Hou. Of course, not an innocent scapegoat—it's justice!"

	"The staff officers? Kill them all?"

	"No. The staff officers come later... If they all suddenly die, there'll be problems. First, we use one junior supply officer as a scapegoat."

	Lise tapped her notes with her finger.

	"We raid the supply warehouse and seize the ledgers, find evidence of embezzlement right there. Then immediately execute the person in charge and provide proper meals to the soldiers."

	"...Then the soldiers?"

	"They'll think 'As soon as the new corps commander arrived, he executed a corrupt officer and gave us proper food.'"

	Lise's red eye sparkled.

	"After that, the soldiers are on your side. Whatever the staff officers do, the soldiers will follow you."

	It was logical.

	But...

	"Raid the supply warehouse? Me?"

	"Yes."

	"A ten-year-old storms into a warehouse, searches through ledgers, and executes an officer?"

	"Yes!"

	Lise was confident.

	I sighed.

	On the windowsill, Celine meowed.

	Her blue eyes looked down at me.

	Though in cat form, she seemed to agree somehow.

	"...It's an insane plan."

	"It's effective."

	She had a point.

	The surest way to win soldiers' hearts.

	Fill their bellies.

	"But will the supply officer just take it? What if Valerius or other staff officers intervene?"

	"That's why we have to do it right now."

	Lise pointed out the window.

	"Right now the staff officers are frantically preparing the documents you demanded. Because there's only an hour left. We take advantage of that gap."

	"...Raid the supply warehouse, find evidence, and execute someone all within one hour?"

	"Yes!"

	Insane.

	It was truly an insane plan.

	But...

	It did seem like it would be effective.

	I stood up.

	"Let's go!"

	"Yes!"


Ch.21 Crushing The Embezzler (2)

	I arrived at where the knights were resting.

	"Everyone, arm yourselves."

	At the command, ten escort knights simultaneously fastened their swords.

	Lise stood beside me. In her hands was a bundle of parchment.

	Celine still followed at my feet in cat form.

	"We're going to the supply warehouse."

	"Yes!"

	Ten voices echoed through the corridor.

	The supply warehouse located in one corner of the barracks wasn't far.

	But on the way, several soldiers saw us.

	"What's that?"

	"The new corps commander is leading armed knights..."

	I heard murmuring.

	I didn't care.

	In fact, it was good.

	Rumors would spread quickly.

	We arrived in front of the supply warehouse.

	A heavy wooden door. It was locked.

	Two sentries stood before the door.

	They looked flustered when they saw us.

	"Wh-who are you?"

	"I'm the newly appointed corps commander."

	"A-a young boy... Ah... I did hear rumors."

	"Open the door."

	I didn't waste words.

	"But without the supply officer's permission..."

	I didn't know if this guy was an accomplice or just stupid, but he was spouting utterly foolish nonsense.

	One of the knights behind me stepped forward.

	An Expert's aura burst forth.

	The sentry's face turned pale.

	"I-I'll open it now!"

	With trembling hands, he took out the key and unlocked it.

	Creak.

	The door opened.

	Inside was dark. A structure where sunlight didn't enter.

	"Lantern."

	One knight lit a lantern.

	The inside of the warehouse was revealed.

	Shelves stood in rows. Grain sacks, barrels of alcohol, dried meat...

	But most of the shelves were empty.

	Dust had accumulated.

	"Lise."

	"Yees."

	Lise stepped forward.

	She sniffed and walked slowly through the warehouse.

	She stopped in front of the first shelf.

	"Here... there should be flour sacks..."

	On the parchment surface was written 'Premium Flour - Received.'

	Lise opened a sack.

	What came out was yellowish powder.

	"This is... at least 3 years old. The smell has completely changed."

	Second shelf.

	"There should be dried meat..."

	Only a few empty sacks were placed there.

	Third shelf.

	"Fresh vegetables..."

	A few wilted cabbages. Half-rotten.

	Lise turned around. Her single red eye shone seriously.

	"It's completely different from the ledger. This is clear embezzlement."

	That's when it happened.

	"Wh-what's going on!"

	An urgent voice came from behind.

	A man in his early forties. Judging by his appearance, he was the supply officer.

	He was panting as if he'd run here in a hurry.

	"Corps Commander, if you enter the warehouse without permission..."

	"Permission? Are you the supply officer?"

	"Yes, yes. I am, but..."

	"Your name?"

	"J-Johnson."

	"Johnson. Bring the ledger."

	"The ledger?"

	"The supply ledger. Right now."

	Johnson's face turned white.

	"Th-that... I'm currently organizing it..."

	"I'm not telling you to bring the finished one. I'm telling you to bring the ledger you're using now."

	"B-but..."

	The knight behind me stepped forward again.

	Johnson stepped back.

	"Al-alright! I'll bring it now!"

	He ran into the back of the warehouse.

	Shortly after, he returned carrying a thick ledger.

	"H-here it is..."

	Lise received the ledger and opened it.

	She read through it page by page.

	"Premium flour 500 sacks received..."

	Lise pointed at the shelf.

	"There are 150 sacks there. And they're 3 years old."

	"Th-that... we ate them all."

	"Three days ago. Fresh cabbage 200 crates, carrots 100 crates received..."

	She pointed at the shelf again.

	"There's nothing."

	"N-no... that... we ate them all."

	"You ate all that in three days? Are you rabbits? Only eating grass?"

	"...I... I... well..."

	"Similarly, three days ago. Dried meat 300 crates received..."

	Again, an empty shelf.

	"Where are the meat crates?"

	Johnson's mouth trembled.

	"W-well... that..."

	"Answer."

	I said.

	I lowered my voice as much as possible. But trembling seeped through.

	It wasn't easy to give a sense of intimidation with a ten-year-old's voice.

	But the ten Experts standing behind me filled that deficiency.

	"I-I'll tell you..."

	Johnson knelt down.

	"I embezzled. I... I was wrong..."

	"Just you?"

	"N-no..."

	"Who did you do it with?"

	Silence.

	He didn't answer.

	He was biting his lips.

	"If you don't answer, your head will roll right here."

	One knight drew his sword.

	"I-I just followed orders..."

	"Orders? Whose orders?"

	Johnson bit his lips. If he spoke, he'd die, and if he didn't, he'd die now.

	The blade touched his neck.

	The cold touch of metal.

	"Th-the staff officers! Deputy Corps Commander Valerius and the staff officers... told me to manipulate the ledger..."

	"How much did you embezzle?"

	"Exactly... I don't know... but about half of the ledger..."

	Half.

	He was saying they embezzled half the military supplies.

	"Where did those embezzled supplies go?"

	"S-sold them... to merchants in nearby villages..."

	"The money?"

	"The staff officers... divided it among themselves..."

	"You received some too, right?"

	"...Yes."

	Johnson lowered his head.

	Sweat drops fell from his chin to the floor.

	Murmuring sounds came from outside the warehouse.

	At first, there were a few people. Two, three passing soldiers.

	But the sound grew louder.

	Footsteps. The sound of armor clashing. Murmuring.

	"Look there! The newly appointed kid corps commander is leading armed knights..."

	"They raided the supply warehouse?"

	"What's going on?"

	Ten became twenty, and twenty became fifty.

	Soldiers gathered around the warehouse.

	Faces full of curiosity. Anxious eyes.

	Good.

	The more witnesses, the better.

	I took a deep breath.

	And walked out of the warehouse.

	The sunlight was dazzling.

	Over fifty soldiers stood in a semicircle.

	Everyone looked at me.

	A ten-year-old boy.

	A kid who had to sit in a chair where his feet didn't touch the ground.

	But at this moment, their corps commander.

	"Soldiers!"

	I raised my voice.

	A young, thin voice. But as clear as possible.

	The soldiers' murmuring stopped.

	"Supply Officer Johnson has embezzled military supplies!"

	Murmur.

	The soldiers stirred.

	"What?"

	"Embezzlement?"

	"He manipulated the ledger! He embezzled the flour you were supposed to eat! He embezzled fresh vegetables! He embezzled meat!"

	Lise held the ledger high.

	Her hands were trembling, but the evidence was clear.

	I signaled to the knight beside me. Instead of her, who was extremely introverted, and because a ten-year-old's voice had its limits.

	The knight shouted in a booming voice.

	"The ledger says 500 sacks of flour! 300 crates of meat! 300 crates of vegetables were received three days ago! But they're not in the warehouse! According to that bastard Johnson, the soldiers ate it all in three days!"

	The knight caught his breath and shouted in an even more resonant voice.

	"Soldiers! In the past three days, was meat or vegetables served in your rations!"

	And angry voices erupted from everywhere.

	"There wasn't any!"

	One soldier shouted.

	"We only ate bread mixed with sawdust!"

	"We haven't seen meat in over a month!"

	"Vegetables? A few pieces of wilted cabbage was all!"

	Anger spread.

	From one person to ten.

	From ten to fifty.

	Sixty, seventy.

	The soldiers who came additionally also heard the story and became angry.

	"While we starved, that bastard!"

	"He sold our military supplies!"

	The air grew hot. The soldiers' faces flushed red.

	Clenched fists. The sound of grinding teeth.

	"Drag Johnson out."

	Two knights behind me entered the warehouse.

	Shortly after.

	"No! Let go! Let me go!"

	Johnson's scream was heard.

	The knights dragged him out.

	Johnson's clothes were torn. His face was covered in sweat and tears.

	Both arms were held by knights. He struggled but it was useless.

	The soldiers jeered.

	"That son of a bitch!"

	"The bastard who stole our military supplies!"

	"Kill him! Kill him!"

	A stone flew. It hit Johnson's forehead.

	Blood flowed.

	Johnson was thrown to the ground.

	He knelt.

	No, he was made to kneel.

	One knight pressed down on his shoulder. An Expert's strength. Johnson couldn't even stand up.

	"No! Please!"

	Johnson wailed.

	He raised his head and looked at me. A face covered in tears and snot.

	"You can't just kill me! The staff officers too! Deputy Corps Commander Valerius too...!"

	"Shut up."

	The knight covered Johnson's mouth.

	But those words had already entered the soldiers' ears.

	"The staff officers?"

	"Even the deputy corps commander?"

	"I knew it!"

	"Damn it, the entire upper ranks are rotten!"

	The murmuring grew louder. Anger turned toward the staff.

	Good.

	I stepped forward.

	"7th Corps Supply Officer Johnson!"

	It was a young voice, but in the silence, it resonated enough.

	"For the crime of embezzlement... you are sentenced to death!"

	Silence.

	A brief hush.

	And then.

	"Death sentence!"

	One soldier raised his fist and cheered.

	That cheer spread.

	"Good!"

	"Of course!"

	"Supply thieves deserve to die!"

	"Cut off his head!"

	Cheers filled the area around the warehouse. Over fifty soldiers shouted in unison.

	The knight behind me drew his sword.

	The sound of cold metal leaving its sheath.

	Swoosh.

	Sunlight reflected off the blade, shining dazzlingly.

	Johnson's face turned deathly pale.

	"No... no..."

	His lips trembled. Water seeped into his pants.

	The knight slowly raised his sword.

	The blade pointed toward Johnson's nape.

	"However."

	I raised my hand.

	The knight stopped. The sword halted in midair.

	The soldiers stopped too. The cheers subsided.

	Everyone looked at me.

	I looked down at Johnson.

	A face covered in tears. Even snot was running. A foul smell came from his pants.

	"If you clearly reveal your accomplices... I might reduce it to about 20 years of deep coal mine excavation."

	Twenty years of deep mine excavation.

	It was practically a death sentence.

	Average survival period was three years. Lungs would fail first, spines would bend, and eventually they'd be crushed in tunnel collapses.

	But to Johnson, it was a ray of light.

	Who knows.

	If he survived three years, five years, maybe...

	He might live.

	Better than losing his head.

	"I'll talk!"

	Johnson shouted.

	"I'll talk! I'll tell you everything!"

	His hands scratched the ground. His nails broke.

	"Please! Just spare my life! Please let me live!"

	Tears streamed down his cheeks. He even drooled.

	I nodded.

	"Take him away."

	**

	The interrogation room was narrow and dark.

	Johnson was tied to a chair. His face still covered in tears.

	I stood before him.

	"List everyone involved in the embezzlement. If you leave out even one person, if there's even one lie... not only you but your family will be executed by association."

	Johnson's face turned deathly pale.

	"Al-alright..."

	With trembling hands, he received the parchment. He gripped the quill pen.

	Names were written one by one.

	Six of the seven staff officers.

	Two junior officers in charge of supplies.

	And at the top.

	Valerius.

	"...I-I've written them all."

	Lise had given advice.

	-Don't kill all the staff officers. Pin most of the crimes on Valerius and spare the rest. If too many staff officers die at once, corps operations will be paralyzed. You can clean them up slowly later. Keeping Johnson alive means holding his weakness. The only one you definitely need to kill is Valerius.-

	I nodded.

	"I see. Understood. But we need to modify the embezzlement ratio a bit."

	"...What?"

	Johnson raised his head. A face that didn't understand.

	I pointed at the number written next to Valerius's name, 40%.

	"Here. It says Valerius embezzled 40%... raise it to 90%."

	"B-but that's... a lie..."

	"If you want to live. Write 90%. Testify that it's 90%. Don't you want to?"


Ch.22 Caught The Embezzler, But...

	When I opened the conference room door, the staff officers had already been waiting for quite some time.

	I'd said I'd come in an hour, but I was two hours late.

	The surprise raid on the supply warehouse and Johnson's interrogation had taken longer than expected.

	Stacks of documents were neatly arranged on the table. Supply ledgers, troop deployment charts, Kuman tribe intelligence.

	The materials I had requested.

	Though there was no guarantee any of it was genuine.

	Seven staff officers sat in their seats. All their expressions were stiff.

	Valerius looked down at me with his arms crossed.

	"You're late, Corps Commander."

	Dissatisfaction dripped from his voice.

	"Something urgent came up."

	I didn't respond and took my seat. Still a chair where my feet didn't reach the floor.

	"Then I'll review the materials you've prepared."

	Just as Valerius was about to open the documents.

	The conference room door opened again.

	Creak.

	Two escort knights entered.

	Between the two knights was Johnson.

	A gag was stuffed in his mouth, and both arms were bound behind him.

	The knights dragged him in.

	Several staff officers' faces instantly stiffened.

	Their eyes wavered. They averted their gazes.

	Naturally.

	Because they'd been in on it together.

	But Valerius was different.

	"What is the meaning of this! Why on earth are you tormenting the supply officer like this!"

	The perfect image of an outraged superior.

	I looked at Johnson.

	Though his mouth was blocked by the gag, his eyes were alive.

	Eyes mixed with fear and despair.

	"Remove the gag."

	A knight removed the gag from Johnson's mouth.

	Johnson coughed. Spat.

	"Johnson. Speak."

	A trembling voice flowed out.

	"D-Deputy Corps Commander Valerius... led 90% of the embezzlement."

	Silence.

	The conference room's air froze.

	The staff officers' faces turned white. Some lowered their gazes, others glanced at Valerius.

	Valerius's brow furrowed.

	"What... did you say?"

	"The one who ordered us to siphon off military rations, falsify the ledgers, and sell them to merchants... was the Deputy Corps Commander."

	Johnson's voice grew louder.

	A voice desperately crying out to survive.

	"I merely followed orders! I only did as the Deputy Corps Commander instructed!"

	Valerius took a step forward.

	"You lying bastard!"

	He raised his hand. As if to strike Johnson.

	But an escort knight grabbed his arm.

	An Expert's grip. Though Valerius was also an Expert, he was no match for an escort knight personally trained by the great Duke Walther himself.

	"Corps Commander! This man's words are all lies! When did I ever give such orders..."

	"It's true."

	Another voice interjected.

	One staff officer stood from his seat.

	A man in his early fifties.

	"We... merely followed the Deputy Corps Commander's orders."

	A second staff officer stood.

	"The one who led the embezzlement... was Deputy Corps Commander Valerius."

	Third.

	Fourth.

	Fifth.

	Sixth.

	Six of the seven staff officers testified in unison.

	Their gazes toward Valerius were cold and detached.

	They must have caught on.

	That I intended to pin all the blame on Valerius.

	That I was trying to spare them.

	For now, at least.

	Valerius's face flushed red at his accomplices' betrayal.

	"You traitors! After we all ate together! I only took half at most! 90%? That's an absurd lie...!"

	The conference room froze again.

	The staff officers' eyes widened.

	Johnson's mouth fell open.

	Lise also coughed softly.

	"Meow~"

	Even Big Sis Celine was mocking him.

	I slowly nodded.

	"I see. Half."

	Valerius's face turned pale.

	The face of someone realizing what he'd just said.

	"N-no... that's not what I..."

	"Since you've admitted to embezzling half yourself..."

	I raised my hand.

	A knight drew his sword.

	Shhhing.

	The cold metallic sound echoed through the conference room.

	"Let's cut off only half his neck."

	Valerius's mouth trembled.

	"W-wait..."

	"Half would be fair, wouldn't it?"

	The knight stepped forward.

	Valerius stumbled backward. His back hit the wall.

	"Wait! This is... this is a misunderstanding! What I meant was..."

	"Whether the amount embezzled was half or all. The result is the same."

	That was right.

	The crime of siphoning off military rations.

	The crime of starving soldiers.

	The crime of falsifying ledgers.

	Whether he took half or all.

	Losing his head was the same either way.

	"Restrain him completely."

	Two more knights grabbed both of Valerius's arms.

	Another knight pulled black metal handcuffs from his pocket.

	Faint patterns were engraved on the surface. A magic item that suppressed mana.

	Click.

	The moment the handcuffs locked around Valerius's wrists, the Expert's aura emanating from his body vanished instantly.

	"Ugh... urgh!"

	Valerius gasped. A body cut off from mana.

	He'd been reduced to an ordinary middle-aged man.

	"Spare me! Please!"

	He fell to his knees. Or rather, was forced to.

	The knights pressed down on his shoulders. He had no strength left to resist.

	"Corps Commander! I... I'll repent for my wrongs! Never again... never again will such a thing..."

	"If forgiveness came from repentance, the word 'execution' wouldn't exist in this world."

	I cut him off coldly.

	Valerius's face turned pale.

	"P-please..."

	"Ah, right."

	I snapped my fingers.

	"You also broke my bed, didn't you?"

	Silence.

	Valerius's lips trembled.

	"Th-that was..."

	"That's right!"

	One staff officer jumped up and shouted.

	"Deputy Corps Commander Valerius directly ordered it! He said to break the new Corps Commander's spirit when he arrived!"

	"I heard it too!"

	Another staff officer joined in.

	"Not just the bed, he told us to deliberately prepare an oversized chair too!"

	"It started after former General Gerhardt fell in battle! Until then he acted cautiously, but once the General died, he completely changed!"

	"That's when the embezzlement became more blatant too..."

	The staff officers competed to list Valerius's crimes.

	Probably to cover their own.

	"Enough."

	I raised my hand to stop the staff officers.

	I looked down at Valerius.

	A face covered in tears. Snot running down too.

	"You mustn't kill me! My father is a prominent figure in the North! Baron Marcus! My mother is Baronet Vincent... and my wife's family is also..."

	Baron.

	Of course, far higher status than a commoner.

	"Do you know who my father is? The great 'Knight Slayer' Duke Walther Von Krustein."

	My father was someone who could kill his baron father or baronet mother with a mere breath.

	"B-but you're just an illegitimate child anyway! A mere illegitimate... this, this damned... bastard..."

	The words weren't coming out properly.

	He was in a panic state.

	But his mouth didn't stop.

	At that moment, the conference room froze.

	The staff officers held their breath.

	Even Valerius himself wore the face of someone realizing what he'd just said.

	He stood frozen with his mouth open.

	"N-no... that's not what I..."

	Illegitimate child.

	And further...

	Bastard.

	He'd said such things to my face.

	After being insulted to this degree, I should cut him down myself.

	Normally I could have had a knight do it.

	But this was different.

	It was the same as spitting in my face.

	In that case, I had to repay it with my own hands.

	The sword Father personally bestowed upon me.

	I drew the sword from its sheath.

	Shhhing.

	The cold metal reflected the sunlight, shining brilliantly.

	"Restrain him for a clean cut."

	Two knights grabbed Valerius's hair and forced his neck forward.

	Another knight pressed down on his back so he couldn't move.

	The perfect beheading posture.

	"No! No!"

	Valerius wailed.

	"Please! Spare me! I was wrong! I..."

	I raised the sword.

	It wasn't heavy.

	I wasn't confident in swordsmanship.

	But I'd received at least basic knight training.

	I wasn't so incompetent I couldn't accurately cut the neck of a restrained opponent.

	The blade stopped in midair.

	Above Valerius's nape.

	"Promises must be kept."

	"Wait, my birth family is only a barony, but my wife's family is... also a barony but... my wife... my wife..."

	He seemed to have something more he wanted to say, but there was no reason to listen further.

	Thunk.

	Half his neck was severed.

	The dull sound of bone being cut.

	Blood spurted out like a fountain.

	Valerius didn't die immediately.

	Half his cervical vertebrae were severed, his throat cut, but thanks to an Expert's transcendent vitality, blood still flowed to his brain.

	"Gack... gack..."

	He convulsed, coughing up blood. He clutched his neck with both hands, but couldn't stop the gushing blood.

	Only after about a minute and thirty seconds did his movements completely stop.

	I heard Lise trembling behind me.

	When I turned around, her face was deathly pale. Her single red eye wavered.

	It was ironic.

	She was the one who'd advised me to 'show maximum impact and cruelty.'

	For reference, she was far stronger than me.

	Though I suppose that's why she failed the knight order interview with that personality.

	I sheathed the sword.

	Then pointed quietly at Valerius's corpse.

	"Salt that and send it to the main house. Tell Father that since he confessed to embezzling half, I only cut off half his neck."

	Having read that man's autobiography over ten times.

	For a son, I hadn't seen him much, but more than most of his close associates.

	That's why I knew.

	Father liked 'this kind of joke.'

	**

	Two weeks later.

	A welcome guest arrived.

	"Young Master!"

	It was Sir Heinrich.

	He embraced me tightly. His armor was cold.

	"Magnificent! Truly magnificent!"

	"Why so suddenly?"

	"You personally executed the Deputy Corps Commander! Finally... have you finally taken a step into the succession struggle!"

	Succession struggle?

	I tilted my head.

	"What do you mean..."

	"Valerius's wife, executed by association—wasn't she Young Master Ernst's wet nurse?"

	My heart stopped.

	"...What did you say?"

	"One son, one daughter. Both were Young Master Ernst's milk siblings."

	My brain went white.

	Was that what Valerius meant in his final moments, going on about his wife?

	"What happened to the two children?"

	Sir Heinrich smiled broadly and said.

	"All three including the wife—His Excellency personally beheaded them all. Just like you, only halfway. He said it was 'a reply to the joke his son sent.'"


Ch.23 I Had Taken Control Of The Staff Officers

	"Um, by any chance... you didn't cut it halfway and then bring in a skilled healing mage to treat them, did you?"

	I knew what nonsense I was spouting.

	But I wanted to cling to even a sliver of hope.

	"Hahaha! Young Master, you jest well! Why would we waste such high-level personnel on those bastards?"

	Knight Heinrich stopped laughing and spoke seriously.

	"It was to make them die painfully, just as you did, Young Master."

	Collective punishment.

	In this world, collective punishment was common sense.

	Especially in noble society.

	Treason, embezzlement, blasphemy.

	If you committed such grave crimes, not only you but your family bore responsibility.

	"That bastard Valerius crossed the line severely. Not only did he embezzle, but he supplied sawdust bread? I heard the soldiers got stomach aches from eating it. What reason is there for such a bastard's family to survive?"

	Knight Heinrich spoke with a voice full of rage.

	He was right.

	Both legally and morally.

	Valerius deserved to die.

	But that wasn't the problem.

	'Wet nurse. Milk siblings.'

	Even in my past life's world, royalty and nobility were close to their wet nurses and milk siblings.

	They were considered trustworthy confidants.

	Louis XIV's wet nurse was respected in the royal palace, and his milk siblings enjoyed power as the king's close associates. The British royal family was the same. Wet nurses and milk siblings were 'another family.'

	Winston Churchill was also known to have grieved greatly when his wet nurse died, and even Oda Nobunaga—famous as an FM-style meritocrat who purged incompetent noble families—valued his milk brother Ikeda Tsuneoki highly.

	He may have been capable, but relationships and loyalty were also considered part of one's abilities.

	And I had just annihilated Ernst's 'other family.'

	How would a third party see this?

	People who knew about the sandwich assassination attempt.

	Father, Sister Celine, Duke Clara, and a very small number of close associates.

	From their perspective, it would look like this:

	'Adrian personally went all the way to the 7th Corps in retaliation for the assassination attempt and exposed the weaknesses of Ernst's associates to have them killed en masse.'

	Self-defense.

	Revenge.

	A choice to survive.

	But people who didn't know about the sandwich incident.

	Most nobles, soldiers, vassals.

	From their perspective?

	'Ten-year-old illegitimate child Adrian personally requested assignment to the 7th Corps, and immediately after his appointment, he exposed the deputy corps commander's crimes and had the legitimate eldest son Ernst's wet nurse and milk siblings executed through collective punishment.'

	First strike.

	Provocation.

	The beginning of a power struggle.

	By a ten-year-old.

	They would say this:

	'What an extraordinary brat.'

	'The rumor about annihilating 500 orcs without casualties wasn't false.'

	'Indeed, worthy of beating Duke Sylvester at chess for the first time in 300 years.'

	'In terms of ability alone, isn't he better than Ernst?'

	Naturally, if Ernst heard such talk, he'd be even more pissed off.

	**

	I was troubled.

	But it wasn't all troubling matters.

	After that incident, the treatment I received definitely changed.

	The chair was replaced with one suited to my height, and the bed was repaired by that evening. Among the soldiers, the evaluation spread that I was "a young but resolute corps commander." It was natural. I had improved the quality of their meals.

	The staff officers also watched my mood. The scene of Valerius rolling on the floor with his throat half-cut must still be vivid.

	I finished my meeting with Knight Heinrich and returned to my office.

	"Have you returned, Corps Commander?"

	"Yeah."

	I nodded lightly to the limping janitor.

	It was Johnson, the former provisions officer.

	Originally, he would have received a 20-year sentence for deep coal mine excavation. Practically a death sentence.

	But if Johnson died, much of the embezzlement information about the other staff officers would disappear with him.

	Lise also strongly insisted.

	'He's a shitty person, but it's better to keep him alive,' she said.

	So I chose another method.

	Destroy his mana core, sever one leg tendon, then call a low-level healing mage to treat him only with inferior healing spells. Making him completely crippled. And strip him of his position.

	It was a merciful treatment.

	I spared his life, after all.

	And the reason I specifically employed him as my personal janitor was simple.

	If I didn't keep him here, there was a high chance he'd be beaten to death by enraged soldiers.

	Inside the office, I could protect him from the soldiers' rage.

	Of course, this wasn't out of pure mercy.

	Johnson was living evidence.

	A tool needed to control the other staff officers.

	A blade that could immediately cut their throats—and even their families' throats—in case of emergency.

	"Are you done cleaning the floor?"

	"Y-yes... I just finished..."

	Johnson's voice trembled.

	"Then help organize the documents. I need to cross-reference the supply ledgers of four staff officers."

	"U-understood..."

	Johnson limped toward the desk.

	His face was still pale. The aftereffects of having his mana core destroyed. It would never recover in his lifetime.

	I looked out the window.

	Soldiers were swinging swords in the training ground.

	They looked much more energetic than before.

	Naturally. They were eating proper wheat bread instead of sawdust bread.

	"Johnson."

	"Y-yes!"

	Johnson, who had been limping, answered in surprise.

	"Prepare the conference room. Summon all staff officers in one hour."

	"U-understood..."

	Johnson hurried out. As the door closed, Lise approached.

	"Are you going to make the staff officers cough up what they embezzled again today?"

	"I have to. They're bastards who starved soldiers by siphoning off provisions. I'll make them cough up exactly what they embezzled."

	Since I'd pinned 90% on Valerius, the remaining five had each embezzled only about 1-2%.

	So those bastards were currently throwing tantrums, trying to cough up only that much.

	One idiot even tried to bribe me, so I arranged a new job for him.

	The position Johnson was originally supposed to go to.

	A coal miner in a dead-end mine shaft.

	**

	One hour later.

	I opened the conference room door.

	Five staff officers sat before the table.

	And in front of them.

	Bags of silver coins.

	Bags of gold coins.

	Jewelry boxes.

	Stacked full.

	"...What's this?"

	It was an unexpected sight.

	Even after executing one as an example, they had refused to let go until the end.

	"Corps Commander, this is the wealth we embezzled. We will return it all."

	"All of it?"

	"Yes. Not a single penny left. If anything, there's more rather than less."

	The other staff officers nodded.

	Serious faces.

	Something was strange.

	"Were you planning to hand it over originally?"

	"Yes! Th-that's right!"

	The staff officer nodded excessively.

	Sweat beaded on his forehead.

	Lise whispered softly in my ear.

	"It's probably because of Knight Heinrich."

	"...Ah."

	I see.

	Knight Heinrich.

	He must have 'kindly' advised these bastards.

	'It would be good for your health to cooperate sincerely with the Young Master.'

	Something like that.

	I picked up one bag of gold coins.

	It was heavy.

	"Is this everything?"

	"Yes! We brought everything we hid at home!"

	One staff officer answered urgently.

	"I even sold my wife's jewelry!"

	"My children's education savings too!"

	"Even my parents' inheritance...!"

	They shouted competitively.

	Overflowing with the will to live.

	"Um..."

	One staff officer cautiously raised his hand.

	Early fifties. Gray hair and a wrinkled face.

	"Speak."

	"Is, is it true?"

	"What?"

	"That you defeated 500 orcs with just dozens of men."

	Ah.

	So that's how he promoted my brand value.

	Coming from the mouth of a knight who had reached just before Swordmaster level, it must have sounded plausible.

	"Do you think it's a lie? It definitely happened."

	"N-no! I don't think it's a lie!"

	The staff officer waved his hands frantically.

	"It's just... you're so amazing... truly... at the age of ten, such strategy... annihilating an orc horde with fire tactics... truly... marvelous..."

	He rambled incoherently.

	His words didn't connect properly.

	A tense face. A trembling voice.

	It was clearly flattery, but fear was also mixed in.

	I slowly looked around at the staff officers.

	Five people.

	All with frightened faces.

	Two of them were clearly incompetent.

	They couldn't properly manage supplies, troop deployment was a mess, and their information on the Cuman tribes was outdated. The amount of their corruption was also the highest of the two.

	Committing corruption was a problem, but... being incompetent was also a big problem.

	On the battlefield, incompetent staff officers kill soldiers.

	With good intentions, diligently, earnestly, they kill soldiers.

	These bastards... I'm deeply worried they might suffer unfortunate accidents.

	I put the bag of gold coins down on the table.

	"Good. This wealth will be incorporated into the military finances. And... I'll watch for the next month. Those who work diligently will be able to continue working... and those who cannot... well. The northern front is a dangerous place. Accidents are frequent."

	The staff officers' faces turned pale.

	"Now then, our embezzlement experts, how is the next supply shipment coming along?"

	One staff officer bowed his head.

	"Th-that... it will be delayed about three days from schedule."

	"The reason?"

	"It's, it's force majeure! Something we couldn't help..."

	I let out a deep sigh.

	Then I placed my hand on my sword hilt.

	I slowly and meaningfully fiddled with it.

	The escort knights behind me also placed their hands on their sword hilts.

	Click.

	The sound of someone slightly drawing their sword and pushing it back in.

	The staff officers' faces turned deathly pale.

	"N-no! Really... it's truly force majeure..."

	"You didn't siphon it off again, did you?"

	"Absolutely not!"

	Then.

	A chair creaked in the corner of the conference room.

	Jove.

	The only staff officer who hadn't participated in embezzlement.

	The only one among the official staff officers I recognized as a staff officer.

	He slowly stood up.

	The conference room became quiet.

	Even the staff officers who had been trembling held their breath.

	Jove's gaze met mine.

	There was no lie in those eyes.

	"This time..."

	Jove opened his mouth.

	"It's true, Corps Commander."


Ch.24 The Great Nomad's Debut (1)

	"Speak."

	"First, it's the season. The cold is about to arrive. The merchant guilds are withdrawing south before winter sets in earnest. Transportation itself has decreased."

	I nodded.

	It was an understandable reason.

	I'd heard that northern winters were brutal.

	When blizzards hit, roads could be blocked for days, wagon wheels would freeze solid, and horses sometimes froze to death.

	From the merchants' perspective, there was no reason to take such risks.

	However...

	"Is that the only reason? Winter comes every year, and there should be measures in place to deal with it."

	"Second, the Kuman Tribe."

	"Kuman?"

	It was the name of the northern tribe that had killed the previous corps commander.

	"Their scouts have started appearing near the supply routes. There haven't been any full-scale raids yet, but... the merchants are frightened."

	"Two wagons were nearly attacked last week."

	Another staff officer interjected.

	"The escort knights managed to fend them off, but... rumors spread among the merchants. That 'the northern supply route is dangerous.'"

	"Even if we triple the escort fees, no merchant guild will go."

	The staff officers chimed in one by one.

	A problem unrelated to embezzlement.

	Purely an external factor.

	"You said scouts. What's their size?"

	"Small units of ten to twenty men. But they're highly mobile and difficult to track."

	"Couldn't we just hire some mercenaries for that?"

	It was a natural question.

	The staff officers only exchanged glances.

	There was something more.

	"Corps Commander."

	A heavy voice echoed through the conference room.

	It was Sir Heinrich.

	He was standing by the door. I wasn't sure how long he'd been there.

	"You know that the previous corps commander, Sir Gerhardt, was killed in action by the Kuman Tribe, yes?"

	"Of course I know."

	"I heard he died in a situation similar to this."

	The conference room fell silent.

	"Explain in detail."

	"The staff officers know better than I do. Though they seem reluctant to speak."

	I nodded and looked at the staff officers.

	"Explain. That's an order."

	Jove let out a heavy sigh.

	"General Gerhardt... was killed while personally dealing with a small raiding party."

	"Personally?"

	"Yes. He led his honor guard out to eliminate the scouts harassing the supply route. And... he never returned."

	I frowned.

	"By a small unit? Sir Gerhardt?"

	The previous corps commander, Sir Gerhardt, had been an upper-level Expert.

	Such a person killed by a raiding party of barely twenty men?

	Moreover, he would have had his honor guard with him?

	"You mustn't underestimate the Kuman Tribe."

	Sir Heinrich said.

	"They're barbaric, but... in terms of combat ability alone, they're not inferior to any knight order in the Empire."

	"That much?"

	"Fortunately, they have no Masters. But in terms of the number of Experts..."

	Jove paused briefly.

	"They might have more than the entire Krustein Duchy."

	The Krustein Duchy.

	The northern shield that boasted the Empire's strongest military power.

	More Experts than that?

	"It wouldn't be strange if all twenty were Experts. Or if several upper-level ones were mixed in."

	Information not in the book.

	But not all information could be recorded in books.

	Especially information that put down the Empire and elevated barbarians.

	I understood why the staff officers were acting this way. It meant they had either drafted the operation that got the previous corps commander killed, or at least failed to stop him from attempting it.

	I also understood why merchants were fleeing from a mere twenty-man unit. If those twenty were elite forces packed entirely with Experts?

	They weren't enemies an ordinary merchant guild could handle.

	Hiring just two or three Expert-level mercenaries would put a merchant guild in the red.

	And what good would hiring 50 or 60 ordinary mercenaries do?

	If 20 Experts showed up?

	It would be like facing 20 tigers with 50 Jindo dogs.

	The meeting ended without a conclusion.

	**

	I returned to my room.

	I sat in a chair and looked out the window. Red sunset was coloring the northern sky.

	'In terms of the number of Experts alone, they might have more than the entire Krustein Duchy.'

	Jove's words circled in my head.

	The Kuman Tribe was strong. And simultaneously starving.

	In this world, winters became harsh and then mild again in 20-year cycles, and now was a period of increasing cold.

	For nomads, severe cold meant famine, and famine led to plunder.

	Strong and hungry neighbors.

	The most dangerous combination.

	"If only they were stupid enemies like orcs."

	I muttered while looking out the window.

	People often make that mistake. Thinking barbarians must be stupid.

	Wrong.

	Nomads moved with the seasons, adapted to unfamiliar terrain, and constantly clashed with other tribes. If they lost battles, they starved. Stupid tribes were weeded out.

	Thousands of years of natural selection.

	The Kuman Tribe was the result.

	I mulled over the staff officers' words.

	'He was killed while personally dealing with a small raiding party.'

	Nine times out of ten, it had been an ambush.

	They harass the supply route with a small unit, throwing out bait.

	The enraged corps commander sorties out. The main force lying in ambush strikes.

	A classic lure tactic.

	Completely different from orcs whose IQ was somewhere between humans and chimpanzees, who would be annihilated even by simple fire attacks.

	A sigh escaped.

	"I think there are tactics we can use precisely because they're human."

	A voice was heard.

	I turned my head.

	It was Lise.

	She had entered the room at some point. Her silver hair was dyed red in the evening sunlight.

	"What do you mean?"

	"Orcs were stupid, so they jumped into fire."

	"They did."

	"They're closer to pigs than humans by nature. If you feed them well, they have no particular desires. They plunder because they're hungry, not because they have ambitions."

	"Right. Orcs are simple. Eat, sleep, reproduce. That's all."

	In some media from my past life, depicting orcs as a civilized species had become a trend, but the orcs in this world were ignorant brutes who fit the stereotype of classic fantasy novels.

	Just the fact that they reproduced through spores showed they were clearly lower lifeforms.

	Not that they had some bizarre technological system like space orcs somewhere. They were just easy opponents to deal with.

	But this time the opponent was human.

	"The Kuman Tribe is different. Because they're smart... they're also suspicious and highly vigilant."

	"In some ways, they're smarter than agricultural peoples. Especially when it comes to war."

	"Right. They won't carelessly fall into traps. We need bait they can't help but take. Something worth reaching for even if they set aside their suspicions."

	Bait they can't help but take.

	I fell into thought for a moment.

	There was one such bait. But...

	"Using me directly as bait won't work. You might call me a coward, but it's too dangerous."

	"Of course we can't use Master as bait. You're far too precious and valuable."

	Lise approached me and grabbed a handful of her own hair.

	Silver hair. Silver that shone like moonlight.

	Then she pointed to my hair. The same silver hair.

	"Miss and Young Master, we have the same hair color."

	"...So?"

	"We create a fake Young Master."

	Lise grinned.

	"Spread rumors that the corps commander personally went out to escort supplies. Think from the Kuman Tribe's perspective. They killed the previous corps commander, and now a new corps commander has appeared. A ten-year-old kid at that."

	"..."

	"Could they resist?"

	They couldn't.

	The successful experience of killing the previous corps commander.

	The new corps commander was just a ten-year-old kid.

	Where could they find easier prey?

	"Listen. Has the Kuman Tribe ever seen me?"

	"...They wouldn't have."

	"Then what about Young Master? Have they seen you?"

	"That wouldn't have happened either."

	"Right. All they know is at most 'the new corps commander is a ten-year-old silver-haired kid.'"

	Lise counted on her fingers.

	"One, silver hair. I have silver hair too."

	Second finger.

	"Two, height. Miss and Young Master are similar in height."

	Third finger.

	"Three, age. I'm also ten years old. From a distance, we're indistinguishable."

	Fourth finger.

	"Four, if I wear a hat, even the hair length difference won't show."

	Fifth.

	"Five, if I'm sitting inside a carriage, my face won't even be visible."

	It was logical.

	There were no gaps.

	She was right.

	Silver hair.

	Just as in my past life, silver hair was uncommon in this world.

	That's why it stood out more, and why it was more dangerous.

	If the Kuman Tribe had information about me.

	'Ten years old.'

	'Silver hair.'

	'New corps commander.'

	At most, it would be this much.

	Face? They couldn't know.

	Voice? They would never have heard it.

	To them, 'Corps Commander Adrian' was nothing more than physical information: 'a silver-haired kid.'

	Lise was trying to exploit that gap.

	However.

	"It's dangerous."

	"I know."

	"You could die."

	"I know."

	Lise's voice was calm. Only her fingertips trembled slightly. She didn't seem to notice.

	That's when it happened.

	"Oh my, what an interesting conversation you're having."

	I turned my head.

	Where the black cat should have been stood a girl with black hair.

	Celine.

	How long had she been there? Since the meeting? Or just now?

	Aside from the cat ears, she had the appearance of a 15-year-old girl. Her usual mischievous expression.

	But.

	The eyes looking at Lise were different.

	"How can you have such interesting conversations just among yourselves?"

	Celine smiled.

	"Let me join in too."


Ch.25 The Great Nomad's Debut (2)

	# One month later, Northern Steppe.

	A campfire blazed at the Kuman Tribe's outpost encampment.

	"A new commander has been appointed to the Imperial Army."

	A scout reported while kneeling.

	"They say he's been personally patrolling the supply routes lately, wiping out our raiding parties."

	"So?"

	The hand sharpening the axe blade didn't stop. Kuuluk. A Great Warrior of the Kuman Tribe. The man continued honing the edge without even glancing at the scout.

	"But that commander... they say he's the son of the Southern Great Chieftain. Ten years old."

	Only then did his hand stop.

	"What? Ten years old?"

	"Yes. They say he's a silver-haired kid."

	Kuuluk snickered.

	"A ten-year-old as corps commander. The Southerners are finished, truly finished."

	"They say he's the son of a concubine favored by the Southern Great Chieftain."

	"So they gave a corps to a brat who hasn't even been weaned? Kuhaha. I thought the Southern Great Chieftain would be different. But he's the same in the end. Doesn't know how precious his child is."

	The scout tilted his head.

	"What do you mean?"

	"If you cherish a child, you should keep them close. Why send them to the battlefield? It's like asking for them to be kidnapped."

	The corners of Kuuluk's mouth slowly rose.

	"How much ransom would he fetch? Ten thousand gold? No, if he's the child of the Great Chieftain's beloved concubine... even more would be possible."

	"Will you capture him?"

	"Of course. If he's the son of that Southern Great Chieftain's beloved concubine—"

	"Then will you reach the Supreme Realm too, Commander?"

	"Yes. Then you'll all be able to advance as well."

	Great Warrior.

	In the Southerners' terms, 'Expert.'

	Kuuluk had reached that realm at twenty. Though his origins were humble, he had talent.

	Twenty years after that.

	After grueling training, he had risen to the upper ranks among Great Warriors.

	But he couldn't overcome the next wall.

	He needed an elixir. But it wasn't something someone of humble origins could buy. Not without obtaining vast amounts of gold.

	That's why the silver-haired boy was an opportunity.

	"Capture the Southern Great Chieftain's son. Buy an elixir with the ransom. Reach the Supreme Realm. Then wouldn't I be able to aim for the position of Kuman Great Chieftain myself?"

	He too would be able to obtain good medicine.

	"Like the Southern Great Chieftain, you mean."

	"Yes."

	Kuuluk smiled.

	That Great Chieftain in the south hadn't been a Great Chieftain from the start either.

	His origins were humble too.

	He had risen to that position solely through his own martial prowess and achievements.

	Why hide it?

	That Southern Great Chieftain, Walther, was the very person Kuuluk took as his role model.

	Kidnapping his role model's son to receive ransom and aim for a breakthrough.

	One corner of his heart felt uneasy, but it was clearly the best plan in the current situation.

	"But you must be careful. That brat has a very bad reputation. There's a rumor that he commanded a knight order and annihilated over a thousand orcs without any casualties."

	He flicked the forehead of the subordinate who said that.

	"Ugh, you idiot. You believe that? It's obviously a made-up story because they couldn't just give an important position to someone with no military achievements."

	"I apologize."

	"So where is that little general active?"

	"They say around the Lemin Plateau."

	"Lemin Plateau?"

	Kuuluk's eyes narrowed.

	"Is there a problem?"

	"...It's nothing."

	"The Southerners are stupid. The last corps commander died doing that, and they're doing it again?"

	"Exactly."

	The subordinates laughed.

	But Kuuluk didn't laugh.

	Lemin Plateau.

	He knew that terrain like the back of his hand.

	Three gorges. Five ridgelines. Large rocks everywhere.

	There were more than a few places suitable for ambushing troops.

	It could be a trap.

	If he calculated the odds, about fifty-fifty.

	But he didn't bother telling his subordinates that.

	Kuuluk looked at the campfire.

	The flames flickered.

	If not now, the opportunity might never come again.

	Above all.

	'He's just a ten-year-old child, isn't he?'

	Kuuluk thought.

	If the new commander had been even around twenty years old, he would have acted more cautiously.

	Since he was the son of that Southern Great Chieftain, there might be something extraordinary about him.

	But only ten years old.

	What could a ten-year-old do?

	A brat who hasn't even been weaned.

	And he knew all too well the level of the Southern army in this area.

	The late Gerhardt.

	He had been someone who reached the upper ranks of Great Warriors like Kuuluk.

	But he was a wild boar who only knew how to charge.

	When bait was thrown, he rushed in without hesitation.

	When fifteen ambushed warriors attacked from all sides, the face that showed panic as if only then realizing it was a trap.

	It was an absurdly easy hunt.

	Those he employed as staff were even worse. They were merely appointed to create positions for local nobles in the area.

	Selected by bloodline, not ability.

	There was no way he would lose to such things.

	Even if it was a trap, he just had to break through.

	**

	Lemin Plateau.

	Kuuluk lay prone on the ridgeline and looked down.

	Three wagons with an escort force of less than fifty. Small numbers, but their aura was unusual. Many were Great Warrior level. In Southern terms, Experts.

	'Not bad.'

	But that was all.

	The force Kuuluk had brought was about a hundred. Thirty of them Great Warriors alone. An overwhelming difference in strength.

	Above all.

	'There he is.'

	Beyond the window of the middle wagon, he could see silver hair. Silver glinting in the sunlight. No mistake. The Southern Great Chieftain's son.

	"Attack."

	At the low-voiced command, a hundred warriors crossed the ridgeline simultaneously. The sound of hoofbeats shook the earth, and war cries erupted.

	"Kraaaah!"

	The escort force reacted. Drew swords, formed ranks, and fled?

	Kuuluk doubted his eyes. An escort force mostly composed of Great Warriors fled without even fighting, abandoning the wagons.

	"...What?"

	It was absurd. He knew the Southern knights were cowards, but he didn't know it was to this extent. Abandoning their lord and running away. Even if they were outnumbered.

	'They talk about chivalry and all that, but this is what it comes to in the end?'

	Kuuluk snickered. Too easy. Disappointingly so.

	Three wagons were left behind. The horses had been taken by the fleeing knights, so they couldn't even move.

	"Surround them."

	The warriors encircled the wagons.

	Kuuluk dismounted and slowly walked toward the middle wagon.

	Standing before the door, he felt a faint trembling from inside. Frightened breathing. The corners of Kuuluk's mouth rose.

	He opened the door.

	There was a silver-haired boy.

	Or was it a girl? The features were too delicate.

	Southerners were said to have pretty faces, but this was excessive for a ten-year-old boy.

	The child was holding a black cat. Trembling hands stroked the cat's back, but the cat itself was calm. Golden eyes looked up at Kuuluk.

	'Cute.'

	Kuuluk thought. Both the kid and the cat.

	Capturing this one child would bring ten thousand gold. No, maybe more. If it was the child of the Southern Great Chieftain's beloved concubine, with good negotiation, even twenty thousand gold might be possible. With that money, he could buy an elixir and have plenty left over.

	The Supreme Realm. It seemed within reach.

	"Don't be afraid, kid. I won't kill you."

	He stopped speaking.

	Something was strange. The boy's face. There was an eyepatch over one eye.

	'An eyepatch?'

	This was new information. If the Southern Great Chieftain's son was one-eyed, there surely would have been rumors. But he had never heard such a story even once...

	At that moment, the girl grinned wickedly.

	"Gotcha."

	*Pshushushu*

	Pink powder sprayed out from all directions. Pink light scattered through the air. A sweet smell. Like flower fragrance, or perhaps fruit scent.

	In that instant, all the mana in his body froze.

	He tried to move. Couldn't. He couldn't even twitch a finger.

	'What... is this...?'

	Mana blockade.

	A deadly poison that temporarily paralyzed human mana circuits.

	The duration was only a few seconds at most, but in combat between superhumans, a few seconds was like an eternity. In a world where twenty sword strikes could be exchanged in 0.1 seconds, dozens could die in five seconds and more.

	To overcome this poison without side effects, one needed to be at least a Swordmaster in the Empire, or what the steppe called the Supreme Realm.

	Kuuluk had not reached that realm.

	Thirty Great Warriors froze simultaneously. While surrounding the wagons. On horseback, or having dismounted. They stopped like statues.

	'Damn it...!'

	He gritted his teeth. But one thing was fortunate. Within the range where this powder spread, the enemy couldn't move either. Before poison, ally and enemy were equal.

	In other words, for this moment, it was a stalemate. Once the poison wore off, they could fight again. The numbers were still overwhelmingly in their favor.

	The problem was those who had scattered outside.

	'Fifty escort knights who fled. If those bastards are still outside the range, if they use ranged projectile weapons... but...'

	Kuuluk glanced at the silver-haired girl inside the wagon.

	If that was truly the Great Chieftain's blood relative, they couldn't shoot arrows with her there.

	...Wait a moment.

	Was that even real?

	The eyepatch. Information he'd never heard before. It wasn't in the rumors.

	'What if that's fake? A body double? What if it was a trap from the start? Shit.'

	He could barely move his eyeballs. He looked inside the wagon again. The silver-haired girl. The eyepatch over her left eye. The wickedly smiling lips. And the black cat that had been in her arms.

	The cat was growing. No, transforming. Its fur disappeared, its limbs lengthened, its face changed to that of a human.

	'...Feline Tribe?'

	Shape-shifting required mana. Being able to transform in this poison, and so naturally at that, meant—

	'No way...'

	Only then did he realize.

	This poison paralyzed 'human' mana circuits.

	Only humans.

	Before that thought could finish, a black shadow covered his vision.

	A heavy impact struck his head.

	And so he lost consciousness.


Ch.26 Dragon's Son Is A Dragon

	When I first heard the outline of the operation, I was skeptical.

	But the more I heard the details, the more I thought, 'This might actually work.'

	And in the end, we pulled it off perfectly.

	Before me stood sixteen Experts, bound hand and foot.

	The rest were dead.

	The roughly seventy ordinary warriors who weren't Great Warriors had been killed by the escort knights who returned after their feigned retreat.

	Our casualties? None.

	"...To think I'd be defeated by a brat like this."

	The man who seemed to be their leader groaned.

	His wrists and ankles were fitted with mana-suppressing shackles.

	The same ones I'd used on Valerius. No... I'd actually recycled the very shackles that bastard had worn.

	Upper-level Expert.

	The man who killed my predecessor, Sir Gerhardt.

	Blood for blood, life for life—killing him would be the right thing to do.

	But if I could get a ransom for him, that would be better.

	I didn't owe Sir Gerhardt any particular loyalty, and more money was always good.

	Besides, this wouldn't be the corps' money—it would be my slush fund.

	Ransom for prisoners captured in war belonged to the captor.

	That was the custom of this world.

	"You speak Imperial. Good, we can communicate."

	"What's your name?"

	"Kuuluk."

	I stood before Kuuluk.

	Sitting as he was, his eye level was about the same as mine standing.

	"Which tribe?"

	"Kuman tribe."

	Does he think I'm some child? Well, I am a child, but still.

	"I mean which tribe *within* the Kuman."

	"...Red Deer tribe."

	"Right. How much ransom can the Red Deer tribe pay for you?"

	Kuuluk's eyes narrowed.

	"Hey, kid. Just like a Southerner. So young and already obsessed with money. I know who your father is—what do you need money for? A man should value honor over money..."

	"Enough."

	I cut him off.

	"Ransom. How much can you pay?"

	Kuuluk let out a deep sigh.

	His face showed resignation.

	"Kid. You won't get as much as you're hoping for."

	"Why?"

	"You know why I can speak Southern? My mother was from the South. She was a prisoner of war. My father wasn't particularly distinguished either."

	Quite talkative for someone his size.

	But I grasped the key point.

	Humble origins.

	Not from a chieftain's family, not from a prominent clan.

	In other words, no one to pay his ransom.

	"Honestly, there are plenty who'd be happy if I got captured. The ones eyeing my position. They have no reason to spend money saving me. Sorry, kid. You caught me, but I'm broke."

	If he'd been from a proper tribe, I could have gotten good items.

	Special wolf pelts that perfectly blocked heat and cold, herbs that dramatically increased pregnancy rates—things that would sell instantly in the Empire's markets, things the northern barbarians possessed.

	But...

	Not this bastard.

	"Then there's nothing but execution."

	"...What?"

	"The crime of killing Sir Gerhardt. The crime of invading Imperial territory and plundering. The crime of threatening supply lines. Any one of these is a capital offense. But you committed so many..."

	I looked at the knight beside me, and she placed her hand on her sword.

	"Should I... cut him now?"

	"No. A public execution would be more dramatic. Doing it in front of the soldiers would boost morale too. So rather than killing him right away..."

	"Wait."

	Kuuluk's voice became urgent.

	"Wait, wait...!"

	The man who'd been calmly saying he had no ransom suddenly began struggling.

	His wrists bound by the mana-suppressing shackles rattled.

	"W-wait! Kid!"

	"Why? You said you have no one to pay ransom."

	"Th-that's true, but...! Hey, I heard you're pretty ambitious! What about this idea? Absorb me and my men into your forces!"

	Kuuluk's voice grew desperate.

	But...

	"Don't talk nonsense. Most such attempts have failed."

	It was recorded in detail in the history books.

	Attempts to capture multiple nomadic Experts and make them subordinates. In the past fifty years, families of Count rank or higher had made twenty-three such attempts.

	The result?

	Twenty-one failures.

	Escape, rebellion, assassination. The methods varied, but the outcome was the same. They betrayed their masters and returned to the steppes, or took their masters' heads in the process.

	Even the two successes had strict conditions. Cases where the nomads initiated surrender themselves. And only those who'd lost power struggles within their tribes and had nowhere to return.

	Completely different from the current situation.

	I didn't think of myself as a genius, but I wasn't stupid enough to be arrogant and think, 'I can be one of those two.'

	So I called the knight beside me.

	"First, remove the tendons in his limbs and his testicles, then rather than immediate execution, pick a clear day for a public execution..."

	Kuuluk's face hardened. But he gritted his teeth.

	"...Is this a threat? You think a warrior of the steppes will yield to that?"

	"It's not a threat, it's procedure. To prevent escape."

	When I replied calmly, Kuuluk's eyes wavered. A face that realized I was serious.

	"S-s-save me!"

	Kuuluk screamed.

	His earlier composure was completely gone. His face turned deathly pale.

	"I'll tell you everything I know! Everything! I'll say anything!"

	I nodded.

	Just as planned.

	I didn't know how valuable the information would be, but I'd succeeded in making him talk.

	"Sir. Isolate the prisoners separately, ask each the same questions, and cross-reference their answers. If the information matches, good. If it doesn't... as I just said, we start with the testicles and tendons."

	"I obey your command."

	The knight shouted vigorously.

	"Got it! I got it!"

	Kuuluk wailed.

	"I'll tell you everything! I won't lie! Just spare my balls!"

	I hadn't expected him to cave so easily to such threats.

	Not very manly.

	...Though.

	If his testicles were removed, he'd no longer be a man.

	Not that he'd become a woman with some "TS is awesome!" moment either.

	Reality was just becoming a man without testicles.

	Thinking about it that way, his terror made sense.

	Of course, there was also the possibility he was simply cowardly by nature.

	'How could someone cowardly become a great warrior?'

	One might ask that.

	But courage on the battlefield and fortitude on the torture rack were separate things.

	Well, fine.

	I wasn't planning to trust this one bastard's testimony alone anyway.

	I'd interrogate all sixteen separately and cross-reference their answers.

	They couldn't all coordinate lies together.

	**

	I, Kuuluk, felt genuine terror.

	No, more than terror—it was like a warrior's instinct screaming.

	Ten years old, was it?

	Unbelievable.

	Perhaps because he inherited the blood of the Southern Great Chieftain's beloved concubine, he had a face as pretty as a doll. But when that child propped his chin and looked down at me, I realized.

	Those weren't a child's eyes.

	And his stand-in. The silver-haired girl with an eyepatch.

	A sword demon who exuded a Great Warrior's aura despite her young age.

	Such a skilled person fawned over him, even using crude language.

	Because he was her superior? No, it was different.

	She seemed genuinely impressed.

	A cruel child? No. It wasn't just cruelty.

	Bringing up ransom immediately after capture was calculating like a merchant, instantly recognizing I'd betray him was like a seasoned strategist, and the meticulousness of ordering separate interrogations was like watching a torturer with decades of experience.

	And he completely broke me, Kuuluk, Great Warrior of the Kuman.

	"We start with the testicles and tendons."

	He said this without his expression changing once. As calm as choosing dinner.

	The rumor about annihilating 1,000 orcs without casualties came to mind.

	At first I thought it was exaggeration. What could a ten-year-old do?

	Now I know. It's possible. If it's this one.

	They say a dragon's son is a dragon from birth.

	Duke Krustein. The Empire's Grandmaster. A child inheriting that blood couldn't be ordinary. I didn't lose to a child. I lost to a dragon.

	"Got it! I got it! I'll tell you everything! I won't lie! Just spare my balls!"

	**

	The interrogation took three days.

	I isolated all sixteen separately, asked the same questions, and cross-referenced the answers.

	The result.

	Eight told the truth.

	The other eight repeated lies to the end.

	Kuuluk was among those who told the truth.

	The power of testicles was mighty.

	The eight who lied.

	They also couldn't afford proper ransoms.

	Not a single one from a prominent clan.

	All warriors of humble origins like Kuuluk.

	Men who'd risen to Great Warrior through skill alone.

	Admirable histories, but that was that and this was this.

	Prisoners who brought no money were burdens.

	They had to be fed, watched, prevented from escaping.

	Then there was only one way to best utilize them.

	Public execution.

	I gathered the soldiers.

	Even summoned residents from nearby villages.

	Set up a temporary execution platform in the square.

	Eight Great Warriors were dragged out.

	Still bound in mana-suppressing shackles.

	Made to kneel.

	"These men invaded Imperial territory, plundered supply lines, and lied during interrogation."

	My voice was young and thin.

	But the knight beside me repeated it powerfully.

	"Charges: invasion, plunder, perjury! Sentence: beheading!"

	The crowd stirred.

	The soldiers' eyes burned with vengeance.

	Those who killed their comrades. Those who stole their supplies. Now they'd pay the price.

	"Execute."

	Eight heads went to the guillotine in turn.

	The first shouted something in Kuman. Whether curse or prayer, I couldn't tell.

	The second gritted his teeth and maintained silence to the end. A fitting end for a steppe warrior.

	The third begged for his life in Imperial. Fluent. But the opportunity had passed.

	Thud. Thud. Thud.

	The rest fell in turn.

	The last one trembled. Urine soaked his pants. His lips quivered, but no sound came out.

	Thud.

	It was over.

	I kept the eight who told the truth alive.

	There might be additional information to extract, and more importantly, having an image of "keeping promises" would be good for the future.

	Blood soaked the execution platform.

	Red liquid seeped through the wooden gaps.

	Cheers erupted.

	"Long live!"

	"Long live the Corps Commander!"

	"Kuman bastards, serves you right!"

	I watched the scene calmly.

	It was cruel.

	But it was also necessary.

	The soldiers' morale rose, and the message "the corps is doing its job" was delivered to the residents.

	And.

	"Salt the heads and send them to the ducal house. And request reinforcements from the main family."

	According to information from the eight who told the truth, a force of about 2,000 would invade soon.

	But I wasn't too worried.

	Knowing this information, I just had to request reinforcements from the main family.

	The Krustein ducal forces could easily stop 2,000.

	A week passed, then two more days.

	A messenger arrived.

	Dust-covered armor. An exhausted horse. And a pale face.

	"There will be no reinforcements."

	"...What?"
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	"His Grace the Duke has left the duchy."

	Wait.

	While I was away from the main house, Father left too?

	"Where to?"

	"The South. His Majesty the Emperor requested reinforcements..."

	The South.

	Another rebellion?

	A few years ago, when I was still toddling around without even realizing my past life memories—that's when the great Duke Walther Von Krstein personally went and pacified the South by annihilating one ducal house and five count houses. That's what was written in the family history.

	Of course, that history wasn't 100% factual, but at minimum it had been cross-verified, and certain things were clear.

	First, the South had rebelled.

	Second, it was pacified by Duke Krstein.

	Third, therefore the South currently had an overwhelmingly large pro-imperial faction.

	Fourth, in terms of troop numbers, it was almost double.

	So when I heard news of a rebellion breaking out again recently, I thought, 'Well, it'll pass without much trouble.'

	"So... how did the situation turn out?"

	"Well... the Imperial forces found the situation unfavorable and retreated slightly."

	Retreated slightly. An expression frequently seen in history books.

	'Our forces regrouped their positions according to strategic judgment.'

	'They moved to the rear in an orderly fashion.'

	'They responded flexibly, avoiding the enemy's spearhead.'

	All meant the same thing.

	"So they lost?"

	"It was merely based on strategic judgment..."

	"Did they lose?"

	"It's not that they lost... the situation was unfavorable..."

	"So they lost?"

	"...Yes."

	The knight finally confessed.

	Well, actually, whether the rebellion broke out again or not wasn't a big problem.

	Even when their forces were larger, the rebellion ended with one ducal house, five count houses, and countless families beneath them being annihilated by the Krstein ducal forces.

	That was five years ago.

	There's no way they'd recovered from that damage in just five years.

	Yet the Imperial central army couldn't properly suppress even that level of rebellion and 'retreated slightly due to unfavorable circumstances'—I wondered if they'd be okay.

	But that wasn't what mattered.

	What mattered was that Father had left his post.

	Which naturally meant the family's affairs, large and small, would be handled by the acting authority.

	And the acting authority would, without question, be the eldest son.

	Mid-twenties.

	Even in my past life, mid-twenties might be treated as greenhorns, but they were legal adults who could easily be placed in high positions through bloodline.

	In this world, the weight carried by someone in their mid-twenties was equivalent to mid-thirties in my past life.

	Old enough to take on acting authority.

	And that acting authority was none other than the legitimate eldest son who recently tried to assassinate me—and whose nanny's family I recently massacred.

	"Obviously Ernst would have refused the reinforcement request."

	"...You are perceptive."

	The knight wore an expression of genuine admiration.

	No, this was just basic deduction on the level of 1+1=2.

	"What about the other corps? There are three nearby."

	The 5th Corps, 8th Corps, 11th Corps.

	All corps deployed on the northern front.

	Like our 7th Corps, their role was to keep the Kuman tribe in check.

	Exchanging reinforcements with each other was common.

	No, it should have been normal.

	"Well..."

	The knight hesitated.

	He avoided my gaze.

	"I stopped by all three corps on the way here."

	"And?"

	"The 5th Corps said... they're reorganizing their forces and have no capacity."

	Force reorganization.

	That ended a month ago.

	I read the report myself.

	"The 8th Corps said... an epidemic is spreading and they're in quarantine..."

	An epidemic?

	This was the first I'd heard of it.

	An epidemic of that scale should have triggered alerts throughout the entire duchy.

	"The 11th Corps said... their supply situation is unfavorable..."

	Supply situation.

	Ridiculous.

	Our 7th Corps had supplies in shambles because of that bastard Valerius.

	Yet we were still functioning.

	The 11th Corps' supply situation was far better than ours.

	All excuses.

	And flimsy ones at that.

	Normally they couldn't have gotten away with excuses this poor.

	The corps commanders weren't fearless, and they wouldn't have the guts to outright refuse a request from me, a bastard son of the ducal house.

	But now the situation was different.

	The Duke was in the South, the acting authority at the main house.

	And if that acting authority—no, the maternal family backing that acting authority—had directly intervened.

	"Ernst must have pulled strings."

	It slipped from my lips.

	Hyung-nim.

	I didn't use that honorific.

	The conference room fell silent.

	"So what do you think we should do?"

	I looked around at the staff officers.

	Five faces stiffened in unison.

	The first to speak was the oldest staff officer.

	The one with the second-highest embezzlement rate.

	"You must evacuate immediately."

	His voice trembled.

	"The corps commander's safety is paramount. If the ducal bloodline faces danger here, that would be a loss for the entire duchy."

	Grand words.

	But his true intentions were obvious.

	What this bastard worried about wasn't my life but his own.

	The second staff officer nodded.

	"I agree. With our infantry-focused corps, we cannot face the cavalry-focused Kuman tribe. The mobility difference is too great. No matter how much it's a defensive battle..."

	The third staff officer joined in.

	"A strategic retreat, Corps Commander."

	The exact expression the knight had used earlier.

	"We can regroup with the main house forces and counterattack. Rather than stubbornly holding out here..."

	Main house forces.

	When the acting authority of that main house was trying to kill me.

	The remaining two staff officers spouted similar words.

	Evacuation. Retreat. Reorganization. Counterattack.

	All meant the same thing.

	Let's run away.

	Actually, their opinions didn't matter much.

	They'd follow whatever I decided anyway.

	If they didn't want to lose their heads.

	The problem was...

	My gaze went to Jove.

	The only staff officer who hadn't participated in embezzlement.

	The only one I acknowledged as a 'staff officer.'

	He wasn't opening his mouth.

	"Jove."

	"...Yes."

	"What do you think?"

	Jove let out a heavy sigh.

	Anguish showed on his wrinkled face.

	After hesitating for a while, he finally spoke.

	"Corps Commander. I also... think evacuation is right."

	I'd expected as much.

	Well, those bastards' thoughts weren't important from the start.

	I'd acknowledged Jove to some degree, but in reality, it was just that I'd treat him like a human since he at least hadn't embezzled—I didn't particularly trust him either.

	The real problem lay elsewhere.

	My escort knights. They were nodding too.

	Direct vassals of the ducal house. Outside Ernst's sphere of influence.

	They were agreeing based purely on military judgment, not political calculation.

	One knight spoke up.

	"Corps Commander. If 2,000 cavalry really come... and if it's a force including numerous Experts... it's not a scale one corps can stop."

	In terms of troop numbers alone, it was similar.

	Our corps also had close to 2,000 men.

	But the problem was cavalry.

	In pre-modern times, cavalry was stronger than infantry.

	It wasn't just a matter of mobility.

	The combat power itself was different.

	A horse's charge was a weapon in itself.

	The impact force of cavalry charging with lances wasn't something infantry could withstand.

	Of course, there were also dismounted cavalry who only used horses for transportation.

	A method of quickly moving to the destination then dismounting to fight.

	But the enemy was the Kuman tribe.

	People born on the steppes, raised on horseback.

	Folks more comfortable riding than walking.

	Such people couldn't be dismounted cavalry.

	They might even include horse archers who could freely use the Parthian shot and the technique of imbuing arrows with mana.

	No, even if they weren't horse archers but regular cavalry, 2,000 cavalry was enough force to swallow a decent country in one gulp.

	Of course, superhumans existed in this world.

	People who emitted sword aura and wielded sword energy.

	In a world with such monsters, simple cavalry wouldn't be as absolute as in my past life's history.

	But the problem was that the Kuman tribe also had such monsters.

	Didn't they say that in terms of Expert numbers alone, they had more than the entire Krstein duchy? Of course, the entire tribe wouldn't come, but we had to prepare for the worst-case scenario.

	2,000 cavalry.

	Among them, dozens—no, possibly hundreds—of Experts.

	"What do you think, Sir?"

	Following my gaze, everyone's eyes turned to Sir Heinrich.

	Half a step before Swordmaster, the strongest person here.

	Also the one with the most battlefield experience.

	Sir Heinrich was silent for a moment.

	Then he spoke.

	"If we're talking about common sense judgment... their words would be correct."

	The staff officers' relieved sighs could be heard.

	I nodded with an expressionless face.

	Right.

	Common sense judgment.

	Even if it was 2,000 versus 2,000, it was cavalry versus infantry.

	Plus we were outnumbered in Experts.

	It would be strange to win this fight.

	Running away was right.

	Retreat for now, wait for Father to return, then counterattack...

	"You can't run away."

	A voice cut through the conference room.

	All eyes converged on one spot.

	Lise.

	The silver-haired girl stood there.

	Her single red eye looked straight at me.

	"...What?"

	"I said you can't run away."

	One staff officer exploded in anger.

	"What the hell! How dare you interrupt a meeting...!"

	I raised my hand to stop him.

	But the staff officer didn't stop.

	"Corps Commander! Even if she's the young master's personal maid, there are limits! For a mere ten-year-old girl to butt into a military meeting, this is going way too far..."

	"Then how old am I?"

	The staff officer's mouth froze.

	"...Pardon?"

	"My age. How old am I?"

	"Th-that's... you're ten years old, but..."

	"So you normally think of me as a ten-year-old brat too?"

	The staff officer's face turned deathly pale.

	His mouth opened and closed. A face at a loss for words.

	"I-I didn't mean it that way..."

	"Just shut up for now."

	The staff officer shrank back.

	The conference room fell silent again.

	I stared intently at Lise.

	There was no wavering in her eyes.

	Eyes filled with conviction.

	"Tell me why."

	"If you run away, they might survive."

	Lise glanced at the staff officers.

	Then looked back at me.

	"But you'll die, young master."
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	A brief silence fell at that blunt statement.

	Then one of the staff officers spoke up.

	The same man who had just called Lise "a ten-year-old brat."

	"That's too much of a leap. We were born in this land. We grew up here and started our families here."

	The staff officer's voice grew louder.

	"The Corps Commander is... if I may speak frankly, only temporarily assigned here. The same goes for that young lady. But we're different."

	The other staff officers subtly nodded their heads.

	An atmosphere of agreement.

	"Even after the war ends, even after the Corps Commander returns to the main family, we remain here. We must continue living in this land. Our children too, and our grandchildren."

	The staff officer placed his hand on his chest.

	"So our opinion is more realistic... I dare say. Because we know this land better than anyone."

	Another staff officer chimed in.

	"Nomads are like typhoons. They sweep through but don't stay. They plunder, set fires, and then return home. They don't occupy."

	It wasn't wrong.

	Nomads are inherently divided. Split into tribal units, separated into clan units. They temporarily unite to plunder, and when it's over, they scatter after fighting over the spoils.

	Conquest is different. To maintain occupied territory, they must stay united. It goes against the nomadic nature. Plunder rarely leads to conquest.

	"The staff officers are right."

	Lise's voice echoed through the conference room.

	A child who would normally never step forward first. With trembling hands clenched tight.

	"...What?"

	"If we retreat, the staff officers can survive. Even if the Kuman tribe attacks, you'll somehow make it. Whether by surrendering, fleeing, or hiding. Because this is your home. You'll have plenty of places to hide."

	The staff officer's face reddened.

	"S-so what we're saying is..."

	"But. Our Young Master will die."

	"...What?"

	"If we retreat, the Young Master dies."

	The staff officer glanced at me nervously as he spoke.

	"B-but as long as His Excellency the Duke lives, the Corps Commander won't be in danger, will he? Everyone knows His Excellency favors the Corps Commander..."

	"Do you know why His Excellency the Duke protects the Young Master?"

	No one answered.

	"Ability. The conviction that the Young Master's ability surpasses Young Master Ernst's. That's why he protects him."

	Lise glanced at me briefly.

	Then turned back to the staff officers.

	"He annihilated 500 orcs without casualties. He beat Duke Sylvester at chess for the first time in 300 years. Immediately upon assignment, he exposed embezzlement and executed the Deputy Corps Commander. He captured 30 Kuman great warriors."

	She counted on her fingers one by one.

	The hand that had been clenched tight was still trembling. But her voice didn't waver.

	"All evidence of ability. That's why His Excellency the Duke protects the Young Master. Because he thinks he might be better than Young Master Ernst."

	Lise's voice lowered.

	"In other words, if we flee from here? He becomes a coward who ran scared from 2,000 cavalry. No matter what he did before, it won't matter. The final impression becomes 'the one who ran away.'"

	A corner of my chest turned cold.

	That child was right.

	The reason Father protects me. It's not love. It's investment.

	The expectation that 'this child might be better than Ernst.'

	The moment that expectation disappears, I return to being just a troublesome illegitimate child.

	Lise took a step forward.

	"At that moment, His Excellency the Duke's protection vanishes. He'll be disappointed, thinking 'was this all he amounted to?' No, he might not even be disappointed. His interest will just fade away."

	The staff officers' faces hardened.

	"Then. Young Master Ernst will kill our Young Master."

	It was stark.

	Too direct.

	The conference room froze completely.

	The staff officers couldn't meet each other's eyes.

	And I too found myself convinced.

	No, rather than convinced, it was acknowledgment. Lise had simply put into words what I had vaguely felt.

	If I run, I die.

	Then there was only one answer.

	I cleared my throat a couple of times.

	The conference room's attention returned to me.

	"So. What does my Chief of Staff think?"

	I said, looking at Lise. It was a deliberately emphasized title.

	The staff officers' expressions twisted. Humiliation, displeasure, anger. But no one opened their mouth.

	Lise hesitated for a moment.

	Then habitually put her finger in her mouth.

	Suck suck.

	An action completely out of place with the conference room's tense atmosphere.

	One staff officer swallowed a sigh. An expression of disdain.

	"Can we win?"

	"..."

	Lise's red eyes wandered through the air.

	Eyes calculating something.

	"Seven out of ten."

	A low voice.

	Seven out of ten.

	70% win rate.

	Not bad for a gamble. No, considering the situation, it was quite high.

	But then.

	Lise's gaze moved.

	To Sir Heinrich standing in the corner of the conference room.

	Her red eyes looked up at him.

	Sir Heinrich didn't move. But as if sensing that gaze, the corner of his mouth rose slightly.

	Lise opened her mouth again.

	"...Nine out of ten."

	The staff officers stirred.

	"From seven to nine out of ten? Suddenly?"

	"On what basis..."

	I nodded inwardly.

	From seven to nine out of ten.

	A difference of two.

	The calculation that Sir Heinrich alone raises the win rate by 20%.

	A knight of the highest rank, said to be just half a step away from Swordmaster.

	It was a convincing figure.

	"Good."

	I said.

	"Tell me the plan."

	Lise removed her finger from her mouth.

	She wiped the saliva-covered finger discreetly on her sleeve.

	Then opened her mouth.

	"Um, w-well... first..."

	Her voice was small. Her words stuttered.

	She clearly wasn't used to presenting in front of staff officers.

	"The enemy... has the advantage in mobility. Because they're cavalry. If we... run away, they chase. If we chase, they run. A frontal confrontation is... disadvantageous."

	It was an obvious statement.

	But Lise didn't stop there.

	"B-but instead..."

	Her finger moved toward her mouth again, then came down.

	"The enemy... isn't a proper army."

	"...What?"

	One staff officer asked back.

	"The Kuman tribe is... a tribal alliance. Not bound by a single command structure... but multiple tribes gathered together. I heard from a prisoner named Kuuluk. Even tribes like the Red Deer or White Tiger are merely collections of multiple clans, so loyalty to the tribe isn't very strong."

	"So... you're saying throw out bait?"

	Sir Heinrich slowly opened his mouth.

	"Yes."

	Lise nodded.

	"We deliberately... show them supplies. Like 'there's treasure here.' Then... can they resist?"

	"..."

	"Even if the chieftain orders 'wait'... when a golden carriage passes before their eyes... will everyone stay still?"

	They wouldn't.

	The inherent divisiveness of nomads.

	The fundamental limitation of an army whose purpose is plunder.

	They scatter after fighting over spoils. I recalled what Lise had said earlier.

	"If some rush for the bait... that's when we defeat them one by one. 2,000 versus 2,000 is disadvantageous, but... 500 versus 2,000 we can win."

	Lise looked up at me.

	"We're... bound by a single command structure. When ordered, we move. When told to stop, we stop. That's... our strength."

	The presence or absence of an integrated command structure.

	That was the difference between a rabble and a regular army.

	We might not win warrior against warrior, but soldier against soldier, we could win.

	"A decent plan."

	I nodded.

	Use bait to induce division, then defeat them one by one. Simple but effective. Above all, it was a strategy that utilized our strengths and struck at the enemy's weaknesses.

	"But... we'll need people... to take on dangerous roles."

	Her red eyes swept over the staff officers.

	A moment of silence.

	Tension crossed the staff officers' faces.

	I didn't follow that gaze. I already had my answer decided.

	"You two over there."

	My finger moved.

	First. The man who had called Lise "a ten-year-old brat" earlier.

	Second. The one beside him who had been nodding constantly in agreement.

	Coincidentally, they were also the two who had most actively participated in the embezzlement.

	"You two will personally lead 100 soldiers each."

	The first staff officer's face hardened.

	The mouth that had been confidently spouting off just moments ago hung half-open.

	"M-me?"

	"Yes. You."

	"B-but I'm a staff officer! Going directly into combat is..."

	"The bait role. Drawing the enemy's attention and inducing division. The most important role."

	The most important role.

	And simultaneously the most dangerous role.

	Where the enemy rushes first. Where one could die first.

	"Th-this is absurd! I have no combat experience..."

	"Are you refusing?"

	My voice lowered.

	The staff officer's mouth closed.

	"Refusal means collective punishment. Desertion also means collective punishment. Understood?"

	Collective punishment.

	That word settled heavily in the conference room.

	It's not just the individual who dies. The family too. Parents, wife, children, siblings.

	They must have recalled Valerius's end.

	The corpse rolling on the floor with its neck only half-severed.

	And the wife and children executed afterward.

	The touching story of how the great Duke Walther personally severed their necks "only halfway" despite Valerius being Ernst's closest confidant had already spread widely.

	The two staff officers' faces turned white.

	Their lips trembled. Their fists clenched tight.

	Humiliation, anger, fear.

	Faces mixed with three emotions.

	But eventually their heads bowed.

	"...I will obey the order."

	"I-I too... will obey the order."

	Resignation was evident in their voices.

	I didn't look at them any longer.

	I turned my gaze.

	To the remaining three staff officers.

	Relief crossed their faces.

	'Not me.'

	'I'm saved.'

	Such expressions were too obvious.

	Pathetic, but well. That's what humans are like.

	"Then we'll conclude the meeting."

	I ended the meeting earlier than scheduled. Since we'd have to wake up at dawn starting tomorrow.

	**

	And that dawn.

	My eyes opened naturally, and a few minutes later, a messenger came running, gasping for breath.

	"The enemy has begun to move!"

	I nodded, then spoke as calmly as possible.

	"Bring me my sword and armor."


Ch.29 Dawn Battle (1)

	Nearly 500 cavalry.

	From a distance, they would look like a fairly impressive cavalry force.

	But I knew better. Most of them weren't real cavalry.

	The 7th Corps was an infantry-focused unit. The only real cavalry were the 50 escort knights Sir Heinrich had brought. The remaining 450 or so were merely mounted infantry borrowing spare horses.

	A bluff.

	Clop clop clop clop.

	Then, a single rider raising dust in the distance, galloping toward us.

	One of the 7th Corps' few real cavalrymen. A messenger I'd assigned to reconnaissance.

	He arrived before me and leaped from his horse. His armor was covered in dust, and sweat dripped from his forehead.

	"Reporting, sir!"

	"Speak."

	"The enemy has begun to move. Approximately 2,000. They're advancing in three separate columns."

	Three columns.

	Given the nature of the tribal alliance, they couldn't move as a unified force.

	"How many enemies are heading toward the decoy unit?"

	"Estimated between 700 and 800."

	I nodded.

	I turned my gaze and looked into the distance.

	Below, I could see a wagon train crossing the plains.

	Fifty wagons. Deliberately loaded with grain sacks overflowing. Conspicuous even from afar. Tempting.

	And those escorting the wagons.

	The most incompetent.

	The most corrupt.

	The ones who'd drawn the most aggro.

	Two staff officers.

	I'd even dragged their relatives along to fill out the escort. So they couldn't flee. Or rather, so they wouldn't even think of fleeing.

	"They fell for such an obvious trap."

	Then, a low voice came from beside me.

	"Because there are so many starving people."

	It was Kuuluk.

	The former great warrior brought here as a prisoner. Now wearing mana-suppressing shackles, serving as interpreter and informant. Of course, with two knights flanking him as guards.

	"Winter is growing harsher. The areas where livestock can graze are shrinking."

	"This winter is particularly cold."

	"It's not just this year's problem. The ice dragon has awakened again."

	"...Ice dragon? What do you—"

	"Reporting, sir!"

	I was cut off.

	Another messenger was approaching. This time from the opposite direction.

	The messenger arrived, panting, and shouted.

	"Canyon operation successful! We've blocked their retreat with a rockslide!"

	"How many enemies are isolated?"

	"Approximately 500! Of the 700, 200 and 500 have been separated!"

	500 isolated out of 2,000.

	This wasn't a battle of 2,000 versus 2,000.

	It was multiple battles of 500 versus 2,000.

	It had become a winnable fight.

	"I'll hear about the ice dragon later."

	I gripped the reins.

	I looked back.

	500 cavalry were standing by. Only 50 were real cavalry and the rest were just a bluff, but for this moment, it didn't matter.

	This was enough to strike the isolated 500.

	"Let's go."

	A brief command.

	But it was enough.

	The sound of hoofbeats could be faintly heard.

	Hundreds of hooves pounding the earth. The sound carried here on the wind.

	"It's begun."

	I muttered.

	The decoy unit's wagon train. I could see cavalry surrounding it.

	They swarmed from all directions like ants discovering food. Shadows of horses and men tangled in the dust.

	Even a rough count showed easily several hundred.

	A voice carried from the distance.

	"Surrender! We surrender!"

	It was in Imperial. Clear and distinct. Shouting at the top of their lungs, loud enough to be heard from this far away.

	I didn't change my expression.

	I hadn't expected anything.

	But there was something the staff officer playing the decoy didn't know.

	Most Kuman tribesmen didn't speak Imperial.

	Among the leadership, many could speak it—some had learned from mothers who were southern prisoners, others had picked it up trading with merchants—but such people were a minority.

	Common cavalry blinded by plunder wouldn't know Imperial.

	To them, the word "surrender" was just strange noise.

	No, even if they understood. What good would it do for sheep to cry "don't eat me" before starving wolves?

	"It's over."

	Lise's voice came.

	I turned my head.

	The silver-haired girl was staring into the distance. Her single red eye was narrowed.

	Though she'd lost one eye to side effects from the enhancement surgery, her remaining eye had surpassed human limits. Whether night vision or long-distance sight. Even from this distance, she could see the situation below clearly.

	"The staff officer. He tried to run and took a spear in the back. Fell from his horse. Then his head came off in one blow."

	"What about the other one?"

	"Similar. Tried to hide under a wagon and got dragged out. And then..."

	Lise made a throat-slitting gesture.

	That was the end.

	Two staff officers.

	The ones most actively involved in embezzlement.

	The one who'd called Lise a "ten-year-old brat," and the one who'd kept nodding beside him.

	Now they were probably rolling around as corpses somewhere in that dust cloud.

	I turned my head back to the battlefield.

	"Making corrupt and useless humans useful like this. Perfect recycling."

	"Right."

	Lise nodded.

	But there was a subtle tremor in her voice.

	I felt a gaze from the side.

	I turned my head.

	It was Kuuluk.

	The former great warrior sitting on a horse with mana-suppressing shackles. A prisoner being watched by knights on both sides.

	He was looking back and forth between me and Lise.

	Eyes filled with shock.

	Wary eyes.

	And somewhere... fearful eyes.

	Don't tell me this guy thinks I'm a psychopath?

	"Let me be clear. Those were embezzlers. Bastards who stole and sold the soldiers' rations. Scum like that deserve to die."

	"I understand that."

	"Then we're good."

	"But you're ten years old, Young Master. Making such judgments at ten. Using your own subordinates as bait, watching them die without changing expression."

	This bastard... he's a flatterer.

	"Think what you want."

	Then Sir Heinrich rode up.

	"Young Master."

	His voice was as relaxed as ever.

	"The bait has served its purpose. The enemy's main forces are distracted by plunder."

	I nodded.

	"Then now..."

	"Yes. It's our turn. Let's go strike the isolated 500."

	I gripped the reins.

	I looked back.

	500 cavalry and three times as many infantry were standing by.

	"Wait for now!"

	I didn't charge immediately.

	Two reasons.

	First, we had to match the infantry's pace. There was no point in the cavalry charging ahead alone. Even against just 500, we needed infantry support to face 500 isolated enemies.

	Second, the longer we waited, the more advantageous it became.

	"What's the situation?"

	"Almost all dismounted."

	Lise said, staring into the distance. Enhanced vision. She could apparently see the situation below clearly even from this distance.

	"They've dismounted and are ransacking the wagons. Busy moving grain sacks. Some are already loading sacks onto their horses."

	"What about their guard?"

	"Barely any. Everyone's gone crazy."

	Cavalry blinded by plunder were no longer cavalry.

	The moment they dismounted, they became just infantry. Disorganized rabble with no formation or chain of command.

	Moreover, their horses now carried grain sacks instead of riders.

	To remount, they'd have to abandon their loot.

	"More than half have dismounted. Most of the rest are busy loading cargo."

	I turned my head.

	"Charge!"

	Our operation wasn't over yet.

	The core of that operation was none other than Sir Heinrich.

	That tactic that appeared constantly in Romance of the Three Kingdoms and showed good results in Three Kingdoms games, assuming you had good generals, was...

	Single combat.

	"Disciple of the great Walther Von Krustein! Orc Slayer! I am Heinrich! Is there no warrior who will cross swords with me?!"

	A booming voice echoed across the battlefield.

	And Kuuluk opened his mouth.

	In an equally booming voice, he translated exactly what Sir Heinrich had just shouted into Kuman.

	Long, harsh syllables spread on the wind.

	The enemy lines stirred again.

	This time more intensely.

	Murmuring sounds. Hooves scraping. Someone shouting.

	And.

	A rider burst forth.

	A giant.

	Even sitting on his horse, he towered over ordinary men. Shoulders like door frames, arms thicker than my thighs.

	His face was covered in scars. A sword cut across his nose. His left ear half-severed. Clearly a veteran warrior at a glance.

	In his hand, a blood-stained battle axe.

	Probably used to slaughter the decoy unit earlier.

	He raised his axe and shouted.

	"I am Batu!"

	Kuuluk translated.

	"He says his name is Batu."

	Batu. A name that sounds incredibly strong.

	"What level is he?"

	Lise narrowed her eyes and answered.

	"Similar to Kuuluk. Maybe even a bit higher..."

	Similar or higher than him?

	A moment of tension flashed through me.

	The two riders faced each other.

	Batu swung his axe.

	A heavy whooshing sound. A blow infused with mana. Power that would have split an ordinary knight and horse in two.

	Sir Heinrich's sword moved.

	Lightly.

	So very lightly.

	Clang!

	The sound of metal clashing.

	Batu's axe was deflected.

	"What?!"

	Batu was shocked. His eyes bloodshot.

	Suddenly, Batu's body changed.

	Crack. A sound like bones shifting. His muscles began to swell. Arms, shoulders, neck. His already massive frame expanded even further.

	Mana enhancement.

	Pushed to the extreme.

	"Die!"

	Batu roared and brought his axe down.

	This time was on a different level from before. The sound of air tearing. Vibrations shaking the earth. If that hit, even Sir Heinrich would...

	My heart sank.

	Could it be.

	Was he going to lose?

	Sir Heinrich's sword moved again.

	Just as lightly.

	Swoosh.

	The axe missed. No, it didn't miss. The sword had deflected the axe's trajectory.

	And in that instant.

	Splurt!

	Blood spurted from Batu's neck.

	Just two exchanges.

	Batu, who'd pushed his mana to the extreme. Batu, who might have been stronger than Kuuluk. Finished in just two exchanges.

	Only then did I realize.

	Sir Heinrich hadn't used any special techniques.

	He hadn't needed to.

	His opponent was never a match to begin with.

	Batu tumbled from his horse. His swollen muscles deflated. His eyes still wide with disbelief.

	The enemy lines froze.

	I felt a gaze from the side.

	It was Kuuluk.

	He was looking back and forth between me, Lise, and Sir Heinrich.

	"...Terrifying."

	A brief comment.

	But the emotion contained within seemed complex.

	"Enough flattery. Next operation."

	I jabbed Kuuluk's side with my elbow.

	"...Yes."

	Kuuluk cleared his throat.

	"Those who surrender will be spared!"

	Kuuluk's voice echoed across the battlefield.

	The harsh syllables characteristic of Kuman carried on the wind to the enemy lines.

	The response was lukewarm.

	Some loosened their grip on their weapons, but most still didn't lower their guard. They glanced at each other. Who would move first? Who would lay down their weapons first?

	No one stepped forward.

	Naturally.

	The promise to "spare only your lives" was only half a promise to nomads.

	If they lost their horses, they'd die anyway.

	A nomad without a horse on the steppe was like a human without water in the desert. They couldn't walk back to their tribe, and even if they did, they couldn't make a living without horses.

	Sparing only their lives while taking their horses was the same as telling them to die slowly.

	I jabbed Kuuluk's side with my elbow again.

	"Add this too."

	I whispered a few words.

	Kuuluk's eyes widened.
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	It must have been humiliating. But there was no choice.

	His testicles were...

	Precious, after all.

	Kuuluk gritted his teeth. Then he opened his mouth.

	"I am Kuuluk, warrior of the Red Deer Tribe!"

	After looking into it, the guy was fairly famous.

	Even though he wasn't from a particularly distinguished background, those who had reached his level could be counted on one hand, whether in the Empire or among the Kuman.

	For such a person to sell his name to persuade others to surrender must have hurt his pride.

	Was that why?

	His voice trembled. But the volume was sufficient.

	"I too surrendered and became a prisoner! But I'm alive!"

	The enemy's gaze focused on Kuuluk.

	Kuuluk. It seemed there were those who knew that name. Murmuring sounds could be heard.

	"Meat porridge is served every evening!"

	That was the moment.

	When the change began.

	"We will purchase your horses at fair price! If you pay a small ransom, you'll be sent back to your tribe!"

	Before Kuuluk could even finish speaking.

	Clang.

	The first weapon fell to the ground.

	I turned my head. A soldier was discarding his sword and dismounting from his horse.

	Clang. Thud. Clang clang.

	It was a chain reaction.

	Second, third, fourth.

	The sound of weapons dropping echoed from here and there. Soldiers dismounting. Soldiers kneeling.

	"...What the hell is this."

	I muttered without realizing it.

	It was much faster than expected.

	No, it wasn't just fast. From the moment the word "meat porridge" was mentioned, any will to resist seemed to have evaporated.

	Lise spoke quietly beside me.

	"...They must be very hungry."

	Looking closer, the traces of starvation were clear on their faces. Sunken eyes. Cracked lips. Hands with bones showing through.

	They hadn't come to plunder.

	They had come to eat.

	"All this over meat porridge?"

	"They must be that desperate."

	In less than a minute, most had disarmed.

	However.

	"Die, you southern bastards!"

	There were those who resisted to the end.

	Three of them.

	They charged without discarding their weapons, still mounted on their horses. Eyes rolled back. Expressions prepared for death.

	I raised my hand.

	"Just deal with those ones."

	Two escort knights spurred their horses.

	A brief engagement.

	No, it was too embarrassing to even call it an engagement.

	Thud. Thud. Slash.

	Three sword strikes. Three corpses.

	The bodies that rolled off their horses raised dust.

	I spoke to those who hadn't yet knelt.

	"Surrender and live. Resist and die. Choose."

	Kuuluk translated.

	The remaining ones hurriedly discarded their weapons.

	Our forces entered among the surrendered soldiers. Collecting weapons, gathering the prisoners in one place.

	I looked down at the scene from atop my horse.

	500 men.

	Of the 500 we had isolated, fewer than 50 had died. The rest were all prisoners. An overwhelming victory.

	Casualties were almost none, and we gained much.

	"...It's anticlimactic."

	Lise muttered.

	"What is?"

	"Just... I didn't expect it to end this easily."

	I felt the same way.

	Of course, it was true that the strategy worked well, Sir Heinrich's prowess broke the enemy's morale, and Kuuluk's "promotion" that I suggested was effective.

	But that alone didn't explain it.

	They crumbled too easily.

	"If you're sent on a raiding party, aren't you supposed to be elite among your people?"

	I asked Kuuluk.

	Kuuluk gave a bitter smile.

	"Originally, yes. Raiding is dangerous work. The strongest ones go."

	"Then why are they in this state?"

	"As I said earlier... the situation in the Northern Steppe right now is bad in many ways."

	It certainly seemed that way.

	If so...

	"The probability of them falling for additional lures is high."

	**

	As expected. Even though they must have known the first unit that was lured had been isolated and cut off, the enemy fell for the lure again.

	The second battle took place around dawn turning to morning.

	This time too, Sir Heinrich stepped forward and shouted, and Kuuluk translated.

	A horseman burst out from the enemy lines.

	"I am Guom, great warrior of the North! I accept Heinrich's duel!"

	It was in Imperial language. The pronunciation was quite clear.

	However... Clang!

	At least Batu lasted two exchanges.

	Guom couldn't last even one.

	"Those who surrender will be spared!"

	This time it wasn't just Kuuluk. We brought some of the prisoners who had surrendered in the first battle.

	"Meat porridge is served every day!"

	"Freshly made meals are warm!"

	"It's wheat harvested this year! With ten chunks of meat in it!"

	When dozens shouted, the credibility was different.

	Their faces still glistened with the grease from the meat porridge.

	This time, there was no one brave enough to resist to the end.

	Whether it was because of the sight of a head flying off in one exchange, or the power of meat porridge.

	About 500 men were disarmed in an instant.

	The dust from both battlefields settled.

	I organized the battle situation from atop my horse.

	First battlefield. Of the 500 isolated in the gorge, fewer than 50 dead. All the rest prisoners.

	Second battlefield. Of the 500-some who took the bait, aside from Guom whose head flew off in one exchange, there were almost no casualties. The rest disarmed.

	Total: approximately 1,000 prisoners.

	Our casualties: twelve wounded. Of those, only one seriously wounded. No deaths.

	Overwhelming.

	The forces leading the wagons? They were the corrupt staff officer and his clan. Let's exclude those bastards from the casualty count.

	"...I didn't expect it to end this easily."

	I inwardly agreed.

	But I couldn't lose my composure too. At least outwardly, I had to appear serious. Though how serious can a 10-year-old look?

	"There are still 1,000 left. Don't let your guard down."

	Lise nodded.

	"Understood."

	We caught 1,000 out of 2,000.

	1,000 remained.

	Half had disappeared, but half remained.

	What if they regrouped and attacked? What if they charged, burning with vengeance?

	It wasn't time to lower our guard yet.

	"Sir Heinrich."

	"Yes, Young Master."

	"Determine the movements of the remaining enemy. Increase the scouts."

	"I've already sent them."

	As expected of an experienced person. He had already moved before I gave the order.

	I nodded and surveyed the battlefield again.

	The prisoners were being led away in lines. Hands bound, heads bowed. Their horses were being gathered and managed separately.

	I promised to "purchase at fair price," so I had to keep that promise.

	Of course, what "fair price" meant was for me to decide.

	That's when it happened.

	Clop clop clop clop.

	In the distance, I saw a horseman approaching, raising dust.

	It was a scout.

	He arrived panting and jumped off his horse. His armor was covered in dust, and foam clung to the horse's mouth. He had clearly ridden at full speed.

	"Reporting!"

	It was urgent.

	Some urgent news.

	I straightened my posture.

	"Speak."

	"The enemy main force is withdrawing!"

	"...What?"

	I doubted my ears.

	"Withdrawing? They haven't even properly started plundering?"

	I had seen with my own eyes how starved they were. These were people who discarded their weapons for a bowl of meat porridge. And such people were abandoning the grain before their eyes?

	"It's true. The enemy main force is moving north. Their speed is fast. It appears to be a complete withdrawal."

	The scout's voice carried conviction.

	I frowned.

	It didn't make sense.

	No, it did make sense.

	Kuuluk spoke up.

	"I'm not the enemy, but... if they haven't even properly started plundering and nearly half their forces are prisoners... it would make sense to withdraw. If the commander isn't an idiot, that is."

	**

	The battle was over.

	1,000 prisoners.

	800 captured horses.

	Confiscated weapons and armor: ten wagons' worth.

	Our casualties: 0 deaths. 12 wounded. Of those, 1 seriously wounded.

	Of course, this excluded the two staff officers from the decoy unit and their clans.

	It was a tremendous victory report.

	Those who distinguished themselves were rewarded.

	The best spoils were horses. I told Sir Heinrich and Lise to choose the best horses, and then I also granted three horses to Kuuluk, who had swallowed his pride and worked hard as a translator.

	But there wasn't just one victory report.

	Father's victory report arrived three days later.

	"Southern rebellion suppression complete. Ringleaders executed. Remnants being mopped up."

	It was brief.

	A victory report befitting Father.

	Now the acting authority over the duchy was over. Ernst's temporary power also ended.

	I felt relieved.

	To be honest, in this battle, what I feared most wasn't the Kuman tribes.

	What I truly feared was Father returning late.

	What if the battle had been prolonged? What if supplies had been cut off? What if reinforcements had continued to be denied?

	Ernst would certainly not have missed that opportunity.

	"And there's also news from the Imperial Palace."

	The Imperial Palace?

	"Yes. Marriage talks are being exchanged between the Krustein ducal family and Her Highness the Imperial Princess."

	I nodded.

	Well, it was plausible.

	The merit of suppressing the southern rebellion. Plus the military might of the Krustein ducal family. From the Imperial Palace's perspective, they would want to bind us even more tightly.

	A political marriage was the surest method for that.

	"Big Brother's faction will grow stronger. I do hope that by welcoming a princess as his wife, he'll stop thinking this younger brother threatens his position."

	I muttered deliberately loud enough for the messenger to hear.

	"Um, Corps Commander."

	The messenger's voice trembled oddly.

	"What?"

	"The marriage candidate... isn't just Young Master Ernst alone."

	"Besides Big Brother Ernst, the only legitimate candidate would be..."

	I muttered.

	Actually, I knew. Who it was.

	I just didn't want to think about it.

	"Young Master Adrian has also been nominated as a candidate."

	"...What? The Young Master with the princess?"

	Lise spoke up first.

	"That's what they say."

	The messenger bowed his head.

	Sir Heinrich rode his horse closer.

	"Congratulations, Young Master. A connection with the Imperial family—what greater honor could there be?"
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	"What glory."

	I waved my hand dismissively.

	"I'm not interested."

	"...Pardon?"

	"I have no intention of marrying the princess."

	Sir Heinrich's eyes widened.

	Lise tilted her head.

	"Why noot? She's a princess. Wouldn't she be pretty?"

	"Just because she's a princess doesn't mean she's beautiful."

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

	"Even if she were beautiful. Do you know what happens if you marry a princess?"

	"...You become a Prince Consort?"

	"You end up living under your wife's thumb."

	Lise blinked.

	"Under her thumb?"

	Even in my past life, where male superiority was severe, in most cultures a Prince Consort had to remain faithful to the princess. Moreover, in this world with mana, there was virtually no gender gap.

	I had no such intention, but even if I became a duke, the princess would also receive a ducal title, making her rank equal to or higher than mine as her husband.

	"But Young Master. A connection with the Imperial Family is..."

	The knight who came as a messenger tried to say something, but I cut him off and asked a question.

	"Do you know what kind of life I want?"

	"...I do not."

	"A wealthy unemployed person."

	It was a sincere desire that penetrated to my bones.

	"...Pardon?"

	"Doing historical research in moderation, traveling the world in moderation."

	This fantastic fantasy world. So many places to go, so much to see. And...

	I shrugged my shoulders.

	"Keeping three wives and four concubines. That kind of life."

	I deliberately emphasized it.

	Three wives and four concubines.

	Wouldn't even the Imperial Family wave this off?

	I thought so, but. Unexpectedly, the messenger nodded.

	What's with this guy?

	"Actually, the Royal Family... doesn't expect the son of the Duke, famous as a womanizer, to devotedly look at only one woman with pure loyalty."

	"...What?"

	"I heard the Imperial Family also expects that since you inherited the Duke's military talent, you would have inherited... that aspect of the Duke as well."

	They think I'll cheat because I take after Father?

	And knowing that, they're still proposing marriage?

	"Wait. The Imperial Family would tolerate the princess's husband cheating?"

	"Rather than tolerate... they wouldn't make a big issue of it."

	It was strange.

	Too strange.

	That would tarnish the Imperial Family's reputation.

	Normally, it would be absolutely unacceptable.

	But it's okay?

	"Is the princess from a humble maternal background?"

	If they were marrying her off carelessly for that reason, it would make sense.

	A concubine's child. A princess with a weak maternal family.

	For such a princess, they might not bother scrutinizing her husband's conduct.

	But.

	"No. She is Her Majesty the Empress's daughter."

	"Who on earth put my name forward? Father?"

	Father would be capable of it. Duke Krustein. The Empire's greatest military power. If he pushed for it, even the Imperial Family would find it difficult to refuse.

	But.

	"His Excellency the Duke... has no particular interest in this marriage proposal."

	"No interest?"

	"Yes. I heard he only said to handle it as you see fit."

	Handle it as you see fit.

	A truly Father-like response.

	In fact, that indifference would have made the Imperial Family even more desperate.

	They wanted to tie down the Krustein ducal house, but the person in question had no interest. From the Imperial Family's perspective, they had no choice but to be more proactive.

	"Then who pushed for it?"

	"His Majesty the Emperor's aunt... I heard Duchess Clara strongly advocated for it."

	Silence descended.

	I could feel Lise's breathing stop beside me.

	Sir Heinrich's expression had also hardened.

	Duchess Clara.

	That old hag who tried to kill me last time.

	The poisoned sandwich. The dawn assassin. All of it was her doing.

	And now that person is pushing for a marriage proposal?

	"...Ah. That person."

	I said nothing more.

	There was much to say, but I couldn't call the Emperor's aunt "the old hag who tried to kill me" in front of the messenger.

	Lise cautiously opened her mouth.

	"Young Master, that person last time..."

	"I know."

	I cut her off shortly.

	Since the assassination failed, is she trying a different method this time?

	A marriage proposal.

	Does she plan to place me under Imperial control through a political marriage?

	Or is it another trap?

	"And... His Excellency the Duke will arrive here within a few days."

	I turned my head.

	"Father?"

	"Yes. He said he would meet you directly."

	Father is coming.

	After suppressing the southern rebellion, all the way here.

	"I see."

	**

	Two weeks later.

	A cavalry force approached.

	It looked to be easily several thousand riders.

	The horseman at the front was particularly noticeable. A physique half a span larger than the others. An overwhelming presence even from a distance.

	It was Father.

	But.

	"What is thaat?"

	Lise's voice trembled.

	I saw it too.

	Something was hanging from the horse's flanks. Round, black, swaying things. At first I thought they were sacks. Containing supplies or spoils of war.

	They weren't.

	As they drew closer, the shapes became clear.

	Human heads.

	Not just one. Not only on Father's horse, but hanging in rows on the following cavalry as well. Ten, twenty, countless numbers.

	And the smell.

	The wind blew.

	A rotting stench stabbed my nose. Nauseating and sickly sweet, the smell of decay. My brow furrowed involuntarily.

	I heard someone retching behind me.

	It was the prisoners.

	The Kuman tribal warriors who had been bound in a line. Their faces had turned deathly pale. Some were trembling, others stumbled backward and fell.

	They must have recognized whose heads those were.

	Father's cavalry stopped.

	Silence descended.

	Father dismounted. Heavy footsteps. The bloodstains on his armor hadn't dried yet.

	Had he encountered Kuman remnants on the way?

	A thousand men.

	Those heads were the traces of those thousand men.

	"I greet Father."

	I bowed first.

	Father's gaze swept over me. He nodded once. That was all.

	"We greet our liege."

	Sir Heinrich and the other knights all greeted him in unison.

	Father's footsteps stopped.

	In front of Sir Heinrich.

	"Hey, Heinrich."

	A low, thick voice.

	"Yes, my liege."

	"I heard you had some fun with Adrian. How many did you kill?"

	Sir Heinrich paused for a moment.

	"I killed two."

	"...Two?"

	Father's eyebrow rose.

	"Only two?"

	"Yes. Two."

	Father's gaze shifted from Sir Heinrich to me.

	An unspoken question.

	I turned my head to look behind.

	"Bring them."

	As the order fell, soldiers moved.

	The prisoners who had been kept back for a moment were dragged forward.

	Kuman tribal warriors. With handcuffs on, bound by ropes. As promised, they'd been fed decently, so their appearance itself wasn't bad. But their eyes were filled with terror.

	Naturally.

	Behind Father, the heads of their kinsmen hung in rows. Reeking of rot. Hanging as if glaring at them through eye sockets where eyeballs had fallen out.

	"Ho."

	Father murmured.

	Eyes carefully examining the prisoners.

	"This is unexpected. You captured them rather than killing them."

	"Yes."

	"Explain, Adrian."

	I stepped forward.

	"First, I assessed the enemy's internal situation."

	"Internal situation?"

	"Yes. That man is the witness."

	I pointed at Kuuluk.

	The former Great Warrior with mana-suppressing handcuffs. He flinched as he received Father's gaze. But he soon straightened his posture.

	"Speak."

	I commanded.

	Kuuluk opened his mouth.

	"...The situation in the northern steppe is not good."

	His voice trembled slightly, but was clear.

	"This year's winter is particularly harsh. There's insufficient grass to feed livestock, and those freezing to death are appearing in succession."

	"So you came down to plunder?"

	At Father's question, Kuuluk nodded.

	"That's correct. But that's not all."

	"What else is there?"

	"The Ice Dragon has awakened."

	Silence descended.

	Father's expression changed subtly. A change so small it was hard to notice. But I definitely saw it.

	His eyes narrowed.

	"...Continue."

	"As the Ice Dragon awakened, several tribes were pushed southward. The land narrowed, competition between tribes intensified. It's a situation of starving wolves tearing at each other."

	I picked up from Kuuluk's words.

	"I exploited that point."

	"How?"

	"The tribal alliance is only an alliance on the surface. In reality, each chieftain only looks after his own tribe. So I used bait to deliberately scatter them."

	Father nodded.

	"As bait?"

	"Yes. I threw wagons loaded with grain as bait. The starving couldn't resist and rushed in, and I struck at the divided gap."

	Father snorted.

	A sound that could be either laughter or derision.

	"And I challenged them to single combat. I stepped forward."

	Sir Heinrich added.

	Father looked at Sir Heinrich.

	"They accepted?"

	"Yes."

	"You caught both?"

	"That's correct."

	"How many exchanges?"

	"The first was two exchanges. The second was one exchange."

	Father chuckled.

	"You haven't gotten rusty."

	"You're too kind."

	It was a brief conversation, but the atmosphere flowing between the two was different.

	Comfortable. The trust between lord and vassal who had been together for many years.

	I felt a moment of alienation, but decided not to mind it.

	"But Adrian. If I had challenged them to single combat, would they have accepted?"

	I was momentarily speechless.

	Is he joking?

	Father's expression was indifferent. As always, a face difficult to read emotions from.

	But fine wrinkles were forming at the corners of his eyes. A hint of laughter.

	It's a joke.

	Probably.

	"I don't think they would have."

	I answered.

	"Why?"

	"Fighting Sir Heinrich is like going toe-to-toe with an ogre. If you stake your life, it's worth trying."

	I paused briefly.

	"But fighting Father is like going toe-to-toe with a dragon. No matter how brave, they'd know it's suicide."

	Father snorted.

	This time it was definitely laughter.

	"Right, it's a joke."

	Father turned his head. His gaze directed north. The direction where the heads hung. The steppe beyond. And further beyond, where the Ice Dragon had been sleeping.

	A moment of silence passed.

	"An Ice Dragon."

	It was a low murmur. But the weight contained in those words was heavy.

	"A real dragon has awakened. My blood boils."

	Your blood boils at facing a dragon?

	Is this person really human?

	Of course it must be a joke.

	Surely he's not really planning to hunt the Ice Dragon, just typical warrior bravado. An instinctive reaction to want to fight when seeing a strong enemy. Something like that.

	"The Duke is often like a child."

	A cunning voice was heard.

	My heart felt like it stopped.

	"Dragon Slayer. I'd think you're at an age to stop dreaming such dreams."

	I turned my head.

	Behind Father's cavalry. The place I'd been deliberately avoiding looking at.

	White hair. A wrinkled face. But only the eyes were sharp. A viper's eyes. Eyes watching prey.

	A status where no one would find it strange even if she didn't use honorifics toward Father.

	And.

	The poisoned sandwich. The dawn assassin. The mastermind behind it all.

	The old hag who tried to kill me.

	Duchess Clara.

	Her eyes and mine met.
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	One of the highest-ranking women in the Empire.

	And the person who tried to kill me.

	She stood before me.

	Up close, her wrinkles were deeper. But her eyes were as sharp as a young viper's. Eyes that measured where to bite for a fatal strike.

	"It's been a while."

	Her voice was leisurely.

	The tone an adult uses with a child. Like a grandmother looking at a cute grandson. On the surface, at least.

	I bowed at the waist.

	Politely. Impeccably.

	"It's an honor to meet you, Duke Clara."

	I raised my head.

	And added.

	"Thank you for the sandwich last time."

	Silence descended.

	I felt Lise's breath catch beside me. A flinching presence. Sir Heinrich's expression hardened too.

	Sandwich.

	The poisoned sandwich.

	The sandwich that killed five sparrows instantly after eating it.

	Of course, there was no evidence. No proof anywhere that Duke Clara had personally poisoned it.

	But we both knew.

	That I knew.

	That she knew I knew.

	Our gazes crossed.

	Briefly. In the blink of an eye. But in that instant, countless things passed between us.

	The corner of Duke Clara's mouth rose slightly.

	"Oh?"

	A sound that could be either admiration or mockery.

	Then, I felt a gaze.

	Father.

	He was looking back and forth between Duke Clara and me. His expression remained indifferent as always.

	But there was something in his eyes.

	Interest.

	The eyes of someone who'd found an entertaining spectacle.

	And importantly, Father said nothing.

	He didn't intervene.

	He didn't scold his son for being sarcastic to the Emperor's aunt.

	Tacit permission.

	Or maybe he just couldn't be bothered. Either way, it didn't matter. The result was the same.

	Duke Clara spoke again.

	"What a spirited child. That's why I recommended you as a match for that girl."

	That girl.

	The princess born to the Empress.

	Her tone made it sound like she was giving a gift.

	But I knew.

	This wasn't a gift.

	It was shackles.

	If the marriage proposal went through, I'd become a person of the Imperial Family. A prince consort. The princess's husband. The Emperor's son-in-law.

	It sounded impressive, but in reality, it meant being placed under Imperial surveillance.

	Moreover, a marriage arranged by the woman who tried to kill me.

	How could I know what would happen on the wedding night?

	A life spent anxiously wondering if my wife's cooking was poisoned.

	Checking with silver utensils at every meal, triple-checking the locks before bed, even checking for hidden assassins during baths.

	I'd rather die than have that kind of marriage.

	"You're too kind."

	I bowed my head.

	Duke Clara chuckled.

	Whether it was a satisfied laugh or mockery, I couldn't tell.

	"Let's discuss the marriage proposal in the Imperial Capital."

	The Imperial Capital.

	She's telling me to come to the Imperial Capital?

	Come to think of it, if I enrolled in the Imperial Academy, I'd have to go anyway. Since I won the chess match with Duke Sylvester, admission was confirmed.

	The plan was to enter the History Department and live quietly doing research.

	But that Imperial Academy was in the Imperial Capital.

	I might need to revise my life plans.

	Krustein Academy was perfectly good too.

	Though its history was short, it had abundant books, and most importantly, it was close to home.

	Was there really a need to go all the way to the Imperial Capital?

	Was there really a need to live right under that viper's nose?

	Ernst too, even though he was qualified for the Imperial Academy... chose Krustein Academy.

	Ah...

	But that place would be crawling with Ernst's cronies.

	The Imperial Capital had Clara. The duchy had Ernst.

	Ha... Damn it.

	Fortunately, the conversation with Duke Clara ended there.

	She withdrew her gaze from me and walked slowly toward the prisoners.

	The Kuman tribal warriors bound in rows. She strolled slowly among them, examining something. Like picking out goods at a market.

	"What is she looking at?"

	Lise asked quietly.

	"Who knows."

	I didn't know either.

	"Maybe it's about the ice dragon? Kuuluk was talking about the ice dragon earlier before he got cut off."

	"No way. That old hag made it obvious she has no interest in dragons."

	"Then what?"

	"I don't know."

	I really didn't.

	Duke Clara was someone only interested in the Imperial Family's safety. She wasn't the type to care about northern barbarians. Unless they were a force large enough to threaten the Imperial Family. Which they absolutely weren't.

	Was there something else?

	Or was it just an old person's whim?

	Either way, it didn't matter.

	What mattered was that her attention had shifted away from me.

	For now.

	Then, I heard familiar armor sounds.

	I turned to see Sir Heinrich.

	"Young Master. His Excellency the Duke is waiting in the reception room."

	He was right next to us but sent a knight instead of calling me directly.

	Very Father-like.

	I nodded to Sir Heinrich and started walking.

	Lise followed.

	"He'll definitely praise you."

	"...What?"

	"You did amazingly well this time. You captured a thousand prisoners. And there were almost no casualties on our side."

	Lise's voice was bright.

	Eyes that truly believed it.

	I swallowed a sigh.

	"That's what scares me most."

	**

	Reception room.

	Father spoke first.

	"I hear Ernst refused reinforcements."

	Straight to the point.

	More confirmation than question. A tone that already knew.

	"Yes."

	"How many times did you request?"

	"Three times."

	"On what grounds?"

	"That troops were needed to suppress the southern rebellion. That defending the duchy was the priority."

	Father snorted.

	"And?"

	"I resolved it on my own. As I mentioned earlier."

	"You resolved it alone without any reinforcements? You subdued a cavalry-focused enemy with mostly infantry, with almost no casualties?"

	"Yes."

	Father's eyes swept over me.

	Indifferent eyes. But there was something beneath. Appraising eyes. Eyes assessing value.

	"Quite impressive."

	Was that praise?

	Praise from Father felt awkward.

	"Usually those who prattle about strategy are just playing word games. Even if they happen to gain merit by chance, it doesn't repeat. But you repeated it."

	Orc subjugation.

	Executing two counts.

	And the Kuman tribe.

	Three times.

	Won all three times.

	"I was also lucky."

	Modesty. The safest answer.

	But.

	"Luck doesn't repeat."

	Father stated flatly.

	A short answer, but the weight in that single statement was heavy. A tone that allowed no rebuttal.

	He was right.

	Luck doesn't repeat.

	A 1-in-100 probability might repeat once. In life, you see 1-in-100 odds hit surprisingly often, making things go well or badly.

	But...

	A 1-in-100 repeating twice is rare.

	Roughly calculated, that's 1 in 10,000.

	What about repeating three times?

	1 in 1,000,000.

	"Since it's repeated three times, it's clear. Your ability is not fake."

	Ability.

	My ability.

	500 orcs.

	Lise was the one who told me about the canyon terrain. Lise was the one who suggested applying the Bowangpo strategy.

	I just told her a Three Kingdoms story, and it was Lise's brain that applied it to actual combat.

	The two counts.

	It was Lise's nose and brain that caught the evidence of treason.

	The Kuman tribe.

	The dispersal operation was Lise. The decoy operation was Lise.

	Perceiving the tribal alliance's divisiveness, reading the psychology of the starving—all Lise.

	Ah, I did handle the meat porridge promotion.

	Having Kuuluk shout "the food is good" was my idea. That turned out surprisingly effective.

	But that was all.

	Honestly speaking, I just rubber-stamped the operations Lise devised.

	Of course, I couldn't tell Father that.

	'Actually, my maid planned everything.'

	That would be ridiculous.

	When it was already hard to believe a ten-year-old illegitimate child devised strategies. That ten-year-old's maid did it?

	There's a limit to mocking Father.

	"Thank you."

	So I just decided to accept it.

	Whether praise or misunderstanding.

	The result was the same anyway.

	"Right, rewards and punishments must be clear. Merit deserves reward."

	A reward.

	Honestly, what I needed most right now was safety. Duke Clara's assassination attempt. Ernst's refusal of reinforcements. Blades flying from all directions.

	If he was giving a reward, I wanted it in that direction.

	"What kind of reward?"

	"Guess."

	The corner of Father's mouth rose slightly.

	Playfulness.

	A rare expression. This man posing riddles.

	"More escorts?"

	Like Sister Celine. A feline hybrid assassin. One more escort like that would let me sleep more soundly at night.

	"Too small."

	A curt answer.

	"Then... territory?"

	"Small."

	"Gold coins?"

	"That's even smaller."

	Father snorted.

	I frowned.

	Bigger than escorts, bigger than territory, bigger than gold coins?

	What on earth was he planning to give?

	"I'll give you a hint."

	Father said.

	"It also serves as punishment for Ernst."

	Punishment for Ernst.

	Refusing reinforcements. Trying to kill me. Siding with Duke Clara.

	A reward that also served as punishment for that.

	No way.

	My mind raced.

	Until now, Father hadn't appointed an official heir.

	No, he hadn't even appointed a candidate.

	Ernst was called the 'Little Duke.'

	The legitimate eldest son. The obvious heir. Everyone thought so.

	But it wasn't official.

	Just tacit agreement. Custom. Atmosphere.

	That's why brats like the Assembly of Illegitimate Children could run wild. Since nothing was officially decided, they could build their own factions and watch for opportunities.

	"...You're placing Ernst and me on equal footing as official heir candidates."

	"Correct."
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	"A successor candidate? That's too much for me. I just want to live quietly, studying history and doing research."

	It was sincere.

	One hundred percent sincere.

	"Hoho, such excessive modesty. You must be laughing inside."

	But it didn't seem to come across that way at all.

	Someone might say:

	With your abilities, wouldn't you be able to go toe-to-toe with Ernst?

	But that's only knowing one thing and not knowing two.

	Behind Ernst stands the Count Müller family.

	Though their title was demoted to count, they were the great house that led the North until just 20 years ago. Most Northerners thought: Since the next duke will be of Müller's eldest daughter's bloodline anyway, nothing much will change.

	And compared to that, what about me?

	My mother wasn't the duke's official wife.

	A concubine.

	And a commoner one at that, with no name to speak of.

	Support from my maternal family?

	None.

	Political foundation?

	None.

	All I had was the fact that my father's blood ran through my veins.

	What good are abilities when you have no backing?

	So I said through gritted teeth:

	"I have not the slightest intention of threatening my brother's position. It would only cause unnecessary conflict. Above all, my brother's maternal family, the Count Müller household, is no small force. If I become a candidate, they won't stand idle. It would only create needless strife within the ducal house..."

	"That family—it doesn't matter what happens to them now."

	'That family'? He called the Count Müller household 'that family'?

	I looked at the man before me again.

	Ah, right.

	The past two months.

	Father had suppressed the Southern rebellion.

	The rebellion that the Imperial Capital's forces had lost to repeatedly—in just two months.

	The Empire's strongest warlord at present.

	Perhaps... a man with power surpassing even the Emperor.

	To him, the Count Müller household was now nothing more than a cumbersome backing.

	**

	I left the reception room.

	My mind was in turmoil.

	My life plans were falling apart.

	I just wanted to live this life peacefully and smoothly, as a wealthy trust fund kid pursuing hobbies. Now it looked like I'd be thrust into a power struggle that had no place in my destiny.

	"Haah..."

	While I sighed, there was someone who rejoiced.

	Sir Heinrich.

	"To sigh on such a good day. You truly are different, Young Master."

	"What?"

	"You must be thinking about plans for the future."

	Think whatever you want.

	"Something like that."

	"More importantly, there are people I'd like to introduce you to, Young Master."

	"People you'd like to introduce?"

	"Yes. My older brothers."

	"Brothers—you mean your siblings?"

	"Not blood brothers. People I've been with since my mercenary days."

	"Ah..."

	The old subordinates of Father, known as 'Walther's disciples.'

	Sir Heinrich intended to introduce them to me.

	"Right now?"

	"Yes. They happened to come here following His Grace the Duke. If not now, it'll be hard to gather them all in one place."

	I thought for a moment.

	Honestly, it was burdensome. The duke's core confidants. What could a ten-year-old do in front of such big shots?

	But I couldn't refuse either.

	Now that I'd become a successor candidate, these were people I'd have to face eventually anyway.

	"Alright. Let's go together."

	"A wise decision."

	Sir Heinrich turned around.

	I was about to follow when something occurred to me.

	"Lise."

	"Yes?"

	"Come with us."

	"Whaaaat?"

	Lise's eyes went round.

	Her single red eye seemed to grow three times larger.

	"M-me? To such a place?"

	"Why? Don't want to?"

	"It's not that I don't want to... but am I allowed to go?"

	"No reason you can't."

	Sir Heinrich nodded as well.

	"It would be good for Miss Lise to come too. My brothers know a lot."

	"They know a lot?"

	"They might know how to overcome surgery side effects or restore your eye."

	Lise's hand unconsciously moved toward her eyepatch.

	The eye lost to the side effects of enhanced human surgery.

	Her expression changed subtly. A mix of surprise, hope, and a bit of fear.

	"...Really?"

	Sir Heinrich added:

	"I can't guarantee it. But I think it's worth asking."

	Lise looked at me.

	I nodded.

	"Let's go."

	"...Alright."

	Lise bowed her head.

	Truth be told, I was a bit scared to go alone.

	If they were the duke's confidants, they'd all be monster-like humans. Sir Heinrich alone was half a step away from being a Swordmaster—what level would his 'older brothers' be at?

	Having Lise there would make me feel a bit more comfortable.

	Of course, I had no intention of saying that out loud.

	**

	The outdoor banquet hall.

	Though calling it a banquet hall was generous.

	It was just a wide clearing with logs laid out for seating and a bonfire in the center.

	But the people sitting around it were impressive.

	Ten men.

	All of them large. Broad shoulders, thick arms, sharp eyes.

	They wore comfortable clothes instead of armor, but the scars visible beneath served as their résumés.

	More like mercenaries than knights.

	The so-called 'Walther's disciples.'

	They were skilled enough that it wouldn't be strange if they'd already received baronetcies or higher.

	But they stayed.

	People called it loyalty. Of course, the reality was probably that staying together was more profitable.

	"Oh, who's this?"

	One of them looked up as I approached.

	"If it isn't the rumored kid corps commander."

	"Brother, he's still the Young Master."

	Sir Heinrich chided, but his tone lacked force.

	"Young Master or whatever, just sit down. My neck hurts looking up."

	Another knight pointed at a log with his chin.

	I sat without complaint. Lise carefully took a seat next to me.

	That's when I noticed it.

	The massive chunk of meat rotating over the bonfire.

	A wild boar.

	Though they called it a wild boar, it was no joke—it was the size of a decent calf. The tusks alone were as long as my forearm. The scale of this fantasy world.

	"We caught this earlier. Try it. Fresh catch."

	I took it and bit into it.

	Juices burst forth. Crispy outside, moist inside. Pretty tasty.

	"How is it?"

	"Delicious."

	"Right? I caught it."

	"Don't lie. When did you catch it? You just did the driving."

	"Driving is hunting too."

	"Then dogs are hunters too."

	Laughter erupted among the knights.

	The atmosphere wasn't bad.

	There was no formality. Just old comrades gathered to grill meat and drink. With one kid thrown into the mix.

	I kept my mouth shut and my ears open.

	Naturally, the topic flowed to the Southern rebellion.

	"But this one was kind of anticlimactic."

	The red-bearded knight said while chewing meat.

	"Anticlimactic?"

	"Yeah. They gathered calling themselves rebels, but when we actually fought, there was nothing to them."

	"The walls?"

	"Smashed them."

	"Ambushes?"

	"Broke through."

	"Encirclements?"

	"Counter-encircled. Yeah."

	His tone was matter-of-fact.

	Not bragging. Just stating facts.

	"Once His Grace personally stepped in, well, it was over."

	Another knight chimed in.

	"Ah, that time. When we broke the gate?"

	"Yeah. His Grace swung his sword once and the gate just flew off. Frame and all."

	"Half the rebels ran away after seeing that."

	"The ones who ran?"

	"Chased them down and caught them. Yeah."

	Laughter erupted.

	I quietly chewed my meat.

	Beside me, Lise had her ears perked up. Eyes focused on the war stories. But I could see her expression subtly changing.

	It seemed different from what she expected.

	"How did you break through the encirclement?"

	"Encirclement?"

	"Yes. When the enemy surrounded you."

	"Broke through."

	"Just like that?"

	"Just like that. Picked the weakest side and broke through. Done."

	Lise's eyes blinked.

	"What about feints or diversions..."

	"If we can win head-on anyway, why make it complicated? Strategy is for the weak."

	The knights snickered.

	Lise glanced at me.

	She whispered softly:

	"It's different from our wars."

	I nodded.

	"When your strength is overwhelming, frontal assault is the strongest strategy."

	I didn't lower my voice deliberately.

	The knights' gazes turned this way.

	"In that case, the strategy becomes maintaining the frontal assault while reducing variables so the enemy can't employ tactics."

	A brief silence fell.

	The red-bearded knight narrowed his eyes.

	"...What's this, the kid Young Master actually knows how to talk."

	"No, but he's not wrong though?"

	"That's why the big brother... I mean, our liege has his eye on him as successor. Heinrich fell for him too."

	Another knight snickered.

	Meanwhile, a knight who'd been quietly listening spoke up.

	"It's not like we only use brute force."

	Small murmurs arose among the other knights.

	"Oh, here we go."

	"Chatty Wolfram at it again."

	Snickering sounds.

	I looked at the knight who'd spoken.

	His build was smaller than the other knights. But his body was solid.

	Thick muscles. Sturdy physique. And a shiny bald head.

	What stood out was the eyepatch.

	Black cloth covering his left eye.

	The same side as Lise.

	I recalled Sir Heinrich's words about 'might know how to restore your eye.' Perhaps this knight had relevant information.

	Sir Wolfram.

	A unique figure even among Father's confidants.

	Famous for his axe skills, but more regarded as 'someone who can at least formulate strategy.' And rumored to search far and wide for ways to cure his eye and baldness.

	Neither seemed to have borne fruit yet.

	"During the Southern rebellion, the defeated enemies went up into the mountains. Mount Strab."

	"How many went?"

	"5,000."

	"5,000?"

	Lise's eyes widened.

	"Yeah. 5,000 holed up on the mountaintop. Rough terrain, narrow paths going up. A frontal assault would've meant serious casualties."

	Sir Wolfram paused.

	"So do you know what our liege did?"

	"Set it on fire."

	Lise answered immediately.

	Sir Wolfram's eyes widened.

	"Oh? Did you hear about it?"

	"It's common sense. If enemies are on a mountain and it's hard to climb up, you use fire."

	"She says it's common sense."

	Another knight snickered.

	"Hey, Wolfram. A ten-year-old just called you out for common sense?"

	"Shut up."

	Sir Wolfram snapped back gruffly, then looked at Lise again.

	"Right, common sense. Kids with one eye missing are smart after all."

	Lise flinched slightly.

	Black humor from someone in the same situation, or just a rough mouth?

	Probably both.

	Sir Wolfram continued without concern:

	"Anyway, Mount Strab caught fire like that. 5,000 stragglers got roasted alive."

	His tone was matter-of-fact.

	Wait.

	Mount Strab?

	"Isn't that famous as a Cheonghongcho production area?"

	I asked.

	Silence descended.

	The knights looked at each other.

	"What? Cheonghongcho production area?"

	"That was the place?"

	"No wonder the price went up a few days ago."

	"How much?"

	"Doubled, they said."

	"Fuck, should've bought some if I'd known."

	Cheonghongcho.

	A famous aphrodisiac in this world.

	An herb that not only boosted virility but dramatically increased pregnancy rates.

	I'd heard that two-thirds of the Empire's supply was harvested from Mount Strab and its vicinity.

	And they'd burned the whole place down.

	The price must be skyrocketing.

	Duke Walther Von Krustein.

	That great hero with over a hundred children.

	Perhaps his achievement wasn't solely due to a Swordmaster's virility.

	In a way, the biggest beneficiary had blown up the biggest supply source.

	An irony of history, perhaps.

	Just then, I felt my sleeve being tugged.

	It was Lise.

	When I turned my head, she whispered low:

	"Young Master."

	"What?"

	"This could be a money-making opportunity."

	"Money?"

	"There's a similar herb in the North too."

	I narrowed my eyes.

	"Where?"

	"In Kuman territory."

	The red-bearded knight snorted.

	"The Kuman? That herb grows in those barbarians' land?"

	"Yes."

	"Hmph. How much could you make anyway? If there was money to be made, those barbarians would've been rich already."

	Lise turned her head.

	She looked straight at the red-bearded knight.

	And as if teaching letters to an illiterate child, she spoke clearly:

	"Mount Strab burned down."

	"So?"

	"Two-thirds of the Empire's supply came from there."

	"......"

	"It'll take at least five years for the mountain to recover. During that time, supply drops to one-third. But only we know about the new source."

	The red-bearded knight's mouth fell open.

	Lise finished:

	"It's a monopoly."
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	"Master told me, didn't he? The story about building a huge empire by selling medicinal herbs!"

	That story.

	It was the tale of the Qing Dynasty I'd heard in my past life.

	When the Imjin War cut off the supply of Korean ginseng, Manchuria became the sole supplier. Nurhaci used the enormous wealth from the ginseng trade to build his army and eventually destroyed the Ming Dynasty.

	I'd run out of Romance of the Three Kingdoms material, so I'd just told it as an interesting historical anecdote.

	Was this kid trying to apply it here?

	"It's exactly the same as now!"

	Lise continued excitedly.

	"What do the Kuman lack?"

	"Grain."

	"Right! They're on the verge of starving to death because of the cold and the ice dragon."

	I nodded.

	"Then what about the Empire?"

	"Cheonghongcho."

	"Yes!"

	Lise clapped her hands.

	"The production area burned down, so the supply was cut off. But the same herb grows in Kuman territory."

	"How do you know that?"

	"I asked Kuuluk. Where things grow in the northern steppe."

	When did this kid do that?

	"So?"

	"The answer's obvious!"

	Lise counted on her fingers.

	"We form an alliance with some Kuman tribes. The starving ones. We give them grain, and they harvest cheonghongcho for us. We sell the harvested cheonghongcho to the Empire."

	"The demand is certain..."

	"Of course."

	"The supply source burned down, so there's no competition..."

	"Only us."

	It made sense.

	Other medicinal herbs aside, cheonghongcho had guaranteed demand.

	In terms of my past life, it was like Viagra with added fertility enhancement.

	Nobles and wealthy commoners alike would line up for it.

	Just as I was about to nod—

	"Young Master."

	The red-bearded knight approached.

	The same knight who'd been bragging about wild boar earlier. His expression was oddly stiff.

	"What is it?"

	"I saw those central government bastards making contact with the prisoners earlier."

	"Central government?"

	"From what I heard, they seem to think the Kuman prisoners have some use. I couldn't catch the details."

	The central government interested in Kuman prisoners?

	Why would they care about northern barbarians?

	*Hic!*

	Then I heard a gasp beside me.

	It was Lise.

	Her face had gone pale.

	"This is bad."

	"Why?"

	"If the central government takes the prisoners first... our plan is ruined."

	"Haha! Miss Lise. Why so worried?"

	Sir Heinrich laughed heartily.

	"B-but..."

	"Do you know what it means that our Young Master became a successor candidate?"

	"What?"

	Lise blinked.

	"It means he can crush most central bureaucrats with authority alone. Besides, who caught those prisoners in the first place?"

	He was right.

	I was now an official successor candidate of the ducal house.

	Unwanted, but still. The authority that came with it was real.

	Some official from the capital—if we clashed head-on, they wouldn't stand a chance.

	Lise's expression brightened slightly.

	"I-I see."

	"So don't be so scared."

	Sir Heinrich tapped Lise's head.

	Then a voice came from the side.

	"The cheonghongcho business, huh."

	It was Sir Wolfram.

	The bald knight with an eyepatch. He was looking this way, chin resting on his hand.

	"I want to invest."

	Lise's eyes went round.

	"I-invest?"

	"Why? Not allowed?"

	"N-no. But why..."

	Sir Wolfram tapped his eyepatch.

	"People like you and me with damaged bodies, you know. We have to wait for good medicine to come out. When such medicine appears, we have to rush and buy it right away."

	Medicine to heal disabilities wasn't nonexistent in this world, but it wasn't common either, and most depended on freshness.

	"But I spent all my money buying a good axe recently. I need to earn it back fast."

	Lise's eyes wavered.

	Sir Wolfram extended his hand.

	"Let's do this together, little miss."

	Lise took his hand.

	"...Please take care of me."

	Sir Wolfram looked around at the other knights.

	"You guys want in too?"

	The red-bearded knight waved his hand.

	"I'm out."

	"Why? Don't want to make money?"

	"Too much wealth dulls the sword."

	Sir Wolfram smirked.

	"Then our liege's sword must be dull too."

	"That's different. We don't have the same talents as him to begin with."

	A few laughs broke out. But they didn't last long.

	Another knight cut in.

	"I'll be honest, Wolfram."

	"What?"

	"If we join now, it's basically choosing a faction."

	Silence descended.

	The campfire crackled and sparked.

	Firelight flickered across the knights' faces. No one spoke.

	"I haven't chosen yet."

	Several knights nodded at those words.

	Eyes of agreement.

	Only then did I realize.

	Sir Wolfram's investment proposal. It wasn't simply about money.

	Ernst and me.

	Which side to take in the succession struggle.

	Investing in the cheonghongcho business was a declaration of siding with me. Publicly, in front of the ducal house's core retainers.

	Then that man...

	My gaze turned to Sir Wolfram.

	Bald with an eyepatch. The man who'd spent all his money on an axe.

	Had this person chosen me?

	Why on earth?

	Did he like Lise's business proposal?

	Or did he decide based on Sir Heinrich?

	Sir Heinrich had followed me from Granfeld. He'd fought alongside me against the Kuman. And now, at this moment, he stood by my side without any objection.

	Father's ten closest retainers.

	Two of them now with me.

	What made them believe?

	My heart raced.

	*Thump thump.*

	Too heavy a weight for a ten-year-old heart to bear.

	But I couldn't show it.

	I stood up.

	"Then let's go. To the prisoner camp."

	I said it lightly.

	Sir Heinrich stood up as well. Sir Wolfram too.

	Lise trotted up beside me.

	I felt the presence of the two knights escorting me.

	And the gazes of the remaining knights too.

	**

	On the way to the prisoner camp.

	As I walked, I thought.

	Right, no need to see it all negatively.

	Whatever the future holds, let's enjoy the present.

	Either way, my authority had grown—that was fact.

	Two passing soldiers saw me and bowed deeply.

	"Corps Commander!"

	Their voices rang out.

	I nodded in acknowledgment.

	Walking a bit further, soldiers carrying supplies moved aside. They stopped their carts and bowed their heads.

	"All clear!"

	I nodded again.

	Discipline was good as usual.

	Right, as usual.

	Hm? As usual?

	Come to think of it, they'd always treated me respectfully.

	Of course. They were my soldiers.

	The first week of my assignment. I'd publicly executed the supply officer, personally beheaded the deputy corps commander, and sent his salted corpse back to the main house.

	That rumor must have spread throughout the entire corps.

	And I wasn't just a scary superior. After punishing the embezzler, their meal quality had improved by two levels.

	Moreover, hadn't I recently led them to a great victory?

	Before all this talk of successor candidates, they'd been like this.

	I'd been mistaken.

	"Not bad."

	A voice came from beside me.

	It was Sir Wolfram.

	He looked around and nodded.

	"Discipline is good."

	"They're a strong army that captured over a thousand elite Kuman cavalry."

	Sir Heinrich answered.

	"That was because the kid won in single combat. They didn't really do much, did they?"

	"Either way, it was only possible because they were there."

	"Haha, such modesty."

	Sir Wolfram chuckled.

	In the distance, the prisoner camp fence came into view.

	In front of the prisoner camp.

	A familiar carriage was already there.

	Ornate insignia. A banner with a golden eagle. The Imperial symbol.

	My expression hardened.

	"We have prior guests."

	Sir Heinrich muttered quietly.

	The heartiness from earlier had vanished from his face.

	We entered.

	A voice could be heard.

	"Therefore, if you go south and maintain public order, you'll be compensated with adequate wages."

	It was Duke Clara.

	That old hag's eyes when looking at the prisoners earlier had been unusual, and now she'd come all the way here.

	White hair. Wrinkled face. But a clear voice.

	Several Kuman prisoners knelt before her. What appeared to be an interpreter was translating her words beside her.

	Southern public order?

	Was she planning to use them as mercenaries?

	Sir Heinrich pressed close to my side. Sir Wolfram stepped forward.

	Confront her with successor candidate authority?

	That wouldn't work on this old hag.

	If I was a box of possibilities who might become duke, this old hag was a current duke.

	And that wasn't all.

	The current Emperor's aunt. One of the Empire's most powerful figures. My authority was paper-thin before her.

	Duke Clara turned her head.

	Our eyes met.

	A smile. The smile of the old hag who'd tried to kill me.

	"Oh, you're here."

	Her voice was like a grandmother welcoming her grandson.

	"Perfect timing. Let's discuss the marriage proposal slowly in the capital."

	Of course, I had no intention of accepting any marriage this old hag arranged.

	But now wasn't the time to bring that up.

	"Your Highness. What brings you here?"

	I bowed.

	Politely. Impeccably.

	"As you can see, I'm offering these people employment."

	Duke Clara gestured at the prisoners.

	"Though the southern rebellion has been suppressed, remnants remain. Public order is unstable. It would be good if these people helped."

	Public order maintenance in words, but in reality, using them as the Empire's dogs.

	But from their perspective, it might be a decent job. Better to work as mercenaries than starve to death. At least there'd be food.

	Indeed, most prisoners were already nodding at Clara's proposal.

	The cheonghongcho business seemed to have fallen through.

	But there was no way around it.

	I couldn't directly oppose Duke Clara's authority.

	Then—

	A slight tug on my sleeve.

	It was Lise.

	She pressed close to my ear and whispered.

	"Tell her to take everyone except fifty."

	What?

	"Fifty people are enough for the job anyway."
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	Only 50 men would be enough?

	I had my doubts, but I decided to trust Lise's judgment.

	She hadn't been wrong so far.

	I bowed at the waist.

	"I can only admire Your Highness's insight. To give the northern barbarians an opportunity to serve the Empire—what judgment could be more excellent than this?"

	It wasn't sincere, but it probably sounded convincing.

	"For the young hero of Krustein to have such deep loyalty to the Empire—the Empire's future is bright indeed."

	"However, I believe I'll need to keep about 50 men for my own purposes."

	Clara nodded lightly.

	"Very well. The payment for the slaves... no, the mercenaries will be sent separately with someone. I cannot write such a large promissory note here."

	**

	Shortly after arriving at the room, Lise spoke up.

	"I'll select all 50 from the Red Deer Tribe."

	"Why that tribe specifically?"

	"The Cheonghongcho colonies. Among the nearby tribes, the Red Deer Tribe has the most of them."

	"Isn't the Golden Bear Tribe bigger?"

	I asked. The power structure of the northern steppe.

	The Golden Bear Tribe was ten times larger than the Red Deer Tribe.

	"We killed their chieftain candidate. Batu. Sir Heinrich took him down in two exchanges."

	Ah. Right.

	The giant warrior who wielded an axe. The man whose head flew off in single combat.

	So he was the Golden Bear Tribe's next chieftain candidate.

	Though they did have dozens of great warriors called chieftain candidates.

	"Negotiation impossible."

	Lise stated flatly.

	But that wasn't entirely true.

	Lise had good instincts but knowledge at the level of an ordinary maid.

	I had information she didn't, and according to that, negotiating with the Golden Bear Tribe wasn't impossible. But I didn't bother mentioning it.

	"So we need to send a message to the Red Deer Tribe."

	"What message?"

	"That we regard them as special."

	950 men would be dragged to the southern Empire.

	Duke Clara called it "employment," but in reality, they'd be closer to expendable resources.

	Why else would she mention the word "slave"? Suppressing rebel remnants. Maintaining public order. Nicely packaged, but the reality was they'd be sword fodder dying in place of Imperial troops.

	Even if that wasn't the case, it didn't matter.

	Even if by some one-in-a-million chance those dragged away lived well and ate well in the warm south, from the tribe's perspective, 950 warriors would have evaporated. Their power would diminish.

	And in that situation, if only 50 returned? And only from a specific tribe?

	"You're giving them favor while simultaneously isolating them?"

	Lise nodded.

	My gaze naturally turned to Kuuluk.

	The former great warrior sitting bound in the corner.

	He flinched. Though I'd given him a plausible reward, it was merely a gesture showing that those who achieve merit receive appropriate compensation. I didn't fully trust him yet.

	Which was why he was still bound.

	"Can you negotiate?"

	"Of course! Just leave it to me!"

	I stared at him intently.

	"You said you have no voice. Because you're mixed blood."

	Sir Heinrich crossed his arms. Sir Wolfram also gazed at Kuuluk from behind his eyepatch.

	Kuuluk took a step back.

	He was the one who'd witnessed Batu, presumed stronger than him, lose his head in two exchanges. Who'd seen Guom fail to last even one exchange.

	Sir Heinrich, who'd cut down those great warriors like common soldiers. Sir Wolfram, whom Sir Heinrich called "big bro."

	"I'll be honest. Even without me, if they can regularly obtain meat and grain, they'll follow Young Master's words."

	"Really?"

	I stood up and approached Kuuluk. I drew a dagger from my waist.

	Kuuluk stiffened. For such a mountain of a man, he was quite timid.

	Slice.

	The rope binding his wrists was cut.

	"...What?"

	Kuuluk stared blankly at his wrists.

	"Three horses. The reward I gave you. Remember?"

	"Y-yes."

	"Plus I'll return the horses your subordinates rode. And the other tribe members' shares too. I'll release all your subordinates and send grain as well."

	"...Young Master?"

	Sir Heinrich's voice carried bewilderment. A natural reaction. Not only releasing prisoners but giving them horses and grain too?

	But we'd obtained hundreds of horses from this battle anyway. Giving away a few dozen wouldn't be a great loss.

	Kuuluk knelt. He bowed so deeply his forehead nearly touched the floor.

	"Thank you, Young Master. I absolutely... absolutely will not disappoint you."

	"I'm counting on it."

	I answered briefly.

	**

	The next day. Before dawn.

	Kuuluk's party departed.

	50 Red Deer Tribe members. Mounted on horses. Sacks of grain tied behind their saddles.

	I watched their retreating figures.

	"Aren't you afraid, Young Master?"

	"Of what?"

	"Kuuluk. He might not keep his promise."

	The scheme had been Lise's idea.

	But now that it was being executed, she seemed anxious.

	I patted her head.

	Silver hair slipped between my fingers. It was soft.

	"Then we'll just lose a few barbarians."

	"But the other things too..."

	"A few dozen horses. Some grain. That's all."

	I felt the tension leave Lise's shoulders.

	She seemed to relax a bit.

	"You're right. Young Master is right."

	Lise nodded.

	I nodded too.

	Pretending to be relaxed.

	Pretending to be calm.

	But honestly, I was nervous too.

	**

	A week passed.

	No news.

	Lise stood in the corner.

	The girl who would normally chatter about this and that kept her mouth firmly shut.

	Her shoulders were hunched. The one eye visible below her eyepatch stared only at the floor.

	"...I made a mistake."

	Her voice was low.

	Almost inaudible.

	"What?"

	"Me. I was the one who said to trust Kuuluk. The Cheonghongcho business. All of it."

	Her voice trembled.

	I could see the edge of her eyepatch growing moist.

	"Because of my scheme, Young Master is suffering losses. The horses. The grain. Everything."

	That might indeed be the case.

	But I wasn't stupid enough to rebuke an advisor who'd succeeded in multiple schemes and failed only once.

	"It's only been a week. To go to the northern steppe and back takes at least two weeks. Round trip would be over a month."

	"But..."

	"And they need to negotiate too. Meeting the chieftain, talking, persuading. That doesn't happen in a day or two, does it?"

	Lise's eye blinked.

	"...That's true."

	"So don't panic. Like I said before, at most we'll lose a few horses and some grain."

	This was also consolation for myself.

	"...Yes."

	But that consolation ultimately proved unnecessary.

	**

	About a week after that conversation, a dust cloud rose from the north.

	"Enemy! Cavalry approaching from the north! Almost... almost 5,000!"

	"Of all times?"

	Father had departed for the Imperial Capital again two days ago. Of course, he'd left Sir Wolfram and many knights and troops behind, so the 7th Corps' current strength was even greater.

	"It's the Kuman Tribe!"

	"Flag confirmed! Definitely Kuman Tribe!"

	Damn it.

	Had Kuuluk betrayed us?

	No, not betrayal—had it been a trap from the start? Were they targeting when our forces were reduced?

	"Mobilize all troops! Deploy to the walls!"

	Sir Heinrich's voice rang out.

	Soldiers began moving busily. The sound of armor clashing. Footsteps. Shouts.

	I climbed up to the wall too.

	Lise stuck close beside me. Her face had gone deathly pale.

	"Young Master, because of me..."

	"Shut up. Now's not the time for that."

	I cut her off coldly.

	Regrets could come later.

	The cavalry drew closer.

	Shapes began emerging through the dust.

	Horses. People. Flags.

	But then.

	"...What's that?"

	Sir Wolfram muttered.

	I saw it too.

	The flag.

	It wasn't a tribal symbol flag.

	It was white. A pure white flag. White cloth fluttering in the wind.

	Whether in the Empire or among the Kuman, the meaning of a white flag was clear.

	Surrender.

	"Wait, there are... children there."

	Lise narrowed her eye.

	Thanks to her enhanced vision, she could apparently see their appearance even at this distance.

	"What?"

	"Elderly people too. And many women."

	I rubbed my eyes.

	As the cavalry drew closer, it became visible to the naked eye.

	Women holding children on horses. Bent-backed elderly. Luggage loaded on carts. Livestock.

	There were warriors too. But they were less than half the total.

	"That's not an army—it's a tribe."

	"A tribe?"

	"The entire tribe is moving. Not just warriors, but their families too."

	Murmuring spread among the soldiers on the wall.

	"Hey, look at that. There are kids."

	"Really. Old people too."

	"They're not here to fight?"

	"They're holding a white flag. Isn't that surrender?"

	"An entire tribe surrendering? Does that even happen? First I've heard of it."

	It was the first I'd heard of it too.

	One horse stepped forward from the formation.

	A familiar face.

	Kuuluk.

	But something was different.

	"That."

	Lise noticed first.

	"He's wearing something on his head."

	Feathers.

	Long feathers with a reddish tint. They swayed in the wind, glittering in the sunlight.

	"Isn't that a chieftain's feather?"

	Sir Heinrich muttered.

	"Heh. He's moved up in the world."

	Sir Wolfram chuckled.

	Kuuluk dismounted.

	Then he knelt.

	In front of 5,000 tribe members. The feathered chieftain prostrated himself before a ten-year-old.

	"Young Master. I've returned as promised."

	"Isn't kneeling too easily in front of your tribe members a bit much? You're a chieftain now."

	"I became chieftain entirely thanks to you, Young Master."

	Kuuluk's voice trembled.

	"Thanks to me?"

	"If not for the provisions you sent, we would have been annihilated."

	"That was meant for the Red Deer Tribe. Not all 5,000 are from your tribe."

	"They're people who lost their homes and were driven out. They're mixed from various tribes. When we shared the provisions, they joined us."

	A few sacks of grain had gathered 5,000 people?

	How starved must they have been?

	"And..."

	Kuuluk turned around.

	"You fools! Hurry and bring it!"

	At his shout, his subordinates moved frantically.

	Unloading boxes from horses, running, stumbling. A chaotic scene.

	One box was placed before me.

	The lid opened.

	Reddish-tinted grass. A distinctive scent stung my nose.

	"Ooh."

	Sir Wolfram's eyes sparkled.

	Cheonghongcho.

	"Though we were driven from our original territory, skilled herbalists had identified several colony sites. We can supply them continuously."

	Kuuluk still knelt. Unable to raise his head.

	Behind him stood 5,000 tribe members.

	Warriors watching nervously. Women clutching children tightly. Elderly with hardened expressions.

	All of them were looking this way.

	Waiting for the single word that would come from a ten-year-old's mouth.

	"What will you do?"

	Sir Heinrich asked quietly.

	Instead of answering, I asked Kuuluk.

	"What exactly were you driven out by?"

	Kuuluk's shoulders flinched.

	He swallowed hard.

	He raised his head.

	Fear dwelt in his eyes.

	"An ice dragon is moving south."
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	"So all these people were driven out by the Ice Dragon?"

	"To be precise, the Golden Bear Tribe was pushed out first. They lost their homeland to the Ice Dragon. When they moved south, smaller tribes like ours were driven out in a chain reaction."

	It was a domino effect.

	When a large tribe comes pushing through, small tribes have no choice. Step aside or get trampled.

	Sir Heinrich approached.

	"What will you do?"

	"We have to accept them."

	"That's 5,000 people. Too many to keep inside the corps encampment. Food, space, and most of all, security will be problems. Even if we only count the warriors, there are easily a thousand. Letting loose such a group..."

	Jove, my staff officer, spoke up.

	"You think it's insane?"

	"..."

	"I know."

	I turned my gaze.

	In the distance, the tribespeople stood. Sunken eyes. Hands with bones showing through. Mothers clutching their children tight.

	All those gazes were directed this way.

	Waiting for the words that would come from a ten-year-old's mouth.

	"You're going to feed 5,000 barbarians when our own food supplies are tight?"

	"I'll take responsibility for feeding them with my personal funds."

	"...Your personal funds?"

	Jove's eyebrows twitched.

	"May I ask how much you have?"

	"Two months' worth. Three if we're frugal."

	"Do you believe 5,000 people can become self-sufficient within three months?"

	"..."

	"And if they can't?"

	I didn't answer.

	I couldn't answer.

	If they can't. Then my entire fortune goes up in smoke.

	However... despite my recent rise, I was still clearly the underdog.

	If Ernst was a medium-sized dog like a Jindo or Shiba Inu, I was just a fierce Chihuahua or Pomeranian.

	If reconciliation is impossible. If I must win somehow...

	I need to constantly create variables, and I can't completely rule out gambling.

	And this... has a chance of success.

	"If they can harvest Cheonghongcho, we'll break even quickly. Now that the southern mountains have burned, a new supply source is as good as a gold mine."

	"'If they can harvest it.'"

	"Right. If they can."

	Jove looked straight at me.

	"And if it fails?"

	"Then..."

	I trailed off.

	Then there's nothing I can do. I was about to say that, but stopped.

	Nothing I can do?

	Accept 5,000 people, bet my entire fortune, and if it fails, 'nothing I can do'?

	That was ridiculous.

	"Then I'll have to find another way."

	Jove stared at me for a long moment before bowing his head.

	"...Understood."

	He stepped back. He didn't argue further.

	"We'll establish a settlement."

	I turned to Kuuluk.

	"A place for your tribespeople to settle. Outside the corps encampment. I'll provide land and let you build houses."

	Kuuluk's eyes widened.

	"But there are conditions. You'll fulfill the Cheonghongcho supply as promised. You'll also cooperate with horse breeding. Can you do that?"

	"..."

	Kuuluk dropped to his knees.

	His forehead touched the ground.

	Thud.

	"Thank you, Young Master."

	His voice was trembling.

	"I will never forget this kindness."

	Murmuring spread from behind. The translation spread from front to back, from back to further back.

	And then cheers erupted.

	Sounds of joy.

	I listened to those sounds and thought.

	Three months.

	The results will come within three months.

	Success or ruin.

	**

	About a month passed.

	The settlement was taking shape.

	Half a day's distance from the corps encampment. Tents and temporary dwellings had been erected on gently rolling hills. What had been an empty field now looked quite like a village.

	And the most important task.

	Cheonghongcho harvesting.

	"They found the colonies quickly for land that isn't even their homeland."

	"The herbalists asked around. They heard there was a similar environment in the nearby mountain regions, so they went and..."

	He pulled something from his chest.

	A reddish plant. A distinctive scent stung my nose. Sweet yet bitter, a strange smell.

	"It's real."

	Sir Wolfram picked up the herb.

	He smelled it. Rubbed the leaves between his fingers to extract the juice. Checked the color and touched it lightly to the tip of his tongue.

	"How's the quality?"

	I asked.

	"...Not bad. Slightly inferior to Mount Strab's, but it has sufficient commercial value."

	"What about the scale?"

	"We found three locations. Combined... it's quite substantial."

	"Specifically."

	"Before Mount Strab burned, we can supply nearly half of what was distributed throughout the entire Empire."

	Sir Wolfram's eyes widened.

	"Half? That much?"

	"Yes. The quality from our original homeland is even better. If the Ice Dragon retreats, we can harvest from there again too."

	Ice Dragon.

	When that name came up, the air in the room grew slightly heavier.

	The news Kuuluk brought a month ago. That the Ice Dragon was moving south.

	If that monster really came, Cheonghongcho business would be the least of our problems.

	Fortunately, there had been no additional news so far. Either its southward movement was slower than expected, or it had changed direction.

	Either way, it wasn't an immediate problem.

	The immediate problem was something else.

	Lise closed the ledger and sighed.

	"We're in the red again this week. At this rate, the treasury will be empty by next week."

	The gamble wasn't over yet.

	We had to sell the Cheonghongcho. And quickly.

	"But now we just need to sell it!"

	"That's the problem. Even if we have the goods, it's useless if we can't find buyers."

	Cheonghongcho.

	The demand was certain. Nobles and wealthy merchants—there were plenty of buyers.

	The problem was distribution.

	No connections with apothecaries, no distribution network, no credibility.

	Just advertise "We have Cheonghongcho"?

	Perfect way to be treated as a fraud.

	Plus, there would be interference from existing apothecaries.

	So for now, I wanted to proceed by cooperating with existing merchant guilds.

	"Come to think of it, today's the day. The day we're meeting with the first merchant."

	"Right. Today."

	I straightened my clothes.

	There's a limit to how much a ten-year-old can dress up, but I still needed to show sincerity to the other party.

	Three merchants were scheduled to meet today.

	If even one of the three signed a contract, the immediate financial crisis would be resolved.

	"Are you nervous?"

	"Not really."

	It was a lie.

	I was a little nervous.

	**

	The first merchant.

	A fat man in his mid-fifties. He had a mustache, wore a silk vest, and had gold rings on his fingers.

	The typical appearance of a merchant.

	But something was strange.

	"Thank you for coming all this way."

	When I greeted him first, he jumped in surprise and bowed deeply.

	"N-no! It's an honor that the Young Master contacted me directly!"

	His voice was trembling.

	Did he really need to be that nervous around a ten-year-old?

	"Then let's get to the point. Did you see the Cheonghongcho sample?"

	"Y-yes! I saw it!"

	"How was the quality?"

	"Good! It doesn't quite match Mount Strab's, but it has sufficient commercial value..."

	The merchant trailed off.

	Sweat beaded on his forehead. His gaze wasn't fixed on my face but on Sir Heinrich standing behind me.

	No, more precisely, on Sir Heinrich's sword.

	"So I'd like to discuss the terms of the deal..."

	"E-excuse me. Young Master. I'm sorry, but... I can't do this deal."

	"...What?"

	Lise spoke up first.

	"I'm sorry. I'm truly sorry."

	The merchant kept bowing and backing away.

	"Something came up... I'm really sorry..."

	And he fled as if escaping.

	I blinked.

	"...What was that."

	**

	The second merchant.

	A thin middle-aged man. His eyes were small like a rat's, and he kept rubbing his hands together.

	But he was different from the first merchant.

	"Good. Let's deal."

	"You're quick to answer."

	"Of course. With Cheonghongcho so scarce, what fool would pass up this opportunity?"

	The merchant smiled slyly.

	His habit of rubbing his hands continued, but his voice was full of confidence.

	Good.

	I felt relieved inside.

	"Then let's discuss the contract terms. First, the quantity..."

	Just then, a man entered and whispered something to him.

	"Guild Master! Guild Master! Urgent news."

	"Just a moment."

	The merchant raised his hand.

	"Before that, excuse me for a moment. The restroom..."

	"Ah, yes. Go ahead."

	The merchant stood up and walked very quickly toward the door.

	And didn't come back.

	"...He's not coming back."

	Lise muttered blankly.

	Sir Heinrich checked outside the door and returned.

	"He packed his bags at the inn and left. In a hurry."

	He had fled.

	However, unlike the first merchant, this merchant had said he would deal.

	He had broken his promise.

	A penalty fee was incurred.

	"With this... we can last another week or two."

	Lise said while calculating the penalty amount.

	If anything, it was fortunate.

	But it felt unsettling.

	Agreed to deal and then fled?

	No matter how I thought about it, it was strange.

	**

	The third merchant.

	This time was different.

	He was the owner of the largest merchant guild in the region. He was big, his eyes were sharp. I could feel the veteran shrewdness typical of a merchant.

	Someone of this caliber wouldn't be easily shaken.

	That's what I thought.

	Indeed, he was different from the previous two. He didn't shrink when he saw me. Of course, his attitude was cautious, but that was natural since I was a child of a ducal family.

	However...

	"...I'm sorry, Young Master. This deal will be difficult."

	Lise hung her head dejectedly. The eye visible below her eyepatch stared only at the floor.

	Sir Heinrich's expression had also hardened.

	A face that said he couldn't grasp the situation.

	Sir Wolfram muttered lowly.

	"All three? This is a bit..."

	I closed my eyes for a moment.

	I organized my thoughts.

	First merchant. Refused from the start.

	Second merchant. Said he'd deal, then fled.

	Third merchant. Also refused.

	All three were satisfied with the quality of the goods.

	All three only said "something came up."

	All three didn't give a reason.

	A coincidence?

	That didn't make sense.

	Cheonghongcho.

	Women's skin care and men's virility. Products related to these two things sell well regardless of era or world. It was true in my past life, and it's the same in this world.

	Moreover, Mount Strab had burned.

	Most of the existing supply sources were destroyed.

	The goods are scarce, and demand is overflowing.

	Yet when a new supply source appears, all three refuse?

	It didn't make sense logically.

	There was only one conclusion.

	I opened my eyes.

	I looked straight at the guild master.

	"Who threatened you?"

	The guild master's shoulders flinched.

	"Th-threatened?"

	Lise asked in surprise.

	I didn't answer.

	I kept my gaze fixed on the guild master and waited.

	The guild master's lips trembled. It was clear he didn't want to speak.

	I waited.

	I didn't rush him. There was no need.

	Sir Heinrich's hand slowly moved to his sword hilt.

	That alone was enough.

	The guild master's face turned white as a sheet.

	"...Rather than a threat... it was a w-warning."

	"A warning?"

	"They said if I continued dealing with Young Master Adrian, I'd have to give up all business in the North... It's a business passed down for three generations. My father and grandfather both did business on this land. To lose that... to lose it in an instant..."

	His eyes reddened.

	A middle-aged man in his fifties was choking up in front of a ten-year-old.

	I didn't change my expression.

	"Name."

	My voice lowered.

	"Pardon?"

	"Who made that threat?"

	The guild master swallowed.

	His gaze fell to the floor.

	His shoulders slumped.

	And finally, he opened his mouth.

	"The Müller Merchant Guild."

	The Müller Merchant Guild.

	The merchant guild run by Ernst's maternal family.
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	Was it Ernst's order? Or was it the Muller Count family acting on their own?

	I thought about it for a moment.

	Then I quickly realized—it didn't matter which. Either way, it meant I'd been recognized as a 'threat worth keeping in check.'

	A ten-year-old illegitimate child.

	An illegitimate child who said he'd live quietly, studying history and doing research.

	They'd judged that this illegitimate child had now become someone capable of shaking Ernst's position.

	I'd even been officially recognized by Father, so saying 'I have no ambitions whatsoever' at this point would only make them think I was being deceitful.

	I pulled out the options one by one in my head.

	First, give up.

	Abandon the Cheonghongcho business. Quietly withdraw.

	I looked out the window.

	The lights of the pioneer village were scattered here and there. Five thousand people. Five thousand people I was feeding with my own money. The moment my coffers ran dry, those lights would go out too.

	Giving up wasn't an option.

	"Young Master."

	Lise's voice came from behind me.

	"What if you negotiate with the Muller Merchant Guild? If you share the profits..."

	"Do you know what they want?"

	"...Isn't it money?"

	"No. They're trying to prevent me from growing at all. There's no reason to sit at the negotiating table."

	Lise bit her lip.

	"Then what about merchant guilds in other regions? Maybe the south or central region..."

	"Do you know how far Muller's influence reaches?"

	There was no answer.

	Of course she wouldn't know. Despite having an exceptional mind, Lise was a maid.

	Though it was hard to call her an ordinary maid given she'd undergone modification surgery and knight training, she wasn't in a position to know about the power dynamics between merchant guilds.

	"All of the north. Wherever I go, the same thing will repeat."

	A dead end.

	I'd knocked on three doors, and all three were closed.

	No.

	They weren't closed.

	There were no doors to begin with.

	I was being blocked because I was trying to play in the existing game.

	In that case...

	"I'm thinking of creating my own merchant guild."

	"A merchant guild? You mean a duke's son will engage in commerce directly?"

	"Yeah. When there's over a 90% chance of success, I can't not do it because of pride."

	"Chance of success?"

	"It's not just anything—it's an aphrodisiac. The demand is certain. Just the amount Father uses would be quite substantial."

	He was someone with over a hundred children. That wouldn't be possible without Cheonghongcho.

	"Puhaha! That's right. There isn't a bastard who doesn't use it. Even female knights buy it to feed their husbands..."

	"The young master is ten years old."

	Just as Sir Wolfram was about to start with vulgar talk, Sir Heinrich's voice became firm.

	"Ahem... ahem..."

	Sir Wolfram cleared his throat.

	"Anyway. Back to the merchant guild talk. Say we sell Cheonghongcho to the Imperial Capital. What should we load up when we come back?"

	"Can't we just sell Cheonghongcho?"

	Sir Wolfram answered.

	"Come back pulling empty carts?"

	"That does seem a bit..."

	"Horse costs, cart costs, labor costs, escort costs. Spending all that just to sell Cheonghongcho alone is only half a business."

	Sir Heinrich and Sir Wolfram looked at each other.

	"What about things like grain or iron? Those are what the north lacks."

	"Where does the north get its grain from?"

	Sir Wolfram's mouth closed.

	Sir Heinrich answered in a low voice.

	"...The Muller Merchant Guild."

	"Iron?"

	"Muller."

	"Fabric?"

	"...Muller."

	"Salt? Leather tanning chemicals? Farm tools?"

	There was no answer.

	There was no need to answer.

	The Muller Merchant Guild.

	A massive merchant guild controlling over half of the north's logistics. The place run by Ernst's maternal family.

	"Why does the Muller Count family run such a large merchant guild? If they're counts, they're great nobles, right? Don't people of that status consider commerce beneath them?"

	It was a reasonable question.

	According to the Empire's customs, it was rare for great nobles to directly operate merchant guilds.

	There was the matter of dignity, the risk was high, and there was no real need—they could live comfortably enough on taxes from their territories alone.

	But... the Muller family's story was a bit different.

	"They had most of their prime territories taken away."

	"By whom?"

	I pointed out the window.

	The flag at the corps garrison. The Krustein family crest.

	Lise nodded.

	"So even now, Krustein and Muller don't get along?"

	"If they got along, would Father have put me up as a successor candidate? It's Young Master Ernst's maternal family."

	"That's true."

	"A few days ago, I even heard him say 'the likes of the Muller Count family' to their faces."

	Sir Heinrich chuckled.

	"He's said it several times in front of us too while drinking. That those who boasted about being the north's hegemon turned out to be idiots who weren't even tasty when it came to actual fighting."

	"The battle was actually easier than their reputation suggested."

	Sir Wolfram shrugged.

	"If they're on such bad terms, why not just attack them?"

	"Attack?"

	"Yes. Whether it's iron, salt, or wheat—there are things that would be disastrous to lack, right? Target the carts carrying those."

	Sir Wolfram frowned.

	"What would we do after robbing them? Use it ourselves?"

	"That would be best, but we don't have to."

	"Then?"

	"Burn it."

	"What?"

	"When goods disappear, prices soar. Think about Cheonghongcho. When Mount Strab burned, the price doubled."

	Sir Wolfram's eyes widened.

	"Ah."

	"If Muller carts keep getting robbed, goods won't reach the market. There are the same number of buyers but nothing to sell, so prices will skyrocket."

	Sir Heinrich rested his chin on his hand.

	"Then we can sell our goods at high prices?"

	"That's not all. Merchants will get scared. 'It's dangerous to buy Muller goods.' They don't know when they'll be robbed. So they'll try to buy from somewhere safe."

	"From the young master's merchant guild, you mean."

	"Yes."

	Sir Wolfram smacked his lips.

	"That's underhanded."

	"When you cut off supply lines, the enemy starves. It's the same thing."

	Sir Heinrich chuckled.

	"Cut off the merchant guild's supply lines? But isn't it different from Cheonghongcho? You won't die without that."

	"That's the key point. With Cheonghongcho, if the price doubles, people go 'Eh, that's expensive' and don't buy it. Because they don't need it."

	"Well, that's true. It's an aphrodisiac."

	"But what about iron or salt? Farm tools?"

	Sir Wolfram's expression changed.

	"...You'd die if you don't buy them."

	"Yes. Even if the price triples, you have to buy them. Even if it increases tenfold, you have to buy them. Because you'll starve to death if you don't."

	"What does Muller sell again?"

	Sir Heinrich asked in a low voice.

	"Iron, salt, wheat, fabric, farm tools."

	I answered.

	Due to the harsh northern environment, they operated mainly with necessities rather than luxury goods.

	"All things you'd die without. If the supply is disrupted, chaos will break out. It's incomparable to Cheonghongcho."

	The two knights looked at each other.

	"Wait. Where did you even learn about things like supply and demand..."

	Sir Wolfram asked.

	"From the young master."

	The two knights' gazes turned to me.

	It was true.

	There was something in the two knights' eyes.

	Awe. Or something similar.

	To them, I must look like a genius.

	But I knew.

	This wasn't my own intelligence.

	Books I'd read in my past life. Introduction to Economics. Business Strategy. Trade wars throughout history. Supply and demand, monopoly and competition. College-level general education knowledge became innovation in this world.

	"But there's a problem. If we openly rob the Muller Merchant Guild, even if His Excellency lets it slide, there will be many issues. They'll retaliate against us too."

	"We don't need to do it openly. We can use Kuuluk and the tribesmen."

	Sir Heinrich's eyebrows rose.

	"You mean disguise it?"

	"Yes. The Muller Merchant Guild will be attacked by the Kuman tribe. We don't know anything."

	"Some people will know."

	"Even if they know, it's fine as long as there's no evidence. Suspicion and certainty are different."

	Sir Wolfram rested his chin on his hand.

	"The Kuman tribe coming south to plunder... Well, it's plausible. That's actually what happened until recently."

	Sir Heinrich nodded.

	"Good idea. We just need to make sure they can't catch our tail."

	I opened my mouth.

	"It's a good method. Very good."

	Lise's face brightened slightly.

	"But let's add one more thing."

	"Yes?"

	"Call Kuuluk. Tell him to bring people who know the tribal situation well too."

	Lise tilted her head.

	Sir Heinrich and Sir Wolfram also looked at me with puzzled eyes.

	**

	Thirty minutes later.

	Kuuluk arrived.

	He wasn't alone. Two elders stood on either side of him. They appeared to be shamans, their faces covered in tattoos.

	"You summoned me."

	Kuuluk bowed at the waist.

	I didn't acknowledge the greeting and asked directly.

	"You hate the Golden Bear tribe, don't you?"

	Kuuluk's shoulders stiffened.

	One of the shamans beside him narrowed his eyes. The other clenched his teeth.

	No answer was needed.

	Their expressions said everything.

	"It's not just dislike. They're the ones who took our homeland. Some have lost family members. There are more than a few who grind their teeth at the mention of the Golden Bear tribe."

	"Good."

	I nodded.

	"I have a plan to screw over the Golden Bear tribe. Want to hear it?"

	Kuuluk's eyes flashed.

	The shamans straightened their postures too.

	"Please speak."

	"Disguise yourselves as the Golden Bear tribe and attack a specific merchant guild."

	"...Disguise?"

	"Flags, emblems, fighting style. Make it look like the Golden Bear tribe. The victims will think the Golden Bear tribe did it."

	Kuuluk frowned.

	"I understand the intent, but... will that work? Why would the Golden Bear tribe attack a southern merchant guild?"

	"It'll work well enough."

	"Well enough?"

	"That merchant guild has bad blood with the Golden Bear tribe."

	Kuuluk's expression changed.

	The two shamans looked at each other.

	Their eyes showed they'd thought of something.

	"Don't tell me... you're planning to attack the Muller Count family?"


Ch.38 The Value Of Information

	When the warehouse door opened, a mountain came into view.

	Sacks of grain. Iron ingots. Salt bags. Bundles of fabric. Things piled to the ceiling glittered in the torchlight.

	"Was plundering always this easy? We never knew when we only raided among ourselves."

	Kuuluk tapped a grain sack. A heavy sound echoed.

	"How was it when you raided before?"

	"If we were lucky, we'd plunder one wagon's worth. Usually we came back empty-handed. Sometimes comrades died."

	"And now?"

	"It's 100 times more."

	I raised an eyebrow.

	"That's quite an exaggeration."

	"But it's definitely more than 10 times. I can guarantee that. And we've had no casualties so far."

	I started to nod but stopped.

	"Were there any problems?"

	"Pardon?"

	"During the raids. Anything that went wrong?"

	Kuuluk's answer came a beat late.

	"...There was one thing."

	"Tell me."

	"One coachman escaped. We pursued but lost him."

	I looked at Kuuluk.

	"You lost him?"

	"Yes. But it should be fine. He only saw the Golden Bear flag anyway, and no one saw our faces."

	"That won't do."

	"...Pardon?"

	"It won't do if nothing happens. Kill all witnesses."

	Kuuluk's eyes widened.

	"Even if it means failing the raid."

	Silence flowed.

	Kuuluk's expression hardened. Eyes weighing the gravity of my words.

	"...Young Master."

	"What."

	"That coachman. Should I find and deal with him?"

	"Too late. Touching him now will only raise suspicion."

	The milk was already spilled. Killing that coachman now would only leave evidence that 'someone silenced him.'

	"Do it that way from now on."

	"...My apologies. I will."

	His voice was low. The voice of someone realizing what he'd thought was a minor mistake wasn't.

	I looked around the warehouse again.

	Grain sacks. Iron ingots. Salt bags.

	All of it piled on someone's blood. We'd just been lucky so far.

	Though our luck had been incredibly good.

	Hehehehe...

	With abundant supplies, laughter came naturally.

	"Why is everything going so well?"

	"Thanks to the Muller Merchant Guild's large-scale restructuring recently."

	"Restructuring?"

	Lise tilted her head.

	"They cut people. A lot of them."

	"Ah."

	"But the process was apparently quite dirty. Many cases where they kicked people out without proper severance."

	Kuuluk snickered.

	"So those bastards sold information burning with revenge?"

	"Not quite revenge. Just gave them a bit of money and they spilled everything."

	"Even that the escort captain was drowning in gambling debts."

	Kuuluk lifted an iron ingot. It looked quite heavy but seemed light in his hands.

	"We only targeted his duty days and the patrols were an hour late. The fired ones have loose lips."

	"The power of information."

	Lise nodded.

	"Right. Information warfare."

	"They didn't even change routes or escorts. Are they idiots?"

	"They probably didn't think the fired ones would hold grudges."

	Kuuluk set down the ingot and said.

	"Plus we avoided patrol timing like ghosts. The Muller folks must be going crazy."

	I shrugged.

	The authority of the 7th Corps Commander. Coordinating patrol schedules in this region wasn't difficult.

	Getting attacked, reporting to the military, requesting increased patrols, yet those patrols kept missing the attack timing.

	"It's been a jackpot for a month."

	Lise showed me the ledger.

	Double-entry bookkeeping.

	I'd only taught her the framework. But flesh had been added to the bones.

	"Sir Heinrich."

	"Yes, Young Master."

	"How is the Muller side taking this?"

	Sir Heinrich shook his head.

	"No special movements yet. Perhaps they really believe the Golden Bear Tribe did it."

	"Evidence?"

	"The flag was Golden Bear. The combat style was Golden Bear. All witness testimonies point to Golden Bear."

	Kuuluk wore a pleased expression.

	"The tribesmen practiced hard. They even imitated the Golden Bear's distinctive war cries."

	"No one's dissatisfied?"

	"None. They have deep grudges against the Golden Bears."

	I nodded.

	"That's true. Their grudge against Golden Bear runs as deep as against Count Muller's house."

	"What kind of grudge do Muller and Golden Bear have?"

	Lise tilted her head.

	Just as I was about to speak.

	Knock knock knock.

	A knocking sound.

	"Come in."

	The door opened.

	It was Jove.

	Different from usual. He was breathing hard, sweat beading on his forehead. He'd clearly rushed here.

	"What is it?"

	"I have something to report."

	Jove bowed. But he raised his head quickly. Meaning it was urgent news.

	"The 6th Corps and the Golden Bear Tribe clashed."

	The air in the room changed.

	Sir Heinrich's eyes narrowed. Kuuluk's shoulders stiffened. Lise looked at me.

	"Casualty scale?"

	"Not precisely known yet. But both sides suffered casualties."

	"Who attacked first?"

	"That's also being confirmed. However..."

	Jove trailed off.

	"However?"

	"The 6th Corps claims the Golden Bear Tribe attacked first. Retaliation for the recent merchant guild raids."

	Merchant guild raids. What we did disguised as Golden Bear.

	"Submit a detailed report. Casualty lists, circumstances of the clash, both sides' claims—everything. I'll need to report this to Father. Report immediately if anything else is confirmed."

	"...There's one more thing."

	"What."

	"Rumor has it the Muller Merchant Guild has sent people out. They're looking for raid witnesses."

	The air in the room froze.

	We let one coachman escape.

	"Understood."

	The door closed.

	I looked out the window.

	The 6th Corps. A corps with strong influence from Count Muller's house. If they clashed with Golden Bear, this won't end as a simple local conflict.

	The seeds we'd sown had sprouted faster than expected. The problem was not knowing how far those sprouts would grow.

	Perhaps because of the witness, they might realize we're the real culprits.

	I had to prepare various moves for that possibility.

	Sigh... What a hassle...

	Only after the footsteps completely faded did Lise speak again.

	"That question from before. The bad blood between Golden Bear and Muller."

	"They've been killing each other's chieftains and dukes for hundreds of years. Records show two dukes died, but there were probably more."

	Lise's eyes widened.

	"The grudge deepened recently too."

	"More?"

	"Twenty years ago when Muller rebelled, Golden Bear stabbed them in the back."

	Sir Heinrich continued.

	"They struck while Muller turned forces south. Forces were divided, and they ultimately lost to the mercenary company hired by the Imperial Capital."

	"So that's why they were demoted to a count's house?"

	"Right."

	I rested my chin on my hand.

	"From what I hear, they think they would've won if their forces hadn't been divided."

	Sir Wolfram snorted.

	"Hmph. Win? Even with twice the troops they'd have been slaughtered twice as hard. Complete disaster."

	Sir Heinrich nodded.

	"They only maintained their count title because half their military strength remained."

	The assessment of those who'd been part of that mercenary company.

	**

	Several days later.

	The office door opened.

	A golden eagle gleamed on the chest of the man who entered.

	The Imperial crest.

	Engraved on a brooch, it flashed in the sunlight.

	"Pleased to meet you."

	A middle-aged man. His attire was neat but somehow stiff. He lacked the leisure typical of nobility. Faint callus marks remained on the backs of his hands.

	"Thank you for coming such a long way."

	"I've come to deliver Imperial documents."

	The man held out a document case.

	I accepted it. Opened the case and removed the documents inside.

	A promissory note.

	I scanned the numbers. Then read again.

	My finger stopped on the numbers.

	"...Is this amount correct?"

	"It is. The proper compensation for 950 prisoners."

	Twice what I'd expected. No, closer to three times.

	I looked down at the note.

	Silence flowed.

	"...Generous."

	"The mercenaries you provided are greatly contributing to cleaning up the southern rebellion. I see you have additional prisoners—would you consider transferring them as well?"

	"No."

	I said flatly.

	The man's eyebrow rose slightly. An unexpected response.

	But I didn't elaborate.

	The 'prisoners' he mentioned weren't prisoners. The Red Deer Tribe. People I'd settled on this land by my own will.

	I had no intention of selling them.

	I folded the note, set it on the desk, and looked at the envoy.

	Clearly a man with a baron title. But not of noble birth.

	The baron's hands caught my eye. Neatly groomed nails. But callus traces remained on each finger joint. Old ones not yet fully faded.

	"Come to think of it, you're of merchant origin, aren't you?"

	The baron's shoulders stiffened.

	His brow furrowed slightly. His hand went behind him. A defensive posture.

	"...That's correct."

	His voice was stiff. He seemed to think he was being looked down upon.

	I gave a business smile to clear his misunderstanding.

	"I'd like to invest equity in your merchant company and distribute my goods through it."

	"...What?"

	The baron's eyes widened. An expression of unexpected direction.

	"A sudden proposal."

	"Sudden, but not an everyday offer."

	"What do you mean?"

	The hand that had gone behind came forward slightly. His posture relaxed a bit.

	"I mean the product is solid."

	"..."

	The baron looked at me.

	Eyes weighing how much to trust a ten-year-old's words.

	"I heard your company has Imperial equity. That makes it all the more trustworthy."

	A company with actual Imperial equity. Even if things went wrong, the Muller folks would hesitate to raid it.

	"The result of valuing trust and honesty over profit."

	According to my information, complete bullshit, but I wasn't stupid enough to say that out loud.

	"That's why it's all the more interesting. I want to invest equity in such a company and distribute our goods."

	"...What product?"

	The baron's eyes gleamed. Not a diplomat's eyes but a merchant's.

	"Cheonghongcho."

	The baron's breath stopped.

	"But Mount Strab burned?"

	"I found another route."


Ch.39 Imperial Procession

	I was packing my things. Cheonghongcho samples. Draft contract. A fine sword just in case.

	Good, this should be perfect.

	"Can't I come with you?"

	"No."

	Was my answer too quick? Lise's mouth stopped halfway open.

	"Why not?"

	"Since I'm leaving, at least you need to stay."

	Her hand went up to her eyepatch. A habit that came out when she was dissatisfied.

	"That's the reason?"

	I was about to answer when the door opened. Sir Heinrich. Sir Wolfram behind him.

	"Young Master, couldn't I go in your place?"

	"Do you know the current market price for cheonghongcho?"

	"Well."

	"The recent spike and subsequent adjustment?"

	"..."

	"What if you get pushed around by merchants at the negotiating table?"

	Sir Heinrich closed his mouth.

	"Still, this isn't something you need to handle personally, is it? Just how much money are we talking about?"

	"Enough to buy ten or fourteen gold bars."

	"That much would certainly be awkward to entrust to someone else."

	"That's why I'm going."

	I finished packing. As I was about to sling it over my shoulder, I felt a gaze.

	Lise. Still fiddling with her eyepatch. Head slightly bowed.

	"Are you sulking?"

	"...No."

	I put down my bag. Walked up to Lise.

	"Do you know why I'm not taking you?"

	"Because you don't need me."

	"It's the opposite. I can leave because you'll be here."

	"What?"

	"It's abnormal for a corps commander to leave their post. But I think it's okay because you're staying."

	Lise looked at me.

	"I trust Miss Lise's judgment as well."

	Sir Heinrich nodded.

	"If something urgent comes up, I'll follow her opinion."

	"What could blow up while I'm gone?"

	I asked.

	"Müller might make a move. If they caught something from the attack incident, retaliation could come."

	"The ice dragon's southern migration is also a variable."

	Sir Wolfram added.

	"There are also Kuman remnants. Since the Golden Bear Tribe clashed with the 6th Corps, something could trigger a chain reaction..."

	Lise continued.

	I nodded.

	"That's why you're staying."

	"...Understood."

	Lise's shoulders straightened.

	"Now then, here's a gift for Lise who's holding down the fort in my place."

	I held out a box.

	"A gift?"

	"Yeah."

	Lise opened the lid and tilted her head.

	Inside was a hat.

	The brim was slightly wide, the color a deep brown. A common design you could see anywhere.

	"...A hat?"

	"Try it on."

	"What?"

	"I said try it on."

	Lise picked up the hat. Placed it on her head.

	Instantly, Sir Heinrich's eyes widened.

	"This is..."

	Sir Wolfram took a step back.

	"There are two Young Masters?"

	"What are you talking about?"

	Lise looked puzzled.

	"Look in the mirror."

	I pointed to the mirror hanging on the wall. Lise approached the mirror. Then stopped.

	Silence.

	Her hand slowly rose. To where the eyepatch should be. But in the mirror, there was no eyepatch.

	"My eye... both of them are there."

	Her voice trembled.

	She turned her head this way and that. The 'me' in the mirror moved identically.

	Since we were similar in height and both had silver hair, it was possible to achieve with just a bit of illusion magic.

	An item specially crafted after obtaining magic materials, paying mages, and commissioning it.

	"This is amazing! I really look like you, Young Master!"

	Lise scrunched up her face. The 'me' in the mirror scrunched up too.

	"This is funny. If you made this expression, Young Master, it would be really funny."

	"...Don't play around with someone else's face. For the time being, you need to act like you're me."

	"Ah, sorry."

	The corners of her mouth didn't go down. Her hand kept rising to her face. Where the eyepatch should be but wasn't. Where the eye should be and was.

	I watched her.

	I'll fix it for real someday.

	The words that rose to my throat stopped.

	Sir Wolfram.

	Someone with wider connections than me, more money, who had searched for decades.

	Even he couldn't fix the same disability.

	"Young Master?"

	Lise turned her head. My face in the mirror looked at me.

	"What's wrong?"

	"It's nothing."

	I slung the bag over my shoulder.

	"I'll buy you a present from the capital."

	"You have to go quickly and come back quickly!"

	I waved my hand. Didn't look back.

	**

	"Heh, you're quite capable, Young Master."

	Kuuluk brought his horse alongside mine and grinned.

	"What do you mean?"

	"You've already captured that young lady's heart."

	"What are you talking about?"

	"When you were leaving earlier. Come back quickly, buy me a present. Her eyes were sparkling."

	The hand gestures he added were annoying.

	"That was just a greeting."

	"Come on, I know a thing or two about women."

	"Your problem is you know too many women."

	Kuuluk cackled. Not denying it, I see.

	"I heard marriage with the princess is being discussed?"

	"Where did you hear that?"

	"The rumor spread everywhere. As expected, a capable alpha male gathers many beauties. Hehehe."

	His sly laughter mixed with the sound of hoofbeats.

	"How many times have you been married?"

	"Me?"

	"Yeah."

	"Four times."

	His voice was proud.

	"Before becoming chieftain?"

	"Twice."

	"After becoming chieftain?"

	"Twice more."

	"When you go back?"

	"I'll do it again."

	How bold.

	"I'm still ten years old."

	"That's about when I had my first girlfriend."

	I was about to give up continuing this conversation with that bastard. But I needed to correct one thing.

	"I'm not marrying the princess."

	"What?"

	Kuuluk turned his head.

	"Does the capable alpha male you're talking about live serving a wife of higher status?"

	Kuuluk closed his mouth. A thoughtful expression.

	"...That definitely doesn't seem right."

	"Exactly."

	I spurred my horse.

	Kuuluk was silent for a moment.

	Then he spoke. A different tone from before.

	"But watching you, I feel something."

	"What?"

	"With your level of talent, couldn't you rise even higher than the princess?"

	The hand holding the reins tensed.

	Higher than the princess.

	Officially, if that status were possible.

	"I'll pretend I didn't hear that."

	"I misspoke."

	Kuuluk bowed his head. But his gaze didn't lower.

	"But I'm sincere."

	That bastard trying to make someone a traitor.

	"Watch your mouth. If you say that elsewhere, it won't just be your neck that flies."

	"I'll keep that in mind."

	The conversation ended. Only the sound of hoofbeats continued.

	That guy mistakes me for a genius.

	But the reality was different.

	Knowledge from my past life. Experience accumulated over two lifetimes. That's all.

	If anyone's a real genius, it would be Lise.

	Memory, insight, nothing lacking, but what shines brightest is...

	Her ability to improvise.

	"Young Master."

	Kuuluk's horse slowed.

	"What is it?"

	No answer. His gaze was fixed on one spot.

	"Someone's following us."

	"Where."

	"Two o'clock. Edge of the forest."

	I turned my eyes. Between the trees, something seemed to be moving, or maybe not.

	"Are you sure?"

	"The movement. Following like that is how you track prey. Whether human or beast."

	Kuuluk's hand went behind his back. A bow appeared.

	"How many?"

	"I see one."

	"Take care of it."

	The reins were released. Both hands went to the bow.

	The string was drawn.

	Twang.

	The arrow split the air. Sucked into the space between trees.

	One second. Two seconds.

	"Aaaagh!"

	Kuuluk lowered his bow.

	"You hit from that distance?"

	"I was lucky."

	Lucky? That was at least 200 meters away.

	"Let's go check."

	Kuuluk spurred his horse first.

	We arrived at the forest edge. A man lay collapsed.

	An arrow was embedded in his thigh.

	I scanned his clothing. Ordinary travel clothes. But two daggers at his waist.

	"Do you know him?"

	"One of the servants under Ernst."

	"P-please spare me..."

	The man crawled. Blood spread from his thigh.

	"Even now, Young Master Ernst would forgive you. Just do as he said before. If you live without ambition for succession..."

	I didn't respond.

	Should I kill him?

	If I let him go? He returns to Ernst. Where I'm headed, who I'm with—everything will be reported.

	But if I kill him? I killed my brother's servant. Evidence remains. A corpse remains.

	I deliberated for almost a minute.

	"Y-yes! If you do that, he won't harm you... Young Master Ernst personally..."

	I didn't listen to his babbling.

	An area where Kuman remnants appear. Wild beasts too.

	A land where a lost traveler dying wouldn't be strange.

	My hand went to my waist.

	The fine sword Father gave me as a birthday present. As I drew it from the sheath, sunlight struck the blade.

	"Y-Young Master? Wait, wait! I only did what I was told..."

	The blade cut across his throat.

	"...You're decisive."

	"This bastard was killed by passing Kuman tribesmen."

	Well, Kuuluk is Kuman too.

	"But for you to personally..."

	"He was going to die from blood loss anyway."

	"It doesn't seem that way."

	"If I say so, then it's so."

	**

	Nothing special happened after that. At least until we reached the border—no, the boundary line between noble houses.

	Well, calling it a border wasn't entirely wrong.

	The nobles of this world, especially the great lords, were half kings anyway.

	"I can see the castle walls in the distance."

	I nodded.

	"From there, it's not Krustein territory."

	This was the first time in this life I'd gone outside our family's domain.

	"Then is the ruler of that land equal to Duke Walther?"

	"No, that's a count's domain."

	"A count... isn't that like a duke's lackey?"

	Well, some counts were like that.

	"Similar but different."

	"What's different?"

	"A count under a duke and a count as a great lord are different grades."

	Kuuluk nodded.

	"What are you nodding about?"

	"The atmosphere."

	How bold.

	As the gate approached, the carriage stopped.

	A spear blocked the way ahead.

	"Halt. Inspection."

	Kuuluk's hand went to his waist. I stopped him with a look.

	The escort knight moved forward. As we'd planned.

	"You're working hard. We're merchants from the north."

	"What are you carrying?"

	"Medicinal herbs."

	The gatekeeper scanned the carriage. Boxes stacked in the cargo area.

	"Medicinal herbs?"

	"That's right."

	"Then pay the medicinal herb import tax."

	Medicinal herb import tax. Never heard of it.

	The escort knight glanced at me. I lowered my eyes. I didn't know either.

	"What's that?"

	"Exactly what it sounds like. If you import medicinal herbs, you pay tax."

	"When was this established?"

	"Recently instituted. Ten gold coins per carriage."

	As the escort knight was about to take out gold coins, the gatekeeper's gaze turned toward the inside of the carriage.

	Our eyes met.

	The gatekeeper's expression hardened.

	"Wait. That child. Get out."

	The spear rose again. This time toward the carriage.

	What, get out? I was planning to anyway.

	I sighed. Got out of the carriage.

	"There's no such tax in imperial law."

	The gatekeeper's gaze crawled stickily over me.

	"What's this, a brat. Well, at least he's not on any wanted posters."

	"Answer the question. Where in imperial law is there a medicinal herb import tax?"

	"The lord of this region instituted it."

	"The tax categories that can be instituted at a lord's discretion are limited. Medicinal herb import tax isn't on that list."

	The sly expression disappeared.

	"Does a brat know the law?"

	"Is there a problem if I do? By lord of this region, do you mean His Excellency the Count?"

	"I mean His Excellency the Baron."

	His Excellency the Baron.

	But as far as I know...

	This region is governed by an administrator to whom the count delegated authority, not a barony.

	"Tell your baron to come out."
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	"Call for Baron Excellency? This brat... Fine, if that's your wish, I'll call him."

	The gatekeeper arrogantly summoned his superior. Given that he could call his superior, he seemed to have more authority than expected.

	The man who appeared was fat. The type whose belly arrived before the rest of him.

	The typical physique of a third-rate villain.

	"What? Who called for me?"

	His voice was full of irritation.

	The gatekeeper pointed at me.

	"That kid did. Said to call Baron Excellency."

	The fat man's gaze turned toward me.

	"A kid called for me?"

	Kuuluk's hand moved to his waist. I stopped him with a look.

	"You said you're Baron Excellency."

	"That's right. I'm Baron Baros, who governs this region."

	"But where's your baronial crest?"

	"What?"

	"If you received a title, you should have a crest. I don't see one."

	The man's eyes narrowed.

	"What does a brat know to be spouting off?"

	"According to Imperial law, title holders must wear their crest when performing official duties. Violators are punished for impersonation."

	"What?"

	"And the number of tax categories that can be newly established at a lord's discretion is limited to fifteen. Medicinal herb import tax isn't on that list."

	"You little..."

	"Oh, and."

	I tilted my head.

	"This region is a count's territory. Not a barony. It's the count's direct domain. I haven't heard that Count Excellency appointed a baron."

	Silence descended.

	The gatekeepers' gazes wavered.

	Anxiety showed in the eyes they exchanged with each other.

	They probably didn't know.

	That their Baron Excellency wasn't a real baron but a self-proclaimed one.

	The other merchants waiting for inspection also murmured among themselves.

	"You. Where are you from?"

	"I told you, a merchant from the north."

	"A merchant bastard memorizes laws?"

	"Can't I memorize them? My family environment had quite a lot of books."

	A smile appeared on the man's face. It was obviously forced.

	"There's been a misunderstanding. I was a bit hasty."

	"Misunderstanding?"

	"Right, a misunderstanding. Actually, the medicinal herb import tax... it's not implemented yet. The gatekeepers got confused."

	The gatekeepers' faces contorted. They started to say something but closed their mouths.

	"So let's do this."

	The man took a step closer. His voice lowered.

	"Ten silver coins. Then I'll let you pass cleanly."

	Was he trying to maintain minimal pride in front of his subordinates?

	However.

	"I refuse."

	"What?"

	"There's no reason to pay money for illegal collection."

	The man's smile disappeared.

	"Hey."

	His voice changed. A voice stripped of pretense.

	"Can't you read the situation?"

	"Situation?"

	"This is my territory. No matter how much you spout about the law, what works here is what I say."

	At his gesture, the gatekeepers raised their spears. They surrounded the carriage.

	But even so, their expressions were all reluctant.

	"Confiscating the carriage. On suspicion of smuggling."

	"Smuggling?"

	"Right. You tried to illegally import unidentified medicinal herbs. Evidence? I'll make it."

	Should I mention my family name?

	Krustein. If I mentioned that name, it would be a direct hit.

	But I didn't want to escalate things that far.

	"Bring the documents."

	The escort knight brought the document case.

	"What's that?"

	"Look."

	I opened the case.

	Golden light flashed.

	The man's gaze fixed. The crest engraved inside the case. A golden eagle.

	"This..."

	"It's a record of transactions with an Imperial envoy."

	I took out a promissory note. Held it up to the sunlight. The Imperial seal was clear.

	"These herbs are supplies going to the Imperial Palace. Illegal collection on a route where Imperial supplies pass means you've committed fraud against the Imperial Palace. Self-proclaimed Baron Excellency."

	The man's face turned white. His flushed face instantly lost its color. His mouth opened and closed. It seemed words wouldn't come out.

	"Th-that..."

	"What do you think will happen if I report this to Count Excellency?"

	"..."

	"No, forget the count. What if I report it to the Imperial Palace?"

	In the end, things worked out well.

	The self-proclaimed Baron Excellency kept apologizing and even gave me hush money.

	I wasn't particularly pleased, but it wasn't really my jurisdiction, and it wasn't even Krustein territory.

	"What a mess."

	"Rather than a mess, this is normal."

	The escort knight said briefly.

	"You mean I can't see things properly because I reveal my status within Krustein territory?"

	"Well, there's some of that, but as you travel, you'll realize. Krustein is an exceptionally well-managed place."

	"It's not really travel, it's work."

	I was tired of riding horses, so I took the carriage.

	The scenery flowed past the window. It was definitely different from Krustein territory.

	I hadn't noticed while riding horses, but the road condition was noticeably bad. Pavement was peeling in places, and every time the carriage jolted, the cargo shook.

	"The roads are terrible."

	"They probably don't have budget for repairs. Or if they do, they use it elsewhere. Those pig-like bastards from earlier can't be the only ones."

	I nodded.

	Taxes were collected but roads were neglected. That difference was filling someone's belly.

	"How much longer will these terrible roads continue?"

	"They'll continue all the way to the capital."

	**

	After some time passed, we finally arrived at the Imperial Capital.

	As promised, one-fifth of the supplies would be traded with the Imperial Palace. I couldn't raise the price further, but I couldn't break the promise either.

	Breaking trust in transactions with the Imperial Palace would be a long-term loss.

	The official checked the goods and let out a sigh of relief.

	"Thanks to you, Noble Son, we're saved."

	"You're too kind."

	"It's not too kind."

	His voice was serious.

	"If we hadn't obtained these herbs, it would have been a disaster. The higher-ups have been pressing us every day."

	*The Imperial family must use them frequently.*

	I swallowed the words that rose to my throat. If I spoke wrongly, it would be lèse-majesté.

	"I'm glad we arrived on time."

	"Thank you so much. We'll look forward to the next shipment."

	After the paperwork was finished, the official offered tea. Fragrant steam rose from the cup.

	"I heard this is your first time in the Imperial Capital. How is it?"

	"The road management is definitely different. I noticed on the way here."

	The official's shoulders rose.

	"It's a section directly managed by the Imperial Palace. It can't be compared to the provinces. How does it compare to Krustein territory?"

	It was time to give an appropriate response.

	"Naturally, the Imperial side is several times more developed. The scale itself is different, isn't it?"

	"Haha, you're too kind."

	Not too kind, but a diplomatic statement.

	"If you get the chance, take your time touring the Imperial Capital. There's much to see."

	After parting with the official, inside the carriage.

	Kuuluk spoke first.

	"The capital is impressive, but honestly speaking, the suburban roads are... like that."

	"I felt it too."

	The escort knight nodded.

	"Inside the gates is perfect, but step outside a bit and the condition drops sharply. Our side seems better."

	I didn't answer. I looked out the window.

	Certainly, looking at just the 'capital,' it couldn't be compared to something like Krustein.

	The scale of buildings. Population density. Commercial vitality. Everything was overwhelming.

	But if you included the areas near the center, the story was different.

	Infrastructure existed but wasn't maintained.

	It meant even the capital's suburbs weren't being properly cared for.

	We arrived at the lodging.

	*At this rate, I wonder if studying abroad at the Imperial Capital Academy is the right choice.*

	I didn't say it aloud.

	"Will this country be okay?"

	The escort knight muttered while looking out the window.

	"The situation seems worse than when I came last time."

	"Well, His Majesty the Emperor and his close associates will handle it."

	I took out documents from the luggage.

	"More importantly, let's get to the main point. What we gave to the Imperial Palace was one-fifth of the total. We need to handle the remaining eighty percent."

	"At the same price this time too?"

	Kuuluk asked.

	"No. We'll sell it expensive. Since the source was destroyed, we can name our price. It's been two months since Mount Strab burned. Inventory must be depleted too."

	"How expensive?"

	"At least double. Depending on negotiations, we can aim for triple."

	**

	The next morning. I visited the largest medicinal herb shop in the Imperial Capital.

	I was guided to a reception room. Shortly after, the owner appeared.

	He was a middle-aged man. Despite my young age, he didn't lose his courtesy.

	"I heard you came from far away."

	"I came from the north."

	"The north. I heard the north is noisy these days."

	"Thanks to that, I brought good goods."

	I took out a sample. When I opened the box lid, a distinctive fragrance spread. The sweet yet bitter smell unique to cheonghongcho.

	The merchant leaned forward.

	"Oh, cheonghongcho. It's a rare item these days. How much stock?"

	"Sufficient."

	The merchant reached out. He picked up the sample.

	He smelled it, rubbed the leaves between his fingers to extract juice. He checked the color and held it up to the light.

	His fingers stopped.

	"Wait."

	"Yes."

	"This isn't from Mount Strab."

	"The quality is identical. You checked it yourself."

	"Where's the source?"

	"Northern Krustein territory."

	"The north? I've never heard of northern cheonghongcho."

	"It's a newly discovered colony. The efficacy is the same."

	"Efficacy isn't the problem. Customers ask for Mount Strab. They say 'Give me Mount Strab cheonghongcho.' Northern product? What's that? It'll be treated as counterfeit."

	"If they see the actual effects, they'll think differently."

	"They won't buy before reaching that 'actual.' If the name doesn't sell, the product doesn't sell. I can't buy at this price. Maybe at half. And that's being generous."

	Other medicinal herb shops were the same. Even when I mentioned it was being supplied to the Imperial Palace, far from offering more than the original price, they tried to lower it.

	Naturally, I wouldn't sell at that price.

	Leaving the third shop, the escort knight shook his head.

	"They all say the same thing. The efficacy is the same, so why are they like this?"

	"Brand."

	"Pardon?"

	"It's not about quality, it's about the name."

	The name Mount Strab. Trust built over hundreds of years. Without that, no matter how good the product, it's treated as 'counterfeit.'

	"We'll need to change our approach."
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	As long as you go through middlemen, you can't escape the brand problem.

	Without the name "Mount Strab," no matter how good the quality, it's treated as counterfeit.

	No. Maybe it's all just excuses.

	Word must have spread at the merchants' gathering that some guy showed up from the north with cheonghongcho. And someone probably said something.

	'Don't raise the price for him.'

	'He has nowhere else to sell anyway.'

	'If we hold out, he'll hand it over for half price.'

	Collusion.

	There's no proof. But all three places said the exact same thing: 'It's not from Mount Strab.'

	Too consistent. As if it were orchestrated.

	Creak.

	I turned my head at the sound of the door opening.

	It was Celine.

	"You're back."

	I said briefly and looked back out the window.

	Since arriving in the capital, Celine had been going out frequently.

	Markets, theaters—she seemed to be sightseeing all over the place.

	I don't know her exact age, but she is a woman at an age where she'd enjoy that sort of thing.

	She plopped down across from me, crossed her legs, and propped her chin on her hand.

	"How did it go? The apothecaries."

	"Total wipeout."

	"Wipeout?"

	"All three places said the same thing. They won't buy it because it's not from Mount Strab."

	Celine's eyebrows rose.

	"But the efficacy is the same."

	"Even if it's the same, they won't buy it. They say it doesn't have the brand."

	"Brand?"

	"Name. Trust. Something like that. They said either sell it for half price or don't sell it at all."

	"So what are you going to do? Just hand it over cheap like this?"

	"The harvesting costs are almost nothing. The Kuuluk tribesmen gather it themselves. Even at half price, it's not a loss."

	It wasn't wrong.

	Not a loss but a profit. Even if it falls short of the goal, it's still plenty profitable.

	I could compromise. Even if I fold here and now, no one would say anything.

	But.

	"No. If I can sell something for 2x or 3x and hand it over for half price, that's a loss."

	Celine tilted her head.

	"A loss? But the harvesting costs were almost nothing. The Kuuluk tribesmen gather it themselves."

	"I'd be missing out on the opportunity cost."

	"Opportunity cost?"

	I let out a sigh.

	"...It's a thing."

	Celine's eyes narrowed.

	"You're not even going to explain?"

	"Too much trouble."

	"What?"

	"It would take an hour to explain. And I don't even know if you'd understand after I explained it."

	"Hey."

	Celine's voice dropped. A tone full of dissatisfaction.

	"I'll have you know I'm not stupid."

	"I know. But it's too much trouble."

	Explaining past-life knowledge one by one was genuinely exhausting.

	"So what are you going to do?"

	"Sell directly to the end consumers."

	"End consumers? Without going through the apothecaries?"

	"Yeah."

	"How?"

	"Target the capital's social circles."

	"Social circles?"

	"We're in the capital anyway. I'll create opportunities to attend banquets and parties."

	"What are you going to do after attending? You're not going to sell medicine at a party, are you?"

	"Experience the efficacy for yourself. If you're not satisfied, I won't take your money."

	Celine's expression became subtle.

	"...You're going to give it away for free?"

	"Samples. Just letting them taste it."

	"Taste?"

	"If they feel the effects directly, their thinking changes. Whether it's from Mount Strab or the north doesn't matter anymore."

	Celine nodded. An expression that said she understood.

	But soon she frowned.

	"But where are you going to distribute free samples?"

	"At the party venue."

	"You can't just walk into any party. Do you know how exclusive the capital's social circles are? Without an invitation, you'll be turned away at the door. Even as a Krustein duke's son, if you suddenly show up, you'll be suspected first."

	Celine was right.

	Social circles don't operate on status alone. Connections. Reputation. Prior interactions.

	Those things have to accumulate before doors open.

	I'm ten years old.

	An illegitimate child who suddenly popped up from the north.

	So normally, I wouldn't be able to attend proper social circles.

	But...

	"Noona."

	"What."

	"I absolutely have no intention of marrying someone like a princess. You know that, right? I've said it countless times. I absolutely hate the idea of living while serving a woman of higher status than me."

	Celine nodded.

	"I know. I've heard it until my ears are worn out."

	"But for now, I'm counted as a candidate for the princess's fiancé."

	"That's true."

	"I'm going to use that."

	"Use it?"

	"I'll talk to Duke Clara and somehow get permission to participate."

	Celine's body stiffened.

	"Wait. That old hag. You know she tried to kill you, right?"

	"I know."

	"The poison sandwich. The dawn assassin. That was all her doing."

	"Exactly. She should help me out of guilt."

	Celine's mouth opened halfway.

	"...Are you serious?"

	"Yeah."

	"You're going to ask a favor from someone who tried to kill you?"

	"It's not a favor, it's a deal. They're the ones who want to tie me to the imperial family. If I act cooperative, they have to give me something."

	"So what are you going to get?"

	"Permission to attend a banquet."

	"What banquet?"

	"The Winter Debutante."

	Silence.

	Celine looked at me.

	Eyes that said she couldn't believe it.

	"...What?"

	"Debutante. The social debut ball for noble young ladies. It happens to be coming up soon."

	"No, I know that."

	Celine waved her hand.

	"Wait. The ones participating in the debutante... aren't kids who climbed up from the bottom like us, but genuine noble young ladies. They're on the same level as Ernst, not you or me."

	"I know."

	"Count families, marquis families, duke families. Daughters from those kinds of houses. The men who accompany them are the same."

	"I know."

	"You're going to sell cheonghongcho to those people?"

	I nodded.

	Celine's expression became complicated.

	"...Can I be honest?"

	"Go ahead."

	"The young ladies and the young masters who came to see them... would they buy something like that?"

	"Why wouldn't they?"

	"It's a debutante. A once-in-a-lifetime day. If some guy shows up selling aphrodisiacs there... what do you think the atmosphere would be like."

	It wasn't wrong.

	The debutante is the young ladies' stage. A pure and elegant image is everything.

	Selling cheonghongcho there?

	Perfect way to be treated like a lunatic.

	"That's why I'm not selling it as an aphrodisiac."

	"What?"

	"I'll sell it as a men's health supplement."

	Actually, this wasn't something I thought up on the spot.

	It was the result of three days and nights of deliberation.

	The conclusion was set. In that case...

	Execute it.

	"Let's go."

	"Where?"

	"Duke Clara's estate."

	**

	Duke Clara's estate.

	The golden eagle carved on the gate glinted in the afternoon sunlight.

	"Please wait a moment."

	The servant bowed his head. A respectful angle. But his eyes were cold.

	The place I was guided to was a waiting room.

	High ceiling. Marble floor. Paintings hung on the walls. Splendid.

	"The old hag is late..."

	"I know."

	Making people wait is standard. It's the easiest way to confirm the position of the inferior party.

	"How long do we have to wait?"

	Celine asked in a small voice.

	"Prepare for an hour."

	A book came out from my pocket. I leaned back in the chair and opened it.

	Thirty minutes passed.

	A servant brought tea. A single teacup on a silver tray. Steam rose in wisps.

	A sweet scent brushed my nose, but I didn't touch it.

	Poison? Or a test?

	Either way, there was no reason to drink it.

	Last time, five sparrows died. There's no way I'd forget.

	An hour passed.

	The door opened. It was that same servant.

	"Please enter alone."

	I closed the book. Got up from my seat.

	I gave Celine a look.

	Wait here.

	The reception room door opened.

	I saw an old woman sitting by the window. White hair. Wrinkled face. The hand holding the teacup was aged, but only the eyes were different.

	An old monster like a viper.

	"Sit."

	She didn't even turn her head. Still looking out the window.

	I went to the chair across from her. Sat down. Didn't lean back.

	Only then did Duke Clara turn her gaze.

	"You've come from far away."

	"Yes."

	"Did you come about the marriage proposal?"

	"No."

	"Then?"

	"I came because I have a favor to ask."

	Click.

	The teacup was set down on the saucer. A small sound, but clear in the quiet room.

	"A favor?"

	"Yes."

	"From me?"

	Her eyebrow rose. An expression that could be interest or mockery.

	"I need an invitation to the debutante."

	Silence descended.

	Duke Clara's fingers stopped on the teacup handle.

	"Why?"

	"For business."

	Pfft.

	A laugh escaped. A smile where only the corners of the mouth rose, eyes not smiling.

	"A duke's son wants to play merchant?"

	"Not a merchant, an investor."

	Her finger traced the rim of the teacup. Slowly.

	"Playing with words."

	"It's the truth."

	"If I refuse?"

	I didn't change my expression.

	"Then I'll refuse the marriage proposal as well."

	"Is that a threat?"

	"It's a deal."

	"A deal?"

	"Just as Her Highness wants me, I also have something I want."

	Someone might ask.

	Why go that far?

	The answer was simple. Because it's an enormously large market.

	It will take 20 years for Mount Strab to recover. During those 20 years, I can build northern cheonghongcho into a new brand.

	Monopolizing the empire's aphrodisiac industry.

	My body is ten years old, but my mind isn't.

	That's why I knew.

	Adult men will eat anything if it's good for virility.

	Cheonghongcho is top-tier among them. The effects are certain and there are no side effects.

	What happens when something like this disappears from the market?

	The answer is obvious. They search for it like crazy.

	The problem is time. Another colony site might be discovered. I have to establish the brand before that.

	That's why I crawled all the way to that old hag.

	But... I couldn't read her.

	What this old hag was thinking. Whether it was anger, interest, or if she'd already decided on an answer and was just drawing it out.

	The silence lengthened.

	"You're an interesting child."

	The old hag turned her body. Opened a drawer. Took something out.

	An envelope was placed on the table.

	"It's an invitation."

	My hand was about to move. Stopped.

	"There's a condition, isn't there?"

	Duke Clara's lips curved up.

	"As expected, you're clever."

	I knew it. There was no way this old hag would give something for free.

	"You will dance with the princess at the banquet. That is the condition."

	"...Just one song?"

	"The first song."

	The first song.

	The highlight of the banquet. The moment when all the nobles' eyes are focused.

	If I dance with the princess at that moment, I wouldn't be just a 'fiancé candidate.' Practically a fiancé. The entire empire would perceive it that way.

	Fuck.

	"Understood."

	I kept my voice calm.

	"How wise."

	I picked up the envelope. The texture of paper at my fingertips. The weight was light. But the weight of what was contained inside was different.

	It was the moment I was about to turn around.

	"Oh, and."

	My feet stopped.

	"The princess dances well. I hope you won't embarrass yourself."
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	A few days later, at the debutante ball.

	I unfolded the portable table. Fixed the legs and spread the cloth.

	Right in the middle of the debutante ball venue.

	"Are you really doing this here?"

	Celine's voice dropped low.

	I nodded and pulled out wrapped packages of Cheonghongcho from my bag. One by one. Neatly arranged.

	The small boxes lined up in rows.

	The social debut stage for noble young ladies. The venue that every noble girl under fifteen eagerly awaited—and here was someone shameless enough to set up a merchant's stall.

	That was me.

	"Aren't you embarrassed?"

	"I'm ten years old."

	"If you're ten, then I must be five."

	A snicker escaped. I wasn't sure from whose mouth.

	Even while answering, my hands didn't stop. I organized the packages, adjusted the angles, and completed the perfect stall.

	Murmuring began.

	"What's that?"

	"Look over there. In the corner..."

	"Did they set up a table?"

	"Are they putting out goods?"

	"That's just a child."

	Whispers passed behind fans. Eyes gathered.

	"That crest... isn't that a ducal house?"

	"Which duchy?"

	"Krustein."

	A brief silence.

	"...That thug family?"

	The blunt words came from a girl about to make her debut.

	"The kid will hear."

	"It's far, they won't hear. There are lots of people too."

	How unfortunate that I can hear everything...

	But well, it wasn't wrong.

	And right now, I was planning to do something even worse than a thug would.

	Footsteps approached.

	Two attendants. Respectful posture. But their eyes were firm.

	The front attendant spoke.

	"Excuse me, but commercial activities are not permitted here."

	"It's not a commercial activity."

	"Pardon?"

	"It's free distribution."

	The attendant's eyebrow twitched.

	"Even so, within the ballroom..."

	I pulled an envelope from my pocket. Unfolded it and showed it.

	"Will this do?"

	The attendant's gaze moved to the envelope.

	The moment they confirmed the seal, their face hardened.

	"Princess Clara's seal."

	The two attendants looked at each other. Their eyes met.

	What will you do?

	When a power player in central politics has given permission.

	The bowing attendants stepped back.

	Yes, go on. Go.

	"Excuse me."

	I looked up at the voice.

	A young man. Early twenties or so. Neat suit with gold buttons. Seemed to be a young master from some family.

	He looked down at the table with curious eyes.

	"What is that?"

	"It's good for your health."

	"For health...?"

	"Yes."

	"What kind of health?"

	It's good for men's lower health. But even I felt self-conscious about saying that outright.

	"Overall health. Fatigue recovery, blood circulation, stamina enhancement. It's really famous among men. If you give it as a gift to your older brother's father, he might like it."

	The young master's gaze moved to the package. An expression like he'd caught on to something.

	"If you're interested in this... please take it."

	I reached out and picked up a package. Held it out to the young master.

	"It's free."

	"...Free?"

	"It's a sample."

	The young master's hand stopped in midair.

	Should I take it? Or not?

	The hesitation showed plainly on his face.

	"Please take it without burden. If it doesn't work, you can just throw it away."

	"...Is that alright?"

	"That's why I'm giving it to you."

	The young master's hand moved. The package passed into his hand.

	"...Thank you."

	"Oh, this too?"

	"This is?"

	"A coupon. For a limited time, if you buy ten, we'll give you one more for free."

	And so I handed over the first sample, and another man approached.

	He was older than the previous young master. Around thirty or forty. A face with a neatly trimmed beard.

	"This... is this Cheonghongcho by any chance?"

	"You recognize it."

	"This color, this packaging... no doubt about it."

	"That's right. Please take it. It's free."

	"Free?"

	"It's a sample."

	The man's hand moved quickly. He picked up a package and put it in his pocket.

	"Thank you."

	The middle-aged man nodded and turned around.

	Toward where his friends were waiting.

	I greeted the next customer while keeping my ears open.

	The ballroom was spacious, but voices carried better than expected. Especially excited voices like those.

	"Hey, look at this. It's Cheonghongcho. You know it's hard to get these days, right? I got it for free."

	"What? Where?"

	"Over there. From that silver-haired kid."

	"You're fearless."

	"What?"

	"Approaching that kid."

	"It's just a child. No matter how much of a monster the father is, it's just a cute kid."

	A cute kid.

	Right, I'm ten years old. It's because I know that that I can do something this embarrassing.

	That thought made me chuckle inwardly.

	But another voice cut in. A low, serious tone.

	"That kid's a monster too."

	"What?"

	"Haven't you heard? The illegitimate child of Krustein. The young monster of the North. Annihilated five hundred orcs with fire tactics. Zero friendly casualties. And the Kuman tribe. Defeated two thousand with a small force. Thanks to that, the Knight Slayer gave him equal status with his only legitimate son—a monster of a kid."

	"You're joking, right? It could be another son of the duke."

	"The rumor spread all the way to the Imperial Capital. He's ten years old. And a silver-haired beautiful boy. That kid for sure."

	"A ten-year-old in war? And an overwhelming victory in an unfavorable situation?"

	"That's why they call him a monster."

	I felt the gazes again.

	I smiled calmly and handed a package to the next customer.

	"Yes, it's free. Please take it."

	An hour passed.

	The boxes on the table were decreasing. Half. More than that.

	But there were those who didn't approach.

	Young nobles gathered in a corner. Their eyes turned this way, but their feet didn't move.

	I could read their minds.

	Krustein.

	The thug family of the North.

	The family that destroyed the most noble houses.

	That young child recently destroyed two count families too.

	Resembling his father, unspeakably cruel.

	The strange rumors about me couldn't be helped.

	Our family's reputation was in that state.

	But that didn't mean I could just sit idle.

	I raised my voice. Loud enough to echo through the ballroom.

	"What the Krustein family cuts down are only rebel nobles."

	Murmuring spread. Eyes gathered.

	"Nobles who are loyal to the Imperial family like us are all our friends."

	In short.

	Anyone who doesn't approach is a traitor.

	Of course, I didn't say it that bluntly. But the nuance was sufficient.

	One young noble in the corner flinched. Made eye contact with a friend beside him. Whispered something.

	And walked over.

	"Um... may I have one?"

	"Of course."

	I handed over a package. A coupon too.

	"This is?"

	"If you buy ten, we'll give you one more for free. Limited time offer."

	"Ah, yes..."

	When he returned, people moved like a broken dam.

	"Me too."

	"Me as well."

	"What's this thing called a coupon?"

	My hands got busy. Handing out packages, explaining coupons, maintaining a smile.

	The coupons were drawn stitch by stitch by a servant with good handiwork.

	Actually, the precision was such that forgery wouldn't be impossible.

	But it didn't matter.

	Even if they forged it to buy ten and get one free, it would still be much more expensive than the wholesale price.

	More than the originally planned price too.

	I wasn't the one losing out.

	"Thank you. Please come again."

	The last box went into a customer's possession.

	The table was empty.

	Celine approached. Arms crossed.

	"All gone."

	"Yeah."

	I folded the portable table. Folded the cloth and put it in the bag.

	First objective achieved.

	Now what remained...

	I looked toward the center of the ballroom.

	Musicians were taking their positions. The first song wasn't far off.

	The dance with the princess.

	The music stopped.

	The murmuring subsided. Hundreds of nobles closed their mouths. The entire ballroom became quiet.

	The master of ceremonies stepped onto the platform. A white-gloved hand rose.

	"The first dance will be with the flower of the Empire, Imperial Princess Celestial, and..."

	My heart skipped a beat.

	I knew. It was already decided. The deal with Princess Clara. The price of the invitation. Still.

	"From far to the north, Adrian Von Krustein from the Krustein family will join her."

	Hundreds of gazes poured down at once.

	"That kid? The first dance with the Imperial Princess?"

	"Sharing precious herbs wasn't for business but... was the purpose to make us recognize his face?"

	"In the competition with his brother, he'd lack connections within the duchy, so he's trying to build central connections."

	Whispers spread like waves.

	Celine beside me said quietly.

	"You should go."

	"I know."

	I left the table with Celine and turned around.

	Walked toward the center of the ballroom.

	Only my footsteps echoed on the marble floor. Nobles parted to the left and right.

	Like Moses parting the sea. Or like avoiding a plague patient.

	A pure white dress caught my eye first.

	Pearl decorations around the waist. A lace veil covered the entire face.

	And silver hair.

	Hair flowing down between the veil.

	The same as mine. The same as Lise's.

	The princess slowly descended the stairs.

	The entire ballroom held its breath.

	There was a gaze I could feel without turning my head.

	Princess Clara.

	What expression was that old viper making now? Probably a satisfied smile. Thinking everything was turning in the palm of her hand.

	The princess stood at the bottom of the stairs.

	Extended her hand.

	White, slender fingers emerged from beyond the veil. Rested on my hand.

	The music began.

	First step. Second step. Third step.

	Honestly, I can't dance. Not in my past life, not in this life. But my feet didn't falter.

	The princess was leading.

	Naturally.

	Imperceptibly.

	Making it look like I was dancing well.

	She dances well, just as Princess Clara said.

	That's when it happened.

	The motion of clasping hands again. Something strange brushed against my fingertips.

	It wasn't body heat. Something beyond that.

	The moment I wrapped my arm around her waist, I was certain.

	This sensation. Where have I felt this?

	It was mana.

	I might not know other things, but I was confident in my sense for detecting mana.

	Though my ability to manipulate it was completely lacking.

	It wasn't the mana of an ordinary human. It was suppressed.

	Forcibly. Artificially.

	The same feeling as when I held Lise's hand.

	Enhanced human.

	My steps wavered. Just slightly.

	"Are you alright?"

	A whisper came from beyond the veil.

	"Yes. I'm fine."

	I kept my voice calm. My feet got back on beat too.

	But my mind raced.

	Enhancement surgery. Loss of sensation. Shortened lifespan. Physical deformation. Superhuman strength gained in exchange.

	Lise was like that. Lost her parents to an orc attack, became a test subject.

	Such surgery on the real princess?

	It doesn't make sense.

	Then...

	I looked beyond the veil while stepping.

	Who is this woman?


Ch.43 Not Genuine, But A Fake? (2)

	I let go of her hand. But the sensation remained.

	The pulse of mana flowing beneath her skin. Artificially suppressed, the distinctive wavelength of an enhanced human.

	Absolutely...

	This isn't a mistake.

	Applause erupted. I bowed at the waist.

	The princess also gracefully held her skirt and curtsied.

	A perfect smile. Perfect posture. A perfect princess.

	And an enhanced human.

	I raised my head and checked my expression. Was it stiff? Were my eyes wavering?

	It's fine. No one noticed.

	The ladies-in-waiting approached and surrounded the princess.

	I steadied my breathing as I watched her retreating figure.

	Questions swirled chaotically in my mind.

	Who is that woman?

	Is she the real princess? Or a body double?

	Does the imperial family know?

	If they don't, how valuable is this information?

	If they do, what have I just discovered?

	Duchess Clara approached the princess.

	I couldn't hear their conversation. But I could see their expressions.

	She was cautious. That old hag who was so full of pride in her imperial bloodline.

	Does that old hag know?

	Or does she really not know?

	I couldn't judge. There wasn't enough information.

	I turned to leave the banquet hall.

	"Young Master."

	My feet stopped.

	"I saw you dance with Her Highness the Princess."

	I turned to see a man standing there. Court dress embroidered with the imperial crest. A gentle smile. But his eyes weren't smiling.

	Who is this?

	I searched my memory. Was he among those introduced before the banquet? No. At least not in my recollection.

	"That's correct."

	"How was it?"

	A light question. A sociable tone. The kind of conversation commonly exchanged at banquets.

	But why.

	"Her Highness was skilled at dancing. I could barely keep up."

	The man tilted his head slightly.

	"You're modest. Her Highness said she enjoyed it."

	The princess said that?

	When? It hasn't even been a few minutes since the dance ended.

	Is it a lie? A probe? Or is it true?

	"You're too kind."

	"Did you notice anything particular?"

	My heart skipped a beat.

	Notice anything particular?

	Is this coincidence? Just social pleasantries?

	I spoke slowly. Leisurely. Pretending to think.

	"Her Highness's steps were precise. She never missed a beat. She's probably had more dance training than I have."

	The man's expression didn't change.

	"I see."

	A brief silence.

	"Have a pleasant evening, Young Master."

	He bowed and turned away. Disappeared into the crowd.

	I exhaled.

	Was that okay?

	Was my answer natural?

	Did I answer too quickly? Or too slowly?

	Notice anything particular.

	That question wouldn't leave my mind.

	Was it coincidence?

	Or does he know?

	If that man knows, I'm already under surveillance.

	If he doesn't, my answer just now might have aroused suspicion.

	I looked around.

	Nobles laughing and chatting. Ladies sipping wine. No one was looking this way.

	Are they not looking?

	Or pretending not to look?

	I couldn't tell what lay behind those smiles.

	One wrong move and I'm dead.

	That much was certain.

	The information that the princess is an enhanced human. This isn't an ordinary scandal.

	The suspicion that the imperial bloodline might be fake.

	Someone with this information won't survive.

	Open my mouth and I die.

	But staying silent might not be safe either.

	If someone already noticed, I'm a target for evidence elimination.

	I couldn't reach a conclusion.

	There wasn't enough information.

	There were limits to what I could do alone.

	**

	A few days passed and I decided to share what I'd discovered with someone else.

	It was Celine, my half-sister.

	"Noona."

	"Yeah."

	Celine was lying on the sofa looking at the ceiling. Arms pillowed behind her head in a relaxed pose.

	"You know that princess I danced with?"

	"Yeah, a few days ago."

	"She's an enhanced human."

	The eyes that had been looking at the ceiling slowly turned toward me.

	"...What?"

	"I said she's an enhanced human."

	Celine sat up. The languidness from moments ago had completely vanished.

	"I felt it when I held her hand. The mana flowing beneath her skin. The distinctive pulse of those artificially enhanced. It was exactly the same as what I felt from Lise."

	"You figured that out just from holding hands?"

	"Yeah."

	"While dancing?"

	"Yeah."

	"You're bullshitting."

	I knew she'd say that.

	"I'm not bullshitting."

	"How am I supposed to believe that? If you had that kind of talent, you would've caught Father's eye with swordsmanship."

	"It's a half-talent. I can't use it myself, but I can sense it."

	"Proof?"

	"I don't have any right now."

	Celine snorted. She started to say something, stopped, and got up from the sofa.

	She walked to a bag placed in one corner of the room. I heard rummaging sounds.

	What is she trying to take out?

	Celine returned with a small orb in her hand.

	About the size of a palm. A faint light slowly swirled inside.

	"Do you know what this is?"

	"A mana accumulator."

	"Its purpose?"

	"It stores and releases mana. Usually used for emergencies."

	"Right. But it has other uses too."

	Her finger traced the orb's surface. The light inside rippled like water.

	"Guess how much mana is in here right now."

	"Suddenly?"

	"I'm checking if your sensitivity is real."

	"That's annoying."

	"If it's annoying, I won't believe you."

	I reached out. Stopped just before touching the orb and closed my eyes.

	As I steadied my breathing, something gradually became clear.

	The mana inside the orb. Wavelike pulses. Energy settled beneath a calm surface.

	It wasn't full. Three places where it had been depleted.

	Like water scooped out of a cup three times.

	I opened my eyes.

	"About 70 percent. Used about three times from full."

	Celine's hand stopped.

	"What the hell."

	"Was I wrong?"

	"No. You're right. So accurate it's creepy."

	"Then we're good."

	"Once isn't enough."

	We ended up testing two more times.

	80 percent. Correct.

	95 percent. Correct.

	Celine looked down at the orb.

	"You didn't cheat, did you?"

	"How?"

	"I don't know. But you're getting them all right."

	"You're suspicious because I'm getting them right?"

	"I'm suspicious because it doesn't make sense."

	She turned the orb this way and that. Looked like she was checking for some trick.

	As if there could be. That orb was prepared by Celine herself.

	"Hold out your hand."

	"Why?"

	"Just hold it out."

	Celine held out her hand skeptically. I took it.

	"What? Why are you suddenly holding my hand?"

	"Shut up. I need to concentrate."

	I closed my eyes.

	Different from the orb. A living body. The mana wasn't pooled but flowing. Like blood vessels. A current circulating through the entire body.

	I can feel it.

	"Move your mana."

	"Where?"

	"Anywhere. I'll guess it."

	A brief silence.

	Then the flow changed.

	The mana spread throughout her body began gathering in one place. Slowly. Carefully.

	"Left shoulder."

	Celine's hand stiffened.

	"..."

	"Was I wrong?"

	No answer. The mana moved again.

	Faster this time. Seemed like she deliberately increased the speed.

	"Right thigh."

	"..."

	"Index finger."

	"..."

	"You're gathering it toward your heart."

	She yanked her hand away.

	When I opened my eyes, Celine had stepped back. Her cat ears were standing straight up.

	"What are you?"

	"What do you mean? I told you, it's sensitivity."

	"With that level of talent, you should just pick up a sword and train. With that much sensitivity, you'd read all your opponent's movements."

	"Only my sensitivity is monstrous, my control is garbage."

	"What?"

	"Sensing mana and using it are different talents. I'm good at sensing, but below average at using. My mana leaks more than others. I can't contain it. That's why it's a half-talent."

	"Same as me."

	I turned my head.

	"What do you mean?"

	Celine was looking out the window. Her expression was unreadable.

	This is the woman who snapped an assassin's neck with her bare hands.

	I don't know her exact age, but she's definitely younger than Ernst.

	And yet a half-talent?

	If that's a half-talent, most aspiring knights in the world should just give up and die.

	Hmm...

	Is it a bloodline issue? A hybrid between human and feline tribe. Unable to fully belong to either side.

	If that's why she said it, I could understand.

	"Still, isn't it a waste? It's a talent. Seems like there'd be uses for it."

	"It is a waste. I looked through books trying to find a way. Cases of high mana sensitivity alone. People who accomplished something with just sensitivity and no control. That kind of thing."

	"Were there any?"

	"None."

	Celine chuckled. Not mockery. An expression of understanding.

	"Well. Even if your upper body is strong, if your lower body is weak, you can't master any martial art."

	I nodded.

	It was the same as the barrel theory.

	When filling a barrel made of multiple planks with water, what determines the water level isn't the longest plank but the shortest one.

	No matter how high your sensitivity, if your control is rock bottom, it's meaningless.

	"What are you going to do from now on?"

	Celine got up from the sofa. Sat cross-legged and looked at me.

	"First, I need to find out."

	"Find out what?"

	"Whether the princess is real or fake."

	Celine's eyes narrowed. Her fingers stopped on her knee.

	"How are you going to find that out?"

	"It's not 100%. But I've got about a 60% chance of success."

	I said, leaning back against the chair.

	"60%?"

	"Better than fifty-fifty."

	"How are you going to do it?"

	Instead of answering, I turned my gaze toward the door.

	He should be arriving about now.

	Before that thought even finished.

	Knock. Knock. Knock.

	A knocking sound.

	"Come in."

	The door opened. A familiar face appeared.

	It was Kuuluk.

	"Why is that bastard suddenly coming in?"

	"I sent for him."

	Kuuluk closed the door and approached. A thin stack of documents was in his hand.

	"Young Master, I've brought that information."

	I took the documents. Celine craned her neck from beside me to look.

	"What information?"

	"Imperial miscellaneous purchase records."

	"What?"

	"A list of items purchased from the princess's quarters over the past year."

	I flipped through the documents. Medicine, food ingredients, daily necessities. Seemingly ordinary items lined up.

	"What can you tell from this?"

	"Hobbies."

	"Hobbies?"

	"If the princess was replaced, she wouldn't continue the previous princess's hobbies exactly as they were."

	I turned the pages. Purchase items, visit records, patronage history.

	"Like if she suddenly stopped buying paint she used to buy every month until two years ago. Or cut off patronage to an artist she consistently supported. If there's something like that, it's suspicious."

	"What if there isn't?"

	"Then I was mistaken."

	Celine snatched the documents. Her eyes moved quickly.

	"Wait. You reached into the imperial family?"

	"I bribed someone. I needed information."

	"Are you insane? If they find out you touched internal imperial information, you're screwed!"
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	There was a time when I thought I'd be screwed if I got caught meddling with the Imperial family's internal affairs.

	That was common sense, after all.

	But the common sense of this country turned out to be a bit different from what I knew.

	Just as I was about to explain that...

	"Excuse me, Young Lady. I think there's been some misunderstanding..."

	"Shut up."

	Kuuluk tried to say something, but Celine cut him off the moment he opened his mouth.

	Sharp eyes characteristic of a feline hybrid turned toward me.

	"You. Explain."

	"Like Kuuluk said, there seems to be a misunderstanding. Accessing Imperial miscellaneous purchase records—most merchant guilds do it. Practically every guild does it."

	"What?"

	"If you want to supply to the Imperial family, you need to know their preferences. What the Imperial family members like, what fragrances they use. Slip the attendant in charge some money and they'll tell you everything."

	"Is that really so common?"

	"Very common. It's not even illegal. They're miscellaneous item records. Not classified documents."

	Celine's frown eased slightly.

	"Still, if your name gets recorded..."

	"It won't."

	"What?"

	"I used a proxy name. A proxy of a proxy, actually. Everyone does it that way."

	I held up the documents.

	"See this name here? Schubert Merchant Company. It's an actual small-to-medium merchant guild. They even have a track record of Imperial supplies. It's recorded as this company purchasing the information."

	"What if that company sells you out?"

	"That company also bought through an intermediary. The intermediary went through another broker. You'd have to trace through four layers. And at each layer, the people who took bribes have plenty of reason to keep quiet."

	Celine slowly leaned back against the sofa.

	"I'll give you credit for being prepared."

	"Thanks for the compliment, Noona."

	The hand flipping through documents stopped.

	Rustle.

	It went back. The page I'd just passed. The one I'd skimmed over without thinking.

	I read it again.

	"Hm?"

	I heard Celine's voice. I didn't answer.

	"What is it?"

	"Look at this."

	I held up the document.

	"What's so serious about..."

	Celine took it. Started reading. About thirty seconds passed.

	Her finger stopped.

	"What is this?"

	"Imperial Guard shift schedule. Night patrol routes. Security force deployment map."

	"Why is this here?"

	Instead of answering, I turned to the next page.

	"Imperial warehouse inventory list."

	Celine's eyes returned to the documents.

	"Even the quantity of gold bars is listed."

	Next page.

	"His Majesty the Emperor's schedule. Next month's procession plans."

	Next page.

	"Foreign delegation reception list."

	"Hah..."

	Next page.

	"Confidential meeting dates and times."

	The documents landed on the table. It was Celine's hand. Almost thrown down.

	"Stop."

	A brief silence.

	"Kuuluk!"

	A flinch came from the corner.

	"Y-yes!"

	"Who did we bribe?"

	"The attendant in charge of miscellaneous items."

	"Miscellaneous items attendant."

	"Yes."

	"The lowest of the low, you said."

	"Th-that's right."

	Celine picked up the documents. Shoved them right in Kuuluk's face.

	"Can someone at the bottom access things like this?"

	"Well..."

	"Guard deployment maps. The Emperor's procession schedule. Confidential meetings. Is this information someone at the bottom can touch?"

	Kuuluk's face went pale.

	"I don't know either. I definitely only asked for information about the Princess's hobbies..."

	"Then what is this?!"

	"They just... gave it to me. When I paid them money, they handed over everything they had. I didn't even request it..."

	"You got upsold."

	Celine turned her head.

	"What?"

	"Their side isn't organized either. What's classified and what isn't. Since we paid money, they just cleaned out the warehouse and handed it all over."

	"Does that make sense?"

	"It's a problem precisely because it doesn't make sense."

	I picked up the documents again. Scanned through the pages.

	"The Imperial information system has collapsed. The fact that a low-level attendant has access to things like this means the classification of confidential materials itself isn't being maintained."

	Celine's brow furrowed.

	"So you still think this is safe, Adrian?"

	"Kuuluk. You properly used a proxy name, right?"

	"Yes, I did use one."

	A brief silence.

	Celine shook her head.

	"For a few coins, you could even target the Emperor's life."

	"Right?"

	"Is this country going to be okay?"

	"Does it look okay?"

	"No."

	It probably wasn't okay.

	But that wasn't my concern.

	"More importantly, let's get back to the main point. The Princess's hobbies. We need to check if there have been any changes."

	A moment later...

	The pile of documents was divided into two stacks.

	Meaningful ones and useless ones.

	The meaningful stack was thin.

	"You've already read through all of it?"

	Celine's eyes widened.

	"Yeah."

	In both my past and current life, I was an extreme bibliophile.

	Reading speed was one thing I was confident about.

	"To summarize, it's like this."

	My finger pointed at the documents.

	"Up until three months ago. Regular oil paint purchases. Piano tuner visits twice a month. Poet patronage of 50 gold monthly."

	"And?"

	"From three months ago, everything stopped. The paints, the tuner, the patronage."

	"All three hobbies simultaneously overnight?"

	"Either she got sick. Or the person changed. But she was dancing just fine. Doesn't seem like illness."

	Celine let out a sigh.

	"Looks like your guess was right. The possibility that the Princess is fake—it's gotten quite high."

	"Seems so."

	"So what are you going to do?"

	No answer came.

	The Princess is an enhanced human. There's a high possibility she was switched three months ago.

	So what?

	What can I do with this information?

	Report it?

	There's no evidence.

	If I say "I felt something when I held her hand," I'll be treated like a lunatic.

	Blackmail?

	The other party is the Imperial family. I'd die first.

	Use it as a bargaining chip? With whom? How?

	"I don't know."

	I answered honestly.

	"I'll have to bury it for now. Until I find a way to use it."

	Celine nodded.

	Then.

	"Um..."

	It was Kuuluk. I suddenly noticed he'd been standing in the corner this whole time.

	"What?"

	"Actually, there's one more thing I need to report."

	"Speak."

	"While obtaining information, I ran into others using the same place. Among them was a merchant guild that had refused the Cheonghongcho deal. They said they want to establish a deal belatedly. They asked if you could meet them."

	"Why would I?"

	Kuuluk flinched.

	"Well, the conditions didn't look bad..."

	"Direct trading is going well. There's no reason to involve a middleman."

	Celine interjected.

	She was right.

	"Right?"

	Kuuluk nodded. Quickly. He's quick on the uptake.

	"Honestly, if I'd known it would go this well, I would have dealt directly with the South long ago. Before I came under Young Master's service."

	"It wouldn't have gone well."

	"Pardon?"

	"This happened because Father burned down Mount Strab. Before that, we could meet the supply volume. The timing was good too. We monopolized the market before recipes using substitute herbs could be made."

	"That must be why they seemed quite desperate. Desperate enough to make offers they couldn't have imagined before."

	"What's their situation?"

	"They're pretending to hide it, but they're dying. Within the Empire, there's no alternative supply source besides Mount Strab."

	"What about outside the Empire?"

	"Tariffs plus transportation costs. Apparently it's not profitable."

	"Makes sense."

	I wasn't in any hurry at all.

	"Does that merchant also deal with the Imperial family?"

	"Yes, I heard they're extending their reach in that direction too."

	"With the Imperial family? Must be quite a large operation."

	"Indeed."

	I set it aside for now.

	Then.

	"Hm?"

	An owl flew in through the window.

	It was quite large. Gray-brown feathers with golden eyes. Its talons scraped the windowsill as it landed, then sat still with an attitude that showed no fear of people whatsoever.

	A trained messenger owl.

	"A letter."

	Celine pointed with her chin.

	A small tube tied to the owl's leg. Wooden material with leather cord.

	With practiced movements, I untied the cord and took out a coin to place in front of the owl.

	The owl snatched the coin and flew out the window. The sound of wingbeats faded.

	"Where's it from?"

	"From Lise."

	"Looks like an owl used by merchant guilds. With that size, there's little worry about it being intercepted. But isn't the security unusually lax for you?"

	"It could definitely be intercepted."

	"Why use it then if you admit that?"

	Instead of answering, I unfolded the letter.

	Rustle.

	As the folded paper opened, densely packed characters were revealed.

	Celine's eyes widened.

	"...What is this?"

	She approached. Looking over my shoulder at the paper, she frowned.

	"Are these letters?"

	"They're letters."

	"These?"

	She snatched the paper and turned it this way and that. Flipped it upside down, held it up to the light. Brought it right up to her nose, then held it far away.

	"Triangles, squares, circles. What on earth is this!"

	"There are no triangles."

	"This one."

	Her finger jabbed at the paper. Tapped the character with her fingernail.

	"This is a triangle. Just open at the bottom."

	She was pointing at the ㅅ character.

	"The fact that it's open at the bottom makes it a distinctly different character."

	"Anyway, Lise knows this too? These bizarre letters?"

	"She learned quickly. She's a smart kid."

	These characters were, needless to say, Hangeul.

	However, it wasn't Korean but rather the phonetic symbols of this world's language written in Hangeul.

	Half a day was enough to learn it.

	"Fine, I know she's smart. But who created this?"

	"Well, I did..."

	I said it absentmindedly while concentrating on the letter's contents.

	"What?"

	"I said I created it."

	Celine's hand stopped.

	She froze in the position of putting down the paper. Slowly turned her head to look at me.

	"At ten years old?"

	Ah... did I make a mistake?

	A presence stirred in the corner. It was Kuuluk.

	He was staring this way with his mouth half open.

	"You created a writing system yourself? Is that even possible?"

	I couldn't say it was from my past life memories.

	I pulled out a familiar lie.

	"I didn't create it, I borrowed it."

	"Borrowed?"

	"There's a script used in a distant foreign land. I just borrowed the phonetic system."

	"Which country?"

	"A country you don't need to know about."

	A displeased expression.

	But he didn't ask further.

	I should probably think up an excuse for later.

	But right now wasn't the time to explain Hangeul.

	I read the letter again.

	"Kuuluk."

	"Yes?"

	"That merchant. You said they deal with the Imperial family?"

	"Yes, that's correct."

	"What about with the Müller Merchant Guild?"

	"That... I'm not sure."

	"Find out. And arrange a meeting immediately."

	Kuuluk's eyes widened.

	"What? But you just refused..."

	"The situation has changed."

	"So. What's written in the script my genius little brother created?"

	I unfolded the letter again.

	"Corps situation report. To summarize: Plundering proceeding smoothly. Warehouse 70% filled. Cheonghongcho second harvest complete. 20% increase over projections."

	"Good news."

	"Up to here."

	"Up to here?"

	I read the next line.

	"6th Corps. Projected march route passes through our territory."

	Celine's crossed arms came undone.

	"The 6th Corps? That 6th Corps led by Ernst's maternal relatives?"

	That was right. It was a hair-trigger situation.
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	Less than an hour after sending someone, the merchant arrived.

	"Would you like another cup of tea?"

	"I'm fine. I didn't expect you to summon me like this, Young Master."

	"You didn't take long to get here."

	The merchant's eyelids twitched. His hand holding the teacup paused awkwardly before moving again.

	At this point in time, there was a shortage of the irreplaceable aphrodisiac and fertility enhancer.

	The original supplier had burned to the ground, and I was the only immediate alternative source.

	"So, how much do you want to pay?"

	"Before that, may I ask about the quantity? How much do you have..."

	"The quantity is sufficient. Let's talk about the price first."

	Silence.

	The merchant's fingers tapped on the teacup handle a couple of times.

	"15 gold per kilogram."

	His voice was calm. His fingertips setting down the teacup were not.

	"That's double the market price. I believe it's a price that shows sufficient sincerity."

	Not bad. Under normal circumstances.

	"I refuse."

	"R-refuse?"

	A tone he tried but failed to suppress.

	"It's double the market price. I thought you would be satisfied with this, Young Master..."

	"It's not enough."

	"Not enough? Excuse me, but there's nowhere else in the Empire that would offer better terms than this..."

	"There is. I'm already supplying directly to several noble families. Since the debutante. It's not only an essential item for the enjoyable pastimes of various ladies and gentlemen, but also necessary for easily producing heirs."

	It was true.

	After dancing with the Princess, doors opened. Duke families, Marquis families, Count families. Houses with prestigious names reached out first. Without middlemen. Direct transactions.

	The merchant knows this too. That's why he rushed here within an hour.

	"B-but supplying only to noble families won't be enough to move all your inventory."

	"That's right."

	I nodded.

	"That's why I called you."

	"But. At this price, I don't need to sell."

	"Pardon?"

	"It's difficult, but not impossible. It'll just take some time."

	I stood up from my chair. Celine also straightened from the wall.

	"Thank you for your time."

	"W-wait a moment!"

	The chair scraped the floor as it was pushed back.

	"Please sit down, Young Master. I'll, I'll think about it more."

	Slowly. Leisurely. I sat back down.

	Celine also leaned back against the wall. She didn't change her expression at all.

	Sweat beaded on the merchant's forehead.

	It's true I'm in a hurry. The 6th Corps is coming. I need a route to convert goods into cash.

	But I have no intention of taking a loss.

	There are three other merchant guilds of similar scale to his. I practically monopolize Cheonghongcho.

	Most importantly, only Celine and I know that I'm in a hurry, while information about his urgency has spread to the level of public knowledge.

	"15%."

	"Young Master, that's too..."

	"20%. It goes up every time you hesitate."

	The merchant's mouth opened halfway, then closed. It opened again.

	"Th-that price would cut into our margin..."

	"Your margin is your problem. I can just release it to the market. Since it's scarce, it'll sell itself."

	"But without a distribution network..."

	"I'm already doing well without the existing distribution network."

	Silence descended.

	The merchant's hand went to his pocket. He wiped the sweat from his forehead with a handkerchief.

	"I'll accept up to 15%."

	"I said 20%."

	"Young Master!"

	His voice rose. He immediately lowered his gaze.

	"I apologize."

	I didn't respond. Just looked at him.

	The merchant's shoulders slumped.

	"I, I understand your position, Young Master. Of course. But for us, 20% in cash is..."

	His words trailed off.

	"So it's possible with something other than cash?"

	"That's what I wanted to say. How about goods?"

	Finally.

	My face didn't move. Not an eyebrow, not a corner of my mouth.

	"Goods?"

	"Yes. Instead of gold, we'll give you items. We'll handle transportation too."

	"Hmm."

	I fiddled with the teacup.

	"What kind of items?"

	"Things in our warehouse. Grain, textiles, iron..."

	Iron.

	I cheered inwardly.

	The 6th Corps is coming. War supplies are needed. Among them, iron is key.

	A word I never once mentioned. The merchant brought it up himself.

	"Iron?"

	Still an indifferent tone.

	"Yes. Quality iron. Used for making weapons or farming tools... Besides that, we have wheat and barley for grain. Cotton and hemp for textiles. For iron..."

	The merchant listed the warehouse inventory.

	The calculation worked out.

	"Let's go with iron."

	"Pardon?"

	"Iron. Let's exchange it for Cheonghongcho at market price."

	The merchant's eyes widened.

	"Are you... sure that's all right?"

	"Mix in some military rations too. Wheat and salt."

	"Understood!"

	His response was quick. He jumped up from his chair and extended his hand.

	I accepted the handshake. The merchant's palm was damp.

	"You brought the contract, right?"

	"Of course."

	Parchment emerged from his bag. It unfolded quickly.

	"Here's the quantity, and here's the items. 300 geun of iron, 50 sacks of wheat, 20 sacks of salt, and the amount of gold coins written here. Is that correct?"

	"Yes."

	A quill was handed over. The ink bottle cap opened.

	Scratch scratch.

	As soon as I finished signing, the merchant quickly snatched up the parchment.

	"I'll send you a copy tomorrow."

	"What about transporting the goods?"

	"Within three days. No, I'll make sure they arrive within two days."

	He stood up and bowed. Deeply. Close to 90 degrees.

	"It was a good deal, Young Master. I look forward to working with you in the future."

	The door closed.

	Footsteps faded away. Quick steps. Almost running.

	The sight of him fleeing was almost amusing.

	Fool.

	In a month, iron prices in the North will triple.

	When our secret plundering becomes visible, demand for military supplies will explode.

	And if they clash with the 6th Corps? Five times is possible.

	The iron you gave me is worth six times the Cheonghongcho.

	"Was iron the goal?"

	Celine asked, straightening from the wall.

	"Yeah."

	"From the start?"

	"Yeah."

	"But you didn't say a word about it."

	"Because if I want it, the price goes up."

	I stepped into the corridor. Celine stood beside me.

	"Con artist."

	"Call me a negotiator."

	Pfft. A laugh escaped.

	**

	A deal accomplished with lightning speed.

	Not only did I obtain the necessary goods centered around iron, but I also received some in gold coins.

	The reason for receiving some gold coins was to hire mercenaries with that money.

	500 men. An elite cavalry unit. Or so they said...

	Honestly, to be blunt, calling them elite was a bit of a stretch.

	"Are they actually mounted on horses?"

	Kuuluk asked, bringing his horse alongside.

	The lead mercenary swayed on his horse. His hand gripping the reins was awkward. He couldn't even properly seat his rear in the saddle and bounced around.

	"At least they're moving forward."

	"Only forward. How could they possibly fight on horseback like that? I knew Southerners couldn't ride, but isn't this a bit much?"

	"You can't compare them to you and your men."

	"Well, that's true."

	Kuuluk nodded.

	He's a steppe nomad. People born on horseback who die on horseback.

	A tribe that learns to ride before they learn to walk.

	The comparison was wrong.

	"But even accounting for that... they seem to ride worse than you, Young Master."

	I agreed inwardly. Didn't say it though.

	"Can we even use them like that?"

	Celine asked.

	"We need them for now."

	The caravan of wagons headed north, raising dust.

	Various supplies and 500 substandard mercenaries.

	Pathetic military strength. But better than nothing.

	War might start soon.

	Someone might say:

	No matter what, between corps within the same ducal family, with Father Duke's eyes wide open, does it even make sense to fight?

	The problem was that it did make sense.

	The great Walther Von Krstein Duke is not someone who would stop his children's fratricidal strife—he'd watch it while eating popcorn.

	He'd even encourage it.

	But.

	We crossed the border. Nothing happened.

	We passed the plains. No one was there.

	We went through the forest path. No ambush.

	The closer we got to the corps garrison, the higher the tension should normally be.

	But it's too peaceful.

	**

	The garrison's main gate came into view.

	The iron gate slowly opened. Creak. A familiar sound.

	Soldiers stood in formation. Salutes went up.

	But.

	"The atmosphere is strange."

	Celine spoke first.

	"Yeah."

	The soldiers' expressions weren't tense. There was laughter.

	Their eyes sparkled. Their shoulders were excited.

	It wasn't the atmosphere before war. It was like the day before a festival.

	"You said they're in a tense situation with the 6th Corps."

	"Yeah."

	"Why are they all like that?"

	"I don't know."

	The carriage entered.

	Murmurs spread among the soldiers.

	"He's returned."

	"They say he brought supplies too."

	"As expected."

	As expected?

	What's "as expected"?

	The letter Lise sent clearly said the 6th Corps was coming. The corps led by Ernst's maternal relatives. Passing through our garrison.

	That's why I got iron. Secured military rations. Even brought mercenaries.

	I came prepared for war.

	But what is this atmosphere?

	Something's wrong.

	No. Is it wrong?

	Or is it actually right?

	The carriage stopped. In front of the main building.

	Click. Click. Click.

	A figure descended the main building stairs.

	Silver hair. Small frame. Black hat.

	And.

	My face.

	It was Lise. Wearing a disguise hat.

	It was like looking in a mirror. Same silver hair. Same features. Same build.

	But the atmosphere was different. Somehow stiff.

	"Young Master, you're late."

	Lise opened her mouth.

	"What's with that way of talking?"

	"I'm acting in your place. I have to talk like you."

	Lise removed her hat.

	She returned to her original face. Silver hair remained. Red eye with an eyepatch.

	"What about the 6th Corps?"

	"Bring him forth!"

	"What?"

	Lise stepped aside.

	Footsteps came from behind the main building. Multiple people. The sound of dragging something.

	Two knights appeared. Between them, a man.

	His armor had been stripped. His face was covered in dirt.

	He was being dragged on his knees while bound.

	"Who's that?"

	Celine asked.

	Lise answered.

	"That's the 6th Corps Commander."


Ch.46 Prisoner's Ransom

	"This man was definitely Ernst's maternal uncle, right?"

	"By blood relation, yes. Though he's the son of a concubine, not the legitimate wife."

	Sir Heinrich answered.

	"His name was definitely... one of Müller's five fingers. Was it Gerhardt?"

	"It's Georg!"

	The bound man shouted angrily.

	Well, I actually knew that.

	Despite being dragged here in restraints. Georg lifted his head to glare at me. His eyes were bloodshot.

	"Boy. Do you even understand what you're doing? The Müller family won't let this slide."

	"I'm sure they won't."

	"Young Master Ernst will be the same. If he finds out what you've done..."

	"I'm sure he will."

	His jaw twitched.

	"Even your father the Duke can't overlook this. There are limits, even for one's own child."

	I looked down at him instead of answering.

	"You've captured the 6th Corps Commander. A commander of the Empire's regular army. Do you even understand how serious this is?"

	I didn't open my mouth.

	"Answer me!"

	A shout burst out. Spit flew. Veins bulged on his neck.

	"When eldest brother Ernst killed the other siblings. What did Father do?"

	"That was..."

	"Did he punish him? Did he reprimand him? Or did he just let it pass?"

	There was no answer.

	"As far as I know, nothing happened."

	"How can an illegitimate child be the same as a legitimate one?"

	He bared his teeth.

	"A legitimate child killing illegitimate ones is putting things in order. But an illegitimate child touching a legitimate one is insubordination."

	As far as I knew, that man was also illegitimate.

	It was amusing that he, born illegitimate, would say such things. Perhaps that's why he knew it so starkly.

	Such thinking might be correct in an ordinary noble family.

	However.

	"That person is Walther Von Krustein. Someone who rose to this position from the bottom through his own power alone. He doesn't even acknowledge as his children anyone who doesn't have talent equal to his own, or at least close to it."

	That was right.

	Nobles who rose through bloodline judge their children by bloodline. Legitimate and illegitimate. The purity of blood.

	Then what about a man who rose through ability?

	The answer was obvious.

	If you have ability, you're a child. If not, you're trash.

	So am I a talented child?

	Looking at results alone, it's decent.

	Not bad for what a ten-year-old has accomplished. Objectively.

	The problem is twofold.

	First. My achievements aren't in swordsmanship or magic.

	When a Swordmaster draws their sword, no one doubts it.

	Because it happens right before their eyes. When an Archmage chants a spell, the result is immediate. Because it's visible.

	Commanders are different.

	A fire attack succeeded. Why? Because I'm smart? Because the terrain was good? Because the enemy was stupid?

	Even if you win ten times, the eleventh might not repeat.

	Success so far might simply be luck. That suspicion follows forever.

	Ernst is a bit ambiguous in talent but still a swordsmanship genius of sorts.

	His skill is proven right before your eyes. Pick up a sword and it's over.

	Me?

	I can't prove it. At least not in the same way.

	Second.

	My gaze turned to the silver-haired girl.

	The orc battle. It was Lise who found information about the gorge.

	The Kuman tribe battle. It was also Lise who suggested the decoy operation.

	The Cheonghongcho business. It was also her who discovered the same herb existed on the steppe.

	What did I do?

	I stamped my approval. Okay, do it. That thing.

	And this time.

	Capturing the 6th Corps Commander happened while I was dancing and selling medicine in the Imperial Capital.

	Lise alone.

	Without me.

	That child proved it. That I'm not needed.

	But I wasn't Ernst.

	When I learned that child had achieved results without me.

	What came to mind wasn't jealousy.

	It was curiosity.

	How?

	How did she do it?

	The 6th Corps. Regular army. Trained soldiers. An experienced commander.

	His skill was discussed on the same level as Sir Heinrich or Sir Wolfram.

	She captured such a person?

	"Lise."

	"Yes?"

	"How did you do it?"

	Lise's head tilted slightly.

	"What are you referring to?"

	"That man. The 6th Corps Commander. How did you capture him?"

	Lise nodded.

	"That man tried to attack our corps."

	My gaze went to Georg.

	The man who just moments ago was threatening "The Müller Count family won't let this slide." The man who was grinding his teeth saying "If Young Master Ernst finds out."

	Now he was keeping his mouth shut with his head bowed.

	What that meant was clear.

	It meant they made the first move.

	The justification was also on our side.

	"Your mouth was alive earlier?"

	Celine interjected. Arms crossed. In a mocking tone.

	Georg didn't answer.

	The right to remain silent when it's not even a courtroom.

	"Continue."

	I turned my gaze to Lise.

	Lise nodded.

	"First, I pretended to make way. Opened the gates without resistance. They occupied the commander's building. Thinking you would be there."

	I could roughly guess what happened.

	"What did you do to the building?"

	"I secretly filled it with explosives and hay."

	"Wait, you blew up the whole building?"

	Celine's voice rose.

	"Yes."

	One word. Didn't bat an eye.

	My gaze turned to Georg.

	That man entered that building and survived.

	Either the toughness of a top-tier Sword Expert. Or simply lucky.

	I turned my gaze back to Lise.

	"What did you do after the explosion?"

	"Right after the explosion, Kuman cavalry appeared."

	"The Kuuluk tribe?"

	"Yes. 500 men."

	"Enemy reaction?"

	"Panic-stricken. Their formation collapsed. They chose retreat over fighting."

	"Did you chase them?"

	"I didn't overdo it. I just had them lure them."

	She resisted the temptation to pursue.

	"The place where the enemy would retreat was predetermined?"

	"Of course. That was the intention."

	"Ambush?"

	"Volley fire."

	She even decided where they'd flee. The enemy believed they chose. Actually, they were driven.

	"The corps commander?"

	"He fell from his horse while fleeing. The Kuman cavalry captured him alive."

	"Casualties?"

	"There was material loss."

	Lise counted on her fingers.

	Material loss was natural since the entire building was blown up.

	"Never mind that. How many casualties?"

	"Zero."

	A short answer.

	"Really?"

	"We were lucky. Because the enemy chose to flee. If they had fought back, we would have won, but casualties wouldn't have been zero."

	"Well done. Really well done. Materials don't matter—I made quite a bit of money this time."

	Lise bowed her head slightly.

	Somewhere. Very subtly. It seemed like the corners of her mouth went up.

	I looked around.

	Soldiers stood in formation. I felt their gazes.

	Respect.

	Awe.

	While the ten-year-old corps commander was playing in the Imperial Capital, his subordinates captured a regular army corps commander.

	Yet those eyes looking at me were as if I had done it all.

	It was amusing.

	But I had no intention of correcting them.

	Anyway, Lise's achievements are my achievements. Because she's under my command.

	"But. What are you going to do with that man?"

	Celine interjected.

	My gaze turned to Georg. The man still bound and kneeling.

	"What do you mean what? I'll get money and sell him."

	**

	A month passed in the blink of an eye.

	As Cheonghongcho sales got on track, money came in.

	The spoils collected before ransom negotiations were already substantial.

	I couldn't let the hired mercenaries idle. I sent out scouts daily.

	A letter came from the Müller Count family. It was threatening.

	I sent it back as is.

	It came again. I sent it back again.

	From the third time, it didn't come.

	They wanted me to send Georg back for free, but am I crazy?

	In this world, prisoners are money.

	Maybe not for ordinary soldiers, but for knights, it's more profitable to keep them alive and sell them than to kill them.

	Conversely, it means the side paying the ransom gets their coffers emptied on top of the humiliation of losing.

	But that's not my concern.

	"There's movement from the Müller side."

	At Sir Heinrich's voice, I turned from the window.

	"What kind?"

	"It seems they're trying to get the prisoner back through the Duke. They even sent a formal letter of protest."

	"To Father?"

	"Yes."

	A snicker escaped.

	"They don't know Father well."

	"They've never known His Excellency well."

	Sir Heinrich said.

	"What did they write?"

	"A member of the family is being unjustly detained. Release him immediately. Roughly that content."

	"Unjustly?"

	"Yes."

	"They attacked first though?"

	"There was no mention of that."

	I was dumbfounded. I sank into the chair back.

	"What did Father say?"

	"There hasn't been a reply yet. However..."

	"However?"

	"Has His Excellency ever interfered in his children's fights?"

	"No."

	The answer was short. That was enough.

	"So in your opinion, what would be an appropriate ransom?"

	"I think about 4,000 gold would be suitable."

	The number caught my ear.

	"Not bad."

	"It's appropriate for a corps commander's ransom."

	I paused briefly.

	"But do you know how much the merchant company makes in a month?"

	"I don't know exactly."

	"1,500 gold."

	Sir Heinrich's eyebrow rose slightly.

	"Three months' worth."

	"Right. 4,000 as a one-time payment is fine. But well, it's not shocking. Plus, though it's been quiet lately, we've also plundered quite a bit while wearing bearskins."

	Sir Heinrich nodded.

	Of course, that too was the Müller Count family's property.

	And those guys still believe it's the Golden Bear tribe's doing.

	Knock. Knock.

	The conversation was cut off by a knock.

	"Come in."

	The door opened. A knight entered. Dust was on his armor. He seemed to have rushed here.

	"An envoy has arrived."

	"An envoy?"

	"Regarding Corps Commander Georg. Says he came to negotiate the ransom."

	Sir Heinrich turned his head beside me. Our gazes met.

	They sent a formal letter of protest to Father, while simultaneously sending a negotiation envoy to me?

	Their handling is a complete mess.

	"But. But..."

	The knight's gaze dropped to the floor. His throat moved with a gulp.

	"Why are you stuttering?"

	"The envoy didn't come from the Müller Count family."

	"Then who sent him?"

	"The Golden Bear tribe."
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	The door opened and a man entered.

	A golden bear pattern was etched across his face, crossing over his left eye.

	The handiwork of a steppe tribe tattoo artisan.

	His presence filled the entire room.

	However...

	"He's small."

	Celine whispered.

	"Indeed."

	The Golden Bear Tribe. As the name suggested, they were famous for their bear-like builds.

	True to that reputation, this man should have been a giant.

	Yet his height was around 165cm.

	Even for a woman, that would be on the shorter side.

	At least within the Golden Bear Tribe...

	But the man's bearing was far too confident.

	And silver hair.

	Though somewhat common these days, it was originally a rare color. A precious color.

	Unless one was born with it like me or Lise, or had it artificially created, that color was extremely rare among the steppe tribes.

	The man with that exceedingly rare silver hair opened his mouth.

	"Hand over Georg. I'll pay the price."

	There were no honorifics.

	Not so much rude as matter-of-fact. Perhaps he didn't even know how to use formal speech.

	"What will you do with him?"

	"You don't need to know. I'll pay, so hand him over."

	It wasn't a negotiation. It was a notification.

	What the hell is this bastard relying on to act like this?

	I sent a glance to Kuuluk. He approached and bent down to whisper in my ear.

	"His name is Shore. One who inherited dragon's blood. He's treated specially even within the Golden Bear Tribe, and throughout all of Kuman."

	"Dragon's blood? So he's a half-dragon?"

	"Precisely, a descendant of a half-dragon. The blood was mixed several generations ago."

	A human mixed with dragon blood.

	There were countless races in this world.

	Mixed-bloods like Celine were also common.

	But even considering that...

	Half-dragons were far too rare.

	Even if not a complete half, but merely carrying the bloodline.

	"I've never seen someone with dragon blood mixed in. Does he have any special abilities?"

	I spoke in the steppe language. It was clumsy, but understandable.

	Shore's eyes widened slightly.

	"Of course."

	A short answer. Then he moved into action.

	He pulled out a leather canteen from his pocket. He removed the stopper and gulped it down. Then he spat it out.

	Pffft!

	The mare's milk wine that came from his mouth froze in midair.

	It wasn't white breath. It was the sight of liquid instantly transforming into solid.

	Clatter.

	Ice fragments scattered as they hit the floor.

	I clapped out of courtesy.

	"Impressive."

	That's what I said with my mouth. It wasn't an impressive ability. At least not for combat.

	"That's not the full extent of your ability, is it?"

	"I can't show everything to an outsider. Especially when you're not alone. Besides, you're no ordinary kid. Child of the Dragon."

	"Child of the Dragon? You're the one with dragon blood."

	Shore smirked.

	"It's an idiom. Someone who accomplished great things at a young age. We call such people children of the dragon. Because dragons can fly from the moment they hatch from their eggs."

	I nodded.

	"Not a bad nickname."

	"You became commander of the 7th Corps at ten years old. You annihilated five hundred orcs with fire tactics. With no casualties on your side."

	"News travels fast."

	"I also heard the story of how you defeated a raiding party that included our tribe with a small force. With almost no casualties, right? I know quite a bit about you. Some warriors say that Walther is even considering disinheriting Müller's son after seeing just one of your abilities."

	It seemed somewhat exaggerated rumors had spread.

	"I think they're overestimating my abilities."

	"Is that modesty?"

	"It's the truth."

	"Anyway, I also know that you can't side with Müller like we can, given your position. In that case, hand him over to us."

	I gestured to the knight beside me.

	The door opened. Two knights dragged in a man.

	Georg had grown more beard in the past few days.

	His bound wrists had rope marks carved in red.

	He kept his head down as he was dragged in.

	Shore's expression didn't change at all. He merely watched.

	Georg slowly raised his head.

	His gaze reached Shore.

	His movement stopped.

	His eyes widened. His lips parted. The color drained from his face.

	"That... that bastard is..."

	"It's been a while, Georg!"

	"Do you two know each other?"

	"He killed my brother-in-law."

	A short answer. An emotionless voice.

	I turned my gaze to Georg. He had his mouth shut. His earlier bravado was nowhere to be found.

	"Is that true?"

	"It was legitimate combat. Isn't it natural to cut down enemies on the battlefield?"

	"Legitimate?"

	Shore snorted.

	"He cut down someone who had surrendered."

	"My sister saw it. Your sword cutting the neck of her kneeling husband."

	Judging by his expression, something had indeed happened.

	Shore approached Georg.

	Georg tried to step back, but couldn't move while bound.

	Shore brought his face close to Georg's earlobe.

	Huff!

	He blew his breath.

	Frost formed on the earlobe. The skin turned white. It seemed like you could hear the sound of it freezing.

	"Kugh...!"

	Georg twisted his head. But Shore's hand grabbed his chin. The movement stopped.

	"I can take one of your ears. I'll just deduct it from the ransom."

	"P-please spare me..."

	"Shut up."

	I should stop this here.

	"That man is our prisoner. I won't allow anything more."

	At my voice, Shore's hand stopped.

	"Don't tell me you're scared? Are you afraid of the Müller name? Or do you think there's a chance of reconciliation with your half-brother now?"

	"I'm not afraid because that man is Müller."

	"Then what?"

	"That's my property. I don't like you touching my things without permission. That's all."

	Shore's eyes narrowed.

	"Yes, prisoners are property."

	"It's the same on the steppe."

	He couldn't argue. In steppe culture, prisoners were property too.

	Our gazes clashed. Shore looking down. Me looking up.

	Several seconds passed.

	"Then think it over carefully, young dragon."

	With those words, he made his exit.

	As confidently as when he entered.

	But in contrast, there was a man who was completely lacking in confidence.

	"Young Master. If you hand me over to the Golden Bear Tribe, your relationship with Müller will be completely severed. It will be irreversible. Please, I beg you..."

	It was Georg.

	"Young Master"—that made me chuckle.

	"I suppose so."

	"If you know that, then why..."

	"Was it ever a relationship that could be salvaged anyway?"

	Lise's voice cut off Georg's words.

	"What?"

	"They were the ones who sent the army first. 'Clear the way.' Was that a negotiation? If it was a salvageable relationship, such an order wouldn't have been issued in the first place."

	Georg remained silent.

	He simply had nothing to say.

	"Let me ask you something. Whose order was it for the 6th Corps to pass through our territory?"

	"..."

	"Brother Ernst? Or Count Müller himself?"

	If he answered, it was betrayal. If he didn't, he'd be sent to the Golden Bear Tribe.

	"If you honestly tell me various information, I might spare you."

	I heard the sound of grinding teeth.

	His head bowed even deeper.

	"Father... Count Müller... is pursuing a deal with the Imperial Family."

	"What kind of deal?"

	"I don't... know the details."

	"You don't know?"

	Georg's voice held a bitter laugh.

	"My position within the family isn't that high. I don't attend core meetings. Even my corps commander position was essentially being exiled to the frontier."

	It didn't seem like a lie. Those eyes. That voice. The reaction of someone who genuinely didn't know.

	"But you must have heard something. Even rumors."

	"..."

	"Nothing?"

	"...I heard it's related to the princess."

	The princess.

	That fake princess who was an enhanced human.

	Come to think of it, I wasn't the only one who had engagement talks with that princess.

	Ernst was included too.

	There was a bit of an age gap. But in aristocratic society, it wasn't an impossible age difference.

	A union between the Imperial Family and Krustein. Whoever became the groom, it would be a marriage that would change the Empire's landscape.

	But that princess was fake.

	"What kind of relation? Related to engagement proceedings?"

	"I really... don't know. I swear."

	There was nothing more to get from further questioning.

	I sank into the chair's backrest.

	"Not very useful."

	Georg's head shot up.

	"Somewhere else... I'll be useful somewhere else! Müller family troop deployments, key strongholds, supply routes... I'll tell you everything I know!"

	I gestured.

	Two knights approached.

	"Well. That's not for me to decide."

	"Young Master!"

	"Lock him in his room for now."

	The knights grabbed Georg's arms. Even as he was dragged away, his mouth didn't stop.

	"I'm useful! Rather than handing me over to the Golden Bear Tribe..."

	The sound of chains dragging. A grumbling voice. Excuses and such. They gradually faded until nothing could be heard.

	"So what are you going to do? Are you really going to hand him over? To the Golden Bear Tribe?"

	Celine spoke first.

	"Well."

	"What do you mean 'well'? Negotiations are ongoing. Don't you have to decide?"

	Instead of answering, I turned my gaze to Lise. The silver-haired girl was standing in the corner.

	"Interrogate him."

	"Pardon?"

	"He's scared out of his wits, so his lips should be loose. Müller troop deployments, strongholds, supply routes. Extract everything he knows."

	"Yes!"

	A short answer. Her footsteps were even faster.

	Lise had a talent for interrogation.

	Twelve years old. Silver hair. A beautiful face. An eyepatch covering one eye.

	It seemed difficult to keep one's mouth shut and endure in front of her.

	Whether it was guilt or something else. Adults disarmed themselves on their own.

	A scary kid. In many ways.

	Click.

	The door opened and closed. Lise's footsteps faded down the corridor.

	Silence again.

	"Hey."

	Celine said.

	"Yeah."

	"Tell me too. What exactly are you going to do?"

	"Just wait a bit."

	I sank deeper into the chair's backrest. I looked out the window.

	I was waiting.

	The door opened. Without a knock. Without permission.

	Celine reacted first.

	"Why is he back?"

	The figure at the door. It was Shore.

	"I did as you asked. But is this kind of acting even useful?"

	Celine's eyes widened.

	"Acting? What acting?"

	Instead of answering, I looked at Shore.

	Shore looked at me too.

	A brief silence.

	Our gazes met. No dialogue was necessary.

	Celine's voice grew sharper.

	"Adrian!"

	Pfft.

	A laugh escaped.

	Shore shrugged.

	"So. Was it useful?"

	An annoyed tone. But his eyes were genuinely curious.

	I rose from the chair.

	"It was, as you just saw."


Ch.48 Two Faces

	"So even killing your brother-in-law was an act?"

	Shore didn't answer right away.

	"Wait, is even having a sister a lie?"

	"I have a sister. But my sister doesn't marry weaklings. She's like me."

	"In what way?"

	"Dragon's blood."

	Both siblings possessed the abilities of dragon descendants.

	I glanced at Kuuluk. I saw him nod.

	It seemed they were quite famous siblings among the Kuman tribe.

	"That damn woman still hasn't gotten married. Can't find anyone she likes. Says she doesn't want a weak man or something. The way I see it, she's going to die an old maid... When I become chieftain, I'll have to marry her off by force."

	"But that guy earlier seemed to believe you."

	Shore's smile disappeared.

	"Do you know how many Kuman tribesmen that bastard killed?"

	"What?"

	"You think he'd remember each one? I don't remember every Imperial I've killed either. Steppe people who lost family to that bastard? There must be hundreds. I just picked one and said it. It was improvised. Sounds plausible, doesn't it?"

	"You thought that would work?"

	"It did work. Did you see his face? He went pale."

	Celine, usually quick with her words, couldn't find anything to say.

	Shore chuckled as if everything had gone according to plan.

	"With this, he's gotten closer to becoming chieftain of the Golden Bear tribe."

	Kuuluk whispered.

	Seeing him grinning like that, he seemed intoxicated by the feeling that the world was going his way. But there was something he didn't know.

	The clash between the Golden Bear and Müller. I had orchestrated it.

	Their long-standing grudge. Dozens recorded in books alone.

	Including those not recorded, there would be even more.

	The oil had already been spread. All I needed was to throw a spark.

	The result...

	As you can see.

	In the end, they moved on my board.

	"By the way, that little lady our baby dragon sent—do you think she can torture well?"

	I hadn't assigned her the interrogation to torture him.

	But there was no reason to reveal that here.

	"Of course. She's never disappointed me."

	"Really?"

	Shore turned around. He leaned against the window and crossed his arms.

	"I heard you made quite a profit in the south."

	"News travels fast."

	"The scout unit contacted me. Said you brought several carts of iron ingots alone."

	How much does this guy know?

	"So?"

	"I'll contact you about that next time."

	"What?"

	"It'd be good to have lots of iron. We'll have use for it soon too. Ah, don't worry. I'll pay you well."

	The door closed.

	That bastard. Is he planning to start a civil war within the Golden Bear tribe?

	Anyway, if he's paying, it would be better to receive goods rather than gold or silver. From my last trip to the capital, I'd already figured out what the Imperial capital lacked...

	While I was thinking about that, Celine spoke up.

	"Hey."

	"Yeah."

	"Since when were you in cahoots with that guy?"

	"It was improvised. Lise proposed it first. Or rather than proposing... she led it."

	While I was selling Cheonghongcho in the Imperial capital and dancing with the princess, that girl had captured the 6th Corps Commander on her own and even completed contact with the Golden Bear.

	I just finished things up.

	"Aren't you being led around too much by that girl?"

	"Hm? At this point?"

	"Ernst gave her to you in the first place. You never know when she might stab you in the back."

	Come to think of it, that was true.

	"I know."

	"If you know, why are you like this?"

	"I'd be dead without her."

	It's not like I'm going to stop using that child now.

	In that case, my conclusion was that doubting her would be idiotic.

	**

	The interrogation room was cramped.

	Stone walls without a single window.

	Georg was tied to a chair. The restraints on his wrists remained, and several days' worth of stubble had grown roughly on his face.

	"How many supply lines are there from the Müller main house to the 6th Corps?"

	"Three."

	"What are the main waypoints?"

	The answers flowed smoothly. Even Georg himself found it strange.

	At first, he'd planned to hold out. I don't know anything. I don't remember. That's how he was going to play it.

	But it was strange.

	This girl didn't torture him. No threats, no coaxing.

	She just asked questions.

	"What's the grain stockpile at Hohenstein Warehouse?"

	"About 3,000 sacks."

	"What about iron?"

	"200 geun. No, was it 300 geun?"

	Only after answering did he realize. What did I just say?

	"Wait."

	Georg raised his head.

	"What did I just say?"

	Lise didn't answer. She just wrote something on the parchment in her hand.

	"Hey. Answer me."

	"Three supply lines. Three waypoints. Warehouse stockpiles."

	She recited calmly. The information Georg had just spilled.

	"This time it wasn't a lie."

	At those words, Georg's back went cold.

	It was a trap.

	The order of questions. The tone. The timing of pauses.

	Everything was calculated.

	Ask about A while observing the reaction to B. If a gap shows in B, move to C. The moment you answer C, D automatically pops out.

	She could instinctively discern whether it was true or false.

	"Did you learn this? Where?"

	Instead of answering, Lise threw the next question.

	"How long does it take to reorganize the 6th Corps?"

	"I won't tell you that."

	"If it's 2,000 troops, two weeks. If it's 3,000, a month. Right?"

	"...How do you know that?"

	"You said it earlier. The warehouse stockpile is 3,000 sacks. That's two weeks' worth of provisions. That's enough for 2,000 men."

	Georg's mouth closed. Lise stopped her pen and tilted her head.

	She muttered as if to herself.

	"But that's strange. Why did they move so hastily without even preparing supplies?"

	"..."

	"Ah. It was Young Master Ernst's order. He must have been anxious because of Her Highness the Princess's marriage."

	Georg's shoulders stiffened. It was subtle.

	But Lise didn't miss it.

	The pen scratched across the parchment.

	Scratch.

	"What are you writing?"

	"You don't need to know."

	Georg felt instinctive fear.

	And puzzle pieces began fitting together in his head.

	"You said you finished placing the explosives three days ago, right? That came from your mouth earlier."

	"Yes."

	"Your master was outside then. But who planned the operation? Filling the building with explosives, luring in the Kuman cavalry, setting up an ambush on the retreat route. Who did that?"

	"Obviously our young master."

	"He gave orders from hundreds of li away? Does that make sense?"

	Lise's expression didn't change.

	But that very lack of expression was the answer.

	"Heh."

	Laughter leaked out. Low. Bitter.

	"I see. Now I understand. The one with real talent isn't your master—it's you. The orc battle. The Kuman battle. You planned them all, didn't you?"

	"I merely followed the young master's orders."

	"Orders? All that brat knows how to do is stamp seals. You plan it, you execute it, and he takes the credit."

	"You're not denying it?"

	"What's there to deny? Very simple leading interrogation. Yet a corps commander fell for all of it. With that level of intelligence, you think you can evaluate the young master? Getting stripped bare by someone like me, yet you'd evaluate him? A bug whose wings burned in candlelight discussing a furnace? Is your head full of shit..."

	Georg looked at the girl.

	The girl who had just mocked him.

	Twelve years old. Silver hair. An eyepatch covering one eye.

	He'd known she was a smart child.

	In fact, he'd known for days that it was this girl who had trapped him, who had put him in such dire straits.

	But still, he'd simultaneously thought she was just a child.

	But... now...

	'What is this?'

	The girl was just looking at him.

	Like looking at dust fallen on the floor.

	Something you could step on or not. Eyes looking at such a thing.

	Georg had experienced countless battlefields. Been cut by swords. Hit by arrows. Survived near-death experiences. He'd seen the eyes of killers and madmen.

	But this was different.

	Those weren't human eyes.

	His mouth went dry. His heart raced. His fingertips grew cold.

	The girl didn't move. Holding her pen. Head slightly tilted. Just staring.

	He couldn't breathe. He wanted to avoid her gaze. But his body was frozen.

	Then.

	Creak.

	The sound of a door opening was heard.

	To Georg, that sound felt like salvation.

	**

	I opened the door and entered.

	Georg was tied to the chair with his head bowed.

	His face was pale. The threatening attitude from earlier was completely gone.

	As expected of Lise. She seemed to be doing well.

	"What did you find out?"

	"Three supply lines. I extracted all the major base locations and stockpile amounts too."

	When is she going to fix that speech pattern?

	Well, it's cute, so it's fine.

	Lise held out the parchment. I took it and skimmed through. Dense writing. Neatly organized.

	"Your handwriting's gotten prettier."

	"Thanks to the young master teaching me well."

	"How did you figure out the troop reorganization time?"

	"I calculated backwards from the warehouse stockpile."

	"Well done."

	I folded the parchment and put it in my pocket.

	I felt a presence from the corner. Georg had raised his head.

	Our eyes met. No. They hadn't met.

	Those eyes weren't looking at me.

	At my side. At Lise.

	Hmm... what's that expression? Fear?

	What's so scary about such a cute child?

	"There's one more piece of information to tell you."

	"What is it?"

	Her gaze turned to the corner. The man tied to the chair.

	She wants him removed.

	I gestured.

	The door opened. Two knights entered.

	"Take him away."

	A brief command. The knights grabbed Georg's arms.

	There was no resistance as he was dragged away.

	The door closed.

	I looked at Lise.

	She hadn't opened her mouth yet. Her gaze remained on the wall.

	I followed her gaze. Two escort knights were standing there.

	The ones positioned on either side of the door from the beginning.

	Lise's gaze returned.

	Her lips moved. Stopped. Moved again.

	"I'd like it to be just the two of us."

	I gave the escort knights a look.

	I felt a moment's hesitation. Dismissing escorts wasn't common.

	"Wait outside."

	"Young Master, but..."

	"Wait outside the door."

	The knights looked at each other. A brief exchange of glances.

	They bowed and withdrew.

	The door closed. Footsteps faded.

	I waited until they completely disappeared.

	Silence.

	Only Lise and I were in the room.

	"Speak."


Ch.49 Empire's Fall

	"Ernst is rushing his marriage to the Princess."

	She got straight to the point.

	"Evidence?"

	"It came up during the interrogation earlier. If the marriage goes through, your position disappears. There's no time. You need to strike first."

	"I might not need to strike first."

	Her head tilted slightly.

	"What do you mean?"

	"I danced with the Princess at the Imperial Capital."

	I reached across the table. My hand stopped just before the back of Lise's hand.

	"That's when I felt it. The exact same wavelength as yours."

	The silver-haired girl's eyes moved minutely.

	"You're saying she's an enhanced human?"

	"Yeah."

	"Are you certain?"

	"The mana flowing beneath her skin. The distinctive wavelength of those artificially enhanced. It was exactly the same as what I felt when I held your hand."

	"You figured that out while dancing?"

	"Yeah."

	"Just from holding her hand?"

	"Yeah. Therefore, there's over a 90% probability the Princess is fake."

	She didn't ask about my sensitivity.

	She had a thoughtful expression. After a brief pause, she spoke.

	"Of course, there's still a 10% possibility."

	"What possibility?"

	"The real Princess might have fallen ill. Or been seriously injured. They might have forcibly modified her to save her life."

	She slowly shook her head.

	"You don't think so?"

	"It's the Imperial Family. They have the Empire's best healers. They can even summon saint-level healers. Enhancement surgery is a last resort."

	"But it's not impossible."

	"The side effects are too severe."

	"Side effects?"

	Her hand moved.

	Toward her eyepatch. Her fingertips brushed the black cloth. It was an unconscious gesture.

	She quickly lowered her hand.

	"They would have chosen proper treatment over constant pain."

	Constant pain?

	Are the side effects more than just losing sight in one eye?

	I didn't bother asking about that.

	But that hand touching the eyepatch just now. That gesture wouldn't leave my mind.

	Lise spoke first.

	"But where did the real Princess go?"

	"What?"

	"If the Imperial Family went as far as enhancement surgery, there must have been a reason to replace the real one."

	"She's dead."

	"Or she ran away."

	"The evidence is too weak to conclude it was a runaway."

	"It's weak. But what if the Imperial Family is hiding it?"

	"Why hide it?"

	"Appearances."

	That made sense.

	"The Imperial Princess ran away? That's a disgrace to the Empire. They can't make it public. If they do, the Imperial Family's authority will hit rock bottom."

	"So they installed a fake?"

	"To buy time. While searching. Or even if they never find her, having a fake is better than having nothing. The problem is what comes next."

	"What comes next?"

	"What if the real Princess is found later?"

	It was a question. But her eyes weren't waiting for an answer.

	"Then?"

	I responded briefly.

	"Ernst married the fake Princess. What happens when the real Princess returns?"

	"Marriage annulled?"

	"That's possible. But. The real Princess might side with Ernst. Either way, Ernst's hand gets stronger."

	"So we need to stop it?"

	If the Empire's situation were normal, that would be the correct position.

	But, memories from my past life. Things I read in history books.

	The rise and fall of empires. The replacement of dynasties. How power crumbles.

	Information from this life. Things I saw directly.

	The Imperial Guard deployment map mixed in with miscellaneous Imperial records. The Emperor's travel schedule. Confidential meetings.

	This wasn't information a lowly maid should have access to.

	Security clearances had collapsed.

	The information system had disintegrated.

	A situation where you could target the Emperor's life for a few coins.

	That's not simple corruption.

	It's systemic collapse.

	Military power was the same.

	The Southern Rebellion. The Imperial Capital forces suffered over ten thousand casualties and still failed to suppress it.

	Father subdued it. In an instant.

	A single regional warlord's forces had surpassed the central army.

	Of course, it's premature to conclude the Imperial Family is weaker than us.

	The Imperial Family has many things to handle.

	Their front is wide. Their forces are dispersed.

	But one thing is clear.

	Regional power has begun to surpass the center.

	Administrative capacity is even worse.

	You can tell just by looking at the road conditions.

	They can't even properly manage major cities in the suburbs.

	In terms of my past life, it's like Seoul being unable to manage Incheon.

	If it's this bad right under the capital's nose, what about the frontier?

	I've seen this pattern countless times in history books.

	Late Han Dynasty. Late Tang Dynasty. Late Roman Empire.

	Central authority crumbles, regional warlords rise, and the empire fragments.

	It's a signal of collapse. An overwhelmingly strong one.

	Of course, my judgment could be wrong.

	Just the rambling of someone who's read a few books.

	The error of forcibly fitting past patterns onto the present.

	But.

	The possibility of being wrong.

	The possibility of suffering damage while wavering.

	Which is greater?

	The latter.

	"Listen carefully, Lise."

	"Yes."

	Our eyes met.

	The silver-haired girl's red eyes. The unseen side beyond the eyepatch. An expectant expression.

	I inhaled. Exhaled.

	"The Empire will soon fall."

	Lise's eyes widened slightly.

	"May I object?"

	"Go ahead."

	"The Empire's central army numbers fifty thousand. You told me yourself. Fifty thousand troops stationed in the Imperial Capital alone. Plus the capital defense line."

	"Fifty thousand central troops. How many of them have combat experience?"

	"That's..."

	"Over ten thousand died in the Southern Rebellion. Half the survivors are wounded. The rest were filled with new recruits. Those recruits—how long do you think their training period was?"

	No answer.

	"The capital defense line. Where does the maintenance cost come from?"

	"Taxes."

	"Those taxes. Are they being collected properly?"

	"..."

	"Three southern provinces were devastated by rebellion. The East had crop failures. The West is overrun with bandits. Tax revenue has been cut in half."

	"But the reserves..."

	"Reserves. How much do you think is left?"

	"...I don't know."

	"I don't know exactly either. But remember the information you extracted earlier. The Müller warehouse stockpile."

	"Three thousand sacks."

	"That's three thousand for one count's family. How many times that for the Imperial Family? Ten times? Twenty times? But the mouths to feed are also ten, twenty times more."

	Silence.

	"Defense lines consume money. Armies consume even more. When the money dries up, both the defense line and the army are done."

	Lise's lips moved. Stopped. Tried to move again and stopped.

	She's smarter than me.

	But there was a difference.

	"I saw it directly. How the central army operates. What state the Imperial Capital's roads are in. What the officials are doing. I didn't read it in books. I saw it with my own eyes."

	Silence descended.

	Her head slowly lifted.

	Our eyes met.

	Lise's eyes were wavering. The visible one.

	"Young Master. Don't tell me..."

	There was no need to answer.

	A red flush spread across Lise's cheeks.

	Her lips parted. Her breathing quickened.

	It wasn't fear.

	The visible eye. What rose within it was.

	Not fear but excitement.

	Lise exhaled. Her tone was organizing.

	"Ernst's marriage. You're saying it doesn't matter."

	"She's the princess of a doomed empire. Meaningless."

	"You were also a candidate."

	"No reason to be obsessed."

	Brief answers. Lise understood.

	"Then what about us?"

	"When the Empire falls. We survive."

	Lise's throat moved.

	She was swallowing.

	Her head slowly lowered. Once.

	But.

	Something was strange.

	Lise's shoulders were trembling slightly.

	Her fingertips too. The visible eye was moistening.

	The corners of her mouth lifted. Just a little. Almost imperceptibly.

	Was it a smile? Or something else?

	I couldn't read her expression.

	"Lise?"

	"It's nothing."

	Her voice trembled. It wasn't her usual composure.

	With her head bowed, she wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. Quickly. As if trying not to be caught.

	Hmm... side effects?

	That hand touching the eyepatch earlier. The words "constant pain." The price of enhancement surgery.

	I need to find a cure. Or at least a way to alleviate the symptoms.

	Was there a useful healer?

	A priest? Or maybe on the mage side...

	Bang.

	The door opened. Without knocking.

	It was Sir Heinrich.

	"Young Master. Urgent news."

	"What is it."

	"Ernst has sent a complaint to the Imperial Family."

	"A complaint?"

	"The charge is..."

	His words trailed off.

	"Treason."

	"Treason?"

	"Yes. He claims that privately restraining and confining a regular army corps commander violates Imperial law."

	"The Georg incident?"

	"Correct. He sent an official complaint to the Imperial Family."

	Lise interjected.

	"But they were the ones trying to strike first."

	Her tone was calm. The trembling from earlier had vanished. The usual Lise.

	Heinrich turned his head.

	"That's true, but..."

	His words trailed off.

	"The only evidence of their preemptive attack is our side's testimony. There's no physical evidence."

	"What about the testimony of the captured 6th Corps soldiers?"

	"Will enemy prisoner testimony be accepted in an Imperial court?"

	Lise's mouth closed.

	Heinrich continued.

	"Even if it is accepted, if they claim it's 'false testimony under duress,' that's the end of it. Prisoners are prisoners. Therefore, we need to collect proper evidence..."

	"If we have evidence, we win, right? We're in the right."

	"If the law operated fairly, yes."

	"Doesn't it?"

	"How often in human history do you think the law has been fair?"

	No answer.

	"There have been far more times when it wasn't even close to fair. Law is a tool. Wielded by those with power."

	Lise's expression hardened.

	Heinrich interjected.

	"Young Master is correct. This isn't a legal issue."

	"It's a political issue."

	He nodded.

	"The first in line for succession to a ducal house has accused the second. It's an obvious power struggle to anyone. What will the judges look at? Evidence? Legal provisions? No. They'll calculate which side benefits them more."

	I spoke mockingly.

	Heinrich spoke heavily.

	"Provisions can be interpreted however one wants. Judges... can be bought."

	"Evidence can be fabricated."

	The fact that they filed a complaint means they have something to rely on.

	Ernst isn't stupid.

	He wouldn't start this without confidence he could win.

	There's something.

	Something I don't know.

	"Sir."

	"Yes."

	"Be thorough with evidence collection. Our side's records, soldiers' testimonies, chronological organization. Leave nothing out."

	"Understood."

	"But don't expect too much. Starting this game means they have a hand that can flip the table itself. Something that can't be stopped with mere evidence."

	Sir Heinrich's eyes narrowed.

	"What could that be?"

	"I don't know. Not yet. But we'll find out soon. Our wise older brother will show us himself."


Ch.50 Expanding The Game (1)

	**

	A few days later.

	"Therefore, Adrian Von Krustein must appear before the Imperial Capital Court in two months... The charges are illegal detention of a regular army corps commander and treason."

	Treason.

	The charge my wise older brother had pinned on me.

	Two months.

	Trials in this empire are notoriously backlogged.

	Just like the green monsters that reproduce through spores in the 40th millennium space empire, or the courts in India from my past life.

	For ordinary cases, three or four years is standard. Ten or twenty years is common.

	But two months?

	Either someone paid money, or higher-ups are pushing it through.

	One of the two.

	"Treason! They attacked first!"

	Celine interjected.

	"I'm only delivering the message."

	The envoy's response was mechanical.

	Sir Heinrich stepped forward.

	"Which court has jurisdiction?"

	"The Imperial Capital Court."

	"The composition of judges?"

	"Will be notified later."

	A brief exchange. Formal but necessary information.

	Lise stood silently.

	One eye of the silver-haired girl scanned the parchment.

	"Let's sign it."

	The envoy held out the parchment and quill.

	I accepted it. The nib touched the paper.

	Adrian Von Krustein. Neat handwriting for a ten-year-old.

	"Receipt confirmed."

	The envoy bowed and turned away. The door closed, and footsteps faded down the corridor.

	"What are you going to do?"

	Celine spoke first. Her tail swayed anxiously.

	I set the summons on the table. The parchment made a dry sound.

	"First, we need to assess the situation."

	A man standing in the corner stepped forward. Werner. A newly promoted staff officer.

	Originally a soldier. I pulled him up because he could read and was quick with numbers, planning to use him for odd jobs.

	I'd executed most of the existing staff officers.

	Three for embezzlement. One more lost his head when Lise was acting in my stead.

	Only one remained. Since he hadn't committed corruption, I thought I could use him, but he recently returned to his hometown citing illness.

	I told him several times I had no intention of executing him too, but he clearly didn't believe me.

	Well.

	After watching his colleagues' heads roll one after another, I wouldn't have believed me either.

	It was a hastily arranged personnel decision due to lack of manpower.

	"The burden of proof lies with the side claiming treason."

	Werner spoke.

	"Then what about us?"

	"We only need to defend. Just defend..."

	His hand trembled slightly.

	"The treason charge is completely false. Proving self-defense is sufficient."

	Lise interjected.

	"What about evidence?"

	"We have it."

	Werner pointed to the documents.

	"We have Corps Commander Georg's testimony. He confessed that he was ordered to launch a preemptive attack. Plus, we secured the 6th Corps' march records. Looking at the time-stamped movement routes, it's clear who launched the preemptive attack."

	"So we'll win?"

	Celine interjected.

	"If we properly prepare the evidence, there's no problem."

	Confidence began to creep into Werner's voice.

	He seemed to be the type who gets convinced by his own words.

	"Two months is enough. We just need to organize the evidence and prepare witnesses."

	I nodded. It wasn't wrong.

	We have evidence. We have witnesses. Legally, we can win.

	Lise pulled out a sheet of paper from her pocket.

	"The summons had a list of judges attached."

	"Why is that strange?"

	Werner tilted his head.

	"Usually the judge list is released three days before trial. To prevent the defendant from investigating the judges in advance. That way they can prevent bribery or threats."

	The paper spread out on the table. Three names.

	"But it came out two months early?"

	"Yes."

	Celine interjected.

	"Isn't it a mistake? Like the imperial clerk put it in by accident."

	"It's not a mistake."

	Lise stated firmly.

	"It's a lottery, right? Judge assignment."

	"In principle."

	Celine tilted her head.

	"In principle?"

	"There are exceptions. I read it in the book Young Master gave me. The chief judge can directly assign judges to specific cases at their discretion."

	"Then..."

	"You only need to bribe the chief judge."

	Werner's face hardened.

	I picked up the paper on the table. Three names.

	"These judges. Investigate their backgrounds."

	"I already started."

	Lise answered. As if it were obvious.

	As expected.

	"Report immediately when you have results."

	"Three days will be enough."

	**

	Three days later.

	Lise entered carrying a stack of documents.

	"Investigation results are in."

	Documents spread across the table. Three names. Densely written text beside them.

	"First. Karl. Twenty years of experience. Nothing unusual. Clean. No bribery records, no suspicious connections."

	"Next?"

	"Munz. He took out a loan from the Muller Merchant Guild five years ago. The amount was 300 gold."

	300 gold. Not a small sum. Enough for a commoner family to live on for ten years.

	"Repayment?"

	"He did. Full repayment over two years."

	"Then there's no problem, right?"

	"There's a connection. The very fact that he borrowed from the Muller Merchant Guild. Why Muller of all places? How many merchant guilds are there in the Imperial Capital?"

	"What was the loan for?"

	"Still checking. It'll take a few more days."

	"Got it. The third?"

	"Judge Lange. This one's the biggest problem. His son has been working at a Muller subsidiary. For three years now. Two out of three are connected to Muller."

	"Couldn't it be a coincidence?"

	Celine interjected.

	Lise tapped the documents with her finger.

	"Two out of three judges? How many judges are there in the entire empire? There are over forty just in the Imperial Capital Court. But two out of the three assigned to this trial happen to be connected to Muller?"

	"So that's Ernst's 'ace in the hole.'"

	"What is it?"

	Werner asked.

	"The judges are the problem."

	"Surely the judges wouldn't go that far?"

	"Muller loan. Muller subsidiary employment. You think that's a coincidence?"

	"You mean they're bribed?"

	Celine interjected.

	"Whether direct bribery or indirect pressure. Those two judges aren't on our side. That's the key."

	Lise slowly nodded.

	"No matter how much evidence we gather, it's useless. It's up to the judges."

	I nodded at Lise's words.

	"A battle of evidence won't work. If the judges are bribed, it doesn't matter what we present."

	Rule of law.

	Such beautiful words.

	But that rule of law has an inevitable problem...

	No matter how perfect and beautiful the legal text, it's ultimately humans who interpret it.

	Humans can be bribed.

	Humans can be threatened.

	Humans calculate their own interests.

	In my past life, there was a three-trial system. Three trials. Three chances. The reality?

	Just bribe all three.

	This world is worse. There's only one trial, and the chief judge can directly assign judges at their discretion.

	The system to prevent corruption is more backward compared to my past life's system.

	Of course, I won't die from this trial. The charges are too absurd.

	Father's protection exists too.

	But troublesome things will arise.

	"At this rate, we'll lose."

	"Don't they have any weaknesses?"

	It was Lise.

	"Weaknesses?"

	"Muller's weaknesses."

	Muller's weaknesses...

	Well, there are several.

	But if I had to pick the strongest one.

	"They're descended from a traitor family. I told you about it before too, Lise."

	"Tell me again."

	"Twenty years ago, they were one of the main forces in the rebellion. Because their military power was intact, they could maintain their count title through negotiation, but they lost half their territory. They were demoted from duke to count."

	There was also the imperial intention to check the newly rising upstart thug family called Krustein, but I didn't bother adding that.

	Lise brought her fingertip to her lips. A habit when thinking.

	"Do you think that could be a weakness in the capital's political circles?"

	"Well. It would certainly be a weakness if we escalate things, but..."

	"But?"

	"A dispute between a duke and a duke's son. That's too trivial to cause controversy in the capital's political circles."

	Celine interjected.

	"Trivial? A fraternal struggle over a ducal title? All of us siblings are devoted solely to this?"

	"You know it too. Are we the only family where this happens? The imperial family is the same. They're the superior version of us siblings."

	"True... The struggle over succession rights is the real deal. One of the players even ran away or was assassinated. An enhanced human is sitting in as a double."

	At Celine's muttering, Werner's head whipped around.

	As if he'd heard information he hadn't known.

	Given his background, there was no possibility he was an enemy spy, so I decided not to worry about it.

	"Then what if we escalate?"

	"What?"

	"If we escalate enough to catch His Majesty's eye?"

	"If we just escalate, we can somehow wage a public opinion war."

	Lise smiled. Only her lips. Her red eyes remained coldly sunken.

	"There's a way. A way to escalate things tremendously!"

	"What is it?"

	"Kill the judge."

	Movement stopped.

	Celine's ears perked up. Werner's mouth hung half-open.

	"After killing them, we release the evidence. 'Muller bribed judges for treason. We merely executed traitors.' We counter-sue. For treason."

	"No... no... wait a moment..."

	Werner.

	A man who calls a girl less than half his age "Chief of Staff."

	A man who long ago abandoned pride.

	That man spoke.

	"Chief of Staff, have you lost your mind?"

	Lise didn't bat an eye.

	"If the empire is broken as Young Master says. If the law isn't fair. Striking first is correct."

	"Even so, kill a judge? A judge belonging to the Imperial Court?"

	"An ordinary judge wouldn't even have guards. Someone of Miss Celine's skill could easily kill them."

	"You want me to kill them?"

	"Yes."

	The answer was short. There was no hesitation.

	"And then we write it big afterward. Muller is trying to rebel again. They moved corps from the Northern Front without the Emperor's permission. The traitor from twenty years ago has drawn their sword again."
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	"If we just secure evidence that Müller bribed the judges, if we just maintain proof that they moved their troops first, we become 'those who stopped a treasonous plot.' Those bastards from a traitor family moved an entire corps without even informing the Imperial Court—they're the ones who escalated things."

	That was right.

	The charges they pinned on me.

	Conspiracy to commit treason. Illegal detention of a regular army corps commander.

	Sounds grand, but in reality it's just a scandal.

	Because I merely captured someone who invaded.

	Enough to trip me up. Even if found guilty, it won't lead to execution.

	At most, a fine.

	But what about them?

	They moved regular troops without Imperial permission.

	And used them to attack another ducal territory.

	This is actual treason.

	By the letter of the law, it's a beheading offense.

	What they threw was a pebble. What I can throw back is a boulder.

	"If we escalate things, they're at a bigger disadvantage. It's a fact they moved a corps, and it's a fact they bribed judges. We merely defended ourselves."

	"Th-this is a mud-slinging fight."

	Werner stammered.

	"In a mud-slinging fight, do you know who wins?"

	"Who?"

	"The dirtier one. Between 'someone who committed treason once' and 'someone who never committed treason,' who gets suspected more?"

	Celine's tail swayed slowly.

	"Well, it's certainly not difficult to quietly dispose of a few worthless judges. The cleanup is the problem. But opening up the board isn't necessarily a loss, is it?"

	"Right. They told more lies anyway. We have nothing to feel guilty about."

	Werner's face turned pale. His lips twitched but no words came out.

	Lise paid him no mind.

	"Kill them openly. Then send a letter to the Imperial Court. 'Count Müller's family is committing treason again. They even bribed judges. It seems connected to the recent southern rebellion. We merely executed traitors.' Like that."

	"Evidence connecting them to the southern rebellion?"

	At Celine's question, Lise shrugged.

	"Not needed. Well, did those bastards have evidence that we're traitors? They just poked around because there seem to be people on their side who want to check Young Master. But by that logic, the Imperial Court doesn't trust Müller."

	Lise's voice was matter-of-fact.

	"Someone who betrayed once will betray again. The Imperial Court knows that too. If we ask them to investigate, they will. There's no reason not to."

	Kill the judges.

	And announce that we killed them.

	Escalate the situation as much as possible to draw Imperial scrutiny, then expose the enemy's lies.

	Shout even louder that those bastards are the real traitors.

	It's insane.

	But...

	It's insanity with potential.

	"We won't kill all three."

	"We need to leave one clean one alive. That's how we establish justification."

	Werner's face turned white as a sheet.

	"E-even the Corps Commander is saying such things..."

	"Karl. You said he has 20 years of experience with no blemishes?"

	Lise nodded.

	"If we spare only him, the logic of 'we only executed corrupt judges' holds up."

	Exactly.

	Kill all three and we make enemies of the entire judicial cartel.

	But kill only two? We gain the justification of having killed only the corrupt ones.

	"Wait. This is treason. You're saying we'll privately execute Imperial Court judges? No matter how bribed they were, no matter how right you are, Young Master, this crosses the line."

	"The line? They crossed it first."

	"Still..."

	"They moved regular troops without Imperial permission. Used them to attack another ducal territory. Even bribed judges to frame me for treason. We're just responding in the same language."

	The conference room fell silent.

	Only the sound of wind could be heard beyond the window.

	"Werner."

	"Yes."

	"Prepare for when investigators come from the capital. Organize all records of the 6th Corps' advance, Georg's testimony, movement routes by time period—everything. Evidence that we acted in self-defense."

	"I can do that, but..."

	"Just do that. Don't worry about the rest."

	Werner bit his lip.

	After a moment, his head bowed.

	"Understood."

	In the end, he's a yes-man. This man.

	I don't mean that negatively.

	It's because he's that kind of man that Lise recommended him and I chose him.

	**

	Two weeks later.

	A black shadow slipped through the window.

	It was a cat. Black fur with blue eyes. The creature landed on the windowsill, jumped to the floor, and shook its body.

	The fur disappeared. Bones elongated. Instead of a cat, a black-haired woman stood there.

	Celine.

	"It's done. Münz at his residence. Lange at his villa on the capital's outskirts. Both were sleeping. No resistance."

	I nodded.

	"The scene?"

	"Left the proclamation and evidence of them bribing judges, just as you said."

	"Judge Karl?"

	"Fine. Didn't touch him."

	According to plan.

	Celine plopped into a chair. Her tail drooped.

	"Got coffee?"

	"Cabinet."

	While she got up to rummage through the cabinet, the door opened.

	It was Lise. She held a bundle of parchment.

	"Draft of the letter to send to the Imperial Court."

	I took it. The writing was dense.

	The core argument was simple.

	'Count Müller's family bribed judges to manipulate the trial. We merely executed those who participated in treason. The traitors from 20 years ago are deceiving the Imperial Court again. We request a thorough investigation.'

	It was a letter openly declaring that we killed them.

	It might seem insane, but this is correct.

	Hide it and it becomes a weakness. Reveal it and it becomes justification.

	'We executed bribed judges' and 'we assassinated judges' are the same act but carry completely different meanings.

	Whoever frames it first wins.

	I refined several sentences. Made the too-obvious parts more subtle, the too-subtle parts sharper.

	I signed it.

	"Send it."

	"Yes."

	Lise left with the letter.

	Celine returned with a coffee cup.

	"Now we wait?"

	"Yeah."

	The die was cast.

	**

	The capital.

	Princess Clara's study was always dark.

	Not that it lacked windows. Just that thick curtains blocked the sunlight.

	For an old woman who had lived 80 years, bright light wasn't particularly welcome.

	On the table lay a single sheet of parchment. A report from the north.

	The elf sitting across from her sipped tea. For someone who had lived 1,800 years, she looked remarkably leisurely.

	"Something seems to displease you, Princess."

	"Master."

	"Yes."

	"No matter how I think about it, it's wrong. Krustein is the immediate danger, yet people are talking about Müller."

	"Whoever frames it first wins."

	Sylvester set down her teacup.

	"The problem is a ten-year-old did it. The Hardenberg Empire is being swayed by a single child."

	Veins bulged on her wrinkled hand.

	"I believe he'll be eleven soon."

	"That's not the point, Master. They sent the Northern Army's 6th Corps."

	"I heard."

	"Georg moved personally. A regular army corps commander. Targeting the moment that child was away."

	"Indeed."

	"Do you know the result?"

	Sylvester didn't answer.

	"The 6th Corps was virtually annihilated. Georg is a prisoner. Rumor has it Count Müller is clutching the back of his neck. Without even knowing what happened in the capital. The judges they bribed were murdered in the middle of the capital. The killers have no intention of hiding. Rather, they're the ones being called traitors."

	"I see."

	"Some fools are saying this: Unlike 20 years ago, wouldn't it be fine to completely crush Müller? If they betrayed once, why not twice? Wouldn't it be simple to just issue a subjugation order to Krustein?"

	"Of course that won't do. Müller is the minimum measure to check Krustein."

	Sylvester nodded.

	"Therefore, Müller's grandson becoming Krustein's master wasn't particularly pleasant either. But it seems better than that monstrous child becoming the monster's successor. At least Ernst is clinging to the marriage proposal with the princess. Anxiously. Desperate to make it happen."

	"Natural desire for an heir."

	"But that child Adrian has no interest. In marriage to the princess. In connection to the Imperial Court. No interest whatsoever. It's as if he thinks this: The Hardenberg dynasty's lifespan is already over."

	It was a leap.

	How could a ten-year-old—soon to be eleven—think such things?

	But the actions that child had shown so far were precisely what fell outside the bounds of common sense.

	Sylvester slowly stood up.

	"It seems I must go see for myself."

	"You yourself, Master?"

	"Yes. After all, I am also a friend who has been continuously exchanging letters with that child."

	**

	A month passed with no reply.

	Expected. They'd need to verify the facts too.

	Then one morning.

	"A letter."

	The envelope Werner brought bore the Krustein family crest.

	Not the Imperial Court.

	Ernst.

	I broke the seal and skimmed the contents.

	'There are doubts about Sir Heinrich's orc subjugation merit records from 15 years ago. The actual achievements and reported figures from that time don't match. Since there are problems with the key witness's credibility, we request an investigation.'

	I set the letter on the table.

	A counterattack.

	If they respond head-on about the judges, they get dragged in too.

	So they went around. In the direction of neutralizing my witness.

	Sir Heinrich was a key witness when Georg was captured.

	If his credibility wavers, my entire defense logic wavers.

	"What does it say?"

	I handed over the letter and Lise began reading. Celine peered over from beside her.

	"What's this? Saying Sir Heinrich fabricated his military achievements?"

	"Summon Sir Heinrich."

	"Yes."

	Shortly after, the door opened and Sir Heinrich entered.

	I handed him the letter. As he read, the parchment crumpled in his hands.

	"What kind of bullshit is this? Forty-seven of my men died in that battle 15 years ago. And they call it fabrication?"

	"Sir."

	"I'll go to the capital immediately. I'll take the head of whoever wrote this letter."

	"Then you play into their plan. If you cause a disturbance in the capital, that becomes evidence. 'See how violent he is? How can we trust such a person's testimony?' That's the picture they want."

	"The merit record fabrication is false. But if an investigation starts, they can drag out time. Their goal is to disrupt our pace. If we react emotionally, we lose."

	Lise interjected.

	"Then what should I do?"

	"Wait. Let the Imperial Court move first."

	Lise's gaze turned toward the window.

	Beyond the horizon, a group was approaching.


Ch.52 Two Types Of History Buffs

	"One carriage. Escorts... four."

	I approached the window at Lise's voice.

	A procession approaching, raising dust. One carriage with four mounted escorts.

	"Could be additional Imperial Inspectorate personnel?"

	"No flag."

	The Imperial Inspectorate was a group desperate to flaunt their existence. They wouldn't move without a flag.

	Sir Heinrich placed his hand on his sword hilt.

	"Are they enemies?"

	"Enemies don't come so openly."

	Lise answered instead.

	The carriage drew closer. A crest engraved on a silver background.

	The symbol of an elf family that had endured for over a thousand years came into view.

	"Duke Sylvester?"

	"What? Why would that man come all the way here?"

	Celine's voice came from behind.

	"It's definitely Duke Sylvester's crest."

	Sir Heinrich confirmed.

	An elf who had lived 1,800 years. Headmaster of the Imperial Academy. Duke Clara's mentor.

	And a sort of friend who exchanged letters with me.

	He had come in person.

	To the frontier, to meet a ten-year-old corps commander accused of treason, no less.

	If it could be handled by letter, he would have sent a letter. Coming in person meant there was something that couldn't be discussed by correspondence.

	Was it persuasion? A warning? Or both?

	"Will you go out to greet him?"

	I nodded at Sir Heinrich's question.

	"Should I go too?"

	Celine asked.

	"Wait outside. Somewhere out of sight."

	Just in case. Duke Sylvester wouldn't dirty his own hands, but who knew what might be mixed in among those four escorts.

	Celine's tail twitched. She nodded.

	I looked at Lise.

	"Prepare tea. And tidy up the study."

	"Yes."

	Lise's actual job was as a maid. Staff work was more like a side job she'd ended up taking on.

	Of course, she was about ten times better at the side job than her main one.

	"What kind of atmosphere are you going for?"

	Celine asked.

	"Hospitality."

	"Not an enemy?"

	"He's a guest."

	I said firmly.

	Lise left the room first. Celine launched herself through the window.

	A black cat disappeared onto the roof.

	I headed to the entrance with Sir Heinrich.

	The sound of carriage wheels was drawing closer.

	**

	The carriage stopped in front of the entrance.

	Four escort knights dismounted first. Every one of them moved with unusual skill.

	The carriage door opened and Duke Sylvester stepped out.

	An appearance that looked early thirties. A young face that made his 1,800 years seem meaningless.

	But his movements were different. Slow. Too slow.

	Not a trace of hurry—the leisure of one who knew to his bones that time was on his side.

	I bowed at the entrance.

	"Thank you for making the long journey, Duke Sylvester."

	"Long journey? I merely enjoyed some fresh air. The air in the capital is far too stale."

	He was looking at me. More precisely, observing me.

	"Please, come inside."

	"Let's."

	I signaled to Sir Heinrich. He nodded and approached the escort knights.

	"This way, please. We've prepared a separate waiting room."

	I guided him to the reception room.

	The wooden walls had peeling paint in places, and the furniture, while practical, was worn.

	Sylvester's gaze swept the room.

	"How modest."

	"It's the frontier."

	"But I understand you've made quite a bit of money recently."

	"If you start spending freely just because you've begun earning a little... you'll end up a beggar."

	"A beggar. An interesting expression."

	"Because it's true."

	"You've monopolized the Cheonghongcho business in the capital for nearly half a year, haven't you?"

	There was no reason to hide it. No way to hide it either. I nodded.

	"The income must be considerable. This level of modesty is unexpected."

	"More than half goes to reinvestment. Buying faster carriages to reduce transport time, improving storage facilities so the Cheonghongcho quality doesn't deteriorate. Things like that."

	"Spending money on carriages is better than piling it up in a vault?"

	"Freshness is life for medicinal herbs."

	Duke Sylvester set down his teacup.

	The sound of porcelain touching the table echoed in the quiet room.

	"I've lived 1,800 years."

	"I know."

	"In all that time, I've seen many humans who became wealthy through luck at a young age. Nine out of ten failed. You can tell by where they spend their money."

	"A common story."

	"They build grand mansions, gild their carriages, hire dozens of servants. Once money starts leaking out like that, you can see the end."

	I nodded.

	"But you buy carriages. Not for gilding, but for speed. You improve storage facilities. Not for show, but for quality."

	Sylvester looked at me.

	"Cases like this were rare."

	He pulled out a box from his coat.

	"A birthday present. Happy eleventh birthday."

	I opened the box. It was a fountain pen. A golden body with ancient elf patterns engraved on it.

	I could feel mana. Faint but definite.

	This wasn't a simple writing instrument. It was a magic artifact. Worth hundreds of gold coins.

	Why?

	This was only the second time he and I were meeting.

	We'd exchanged letters, but was there reason for this level of goodwill?

	Was he trying to put me in his debt? Or was this the beginning of recruitment?

	If recruitment, for whom?

	I'd never heard of him belonging to any particular political faction.

	"Thank you. But..."

	"It's a personal gesture of goodwill. Just accept it."

	"That's not it—you didn't come all this way just to give me this, did you?"

	A moment of silence.

	Sylvester smiled. Just the corners of his mouth.

	"Sharp. As expected."

	The door opened and Lise entered carrying tea. The hand holding the tray trembled slightly.

	"You're frank. Don't you know how to speak indirectly?"

	"I dislike wasting time."

	"I've lived 1,800 years. I have time to spare."

	I didn't answer.

	Silence flowed.

	"I came to observe."

	"Observe?"

	"Observing human history is my hobby, you see."

	I knew that. I'd read his books several times and exchanged letters with him multiple times.

	"Same here. Observing history is my hobby too."

	"It's different. You read from books. I see it directly. I've done so for 1,800 years. Dynasties rising and falling. Heroes being born and dying. Empires being built and corrupting. And you..."

	He said that and took a sip of tea. Then...

	"Adrian Von Krustein also seems to have the potential to become part of that history."

	The potential to become history.

	How should I interpret those words?

	Was he suspecting I'd commit treason or something?

	No. That's over-interpreting.

	I had no intention of actually rebelling. I just wanted to live quietly.

	The problem was that the more I struggled to live quietly, the noisier things became.

	"I too prefer observing history rather than changing it as a hobby."

	Sylvester laughed.

	This time it wasn't just the corners of his mouth. He laughed aloud.

	"Uhahahaha."

	For an 1,800-year-old elf, it was surprisingly hearty laughter.

	"I felt it in your letters too. Dealing with you feels like dealing with a friend my own age."

	The same age.

	1,800 years old and eleven years old.

	"You flatter me."

	"It's not flattery. It's fact."

	We talked like that for a while.

	Cake was served. Lise had baked it herself. The decoration was simple, but the taste was good.

	"I hear they put gold leaf on cakes in the capital."

	Sylvester said, setting down his fork.

	"They put gold on food?"

	"Decoration. It has no effect on taste. It just looks expensive."

	"I don't understand."

	"Neither do I."

	Sylvester smiled.

	"What's solid inside lasts longer than what's flashy outside. Whether it's cake or people."

	He took another bite of cake.

	"Oh right. I meant to deliver this to you."

	Sylvester pulled out an envelope from his coat. A seal stamped with the imperial crest.

	"I received it before leaving the capital. It's an official letter addressed to the Krustein family, and since I was coming this way anyway, I brought it."

	I accepted it. I broke the seal and skimmed the contents.

	It was brief. But the weight of the content was not light.

	"My brother's marriage..."

	"I hear Prince Ernst is officially announcing his engagement to the princess. If Prince Adrian had been even half as proactive as Prince Ernst, the results wouldn't have come this quickly."

	"Indeed."

	"Anyway, that's why I came. To see how you'd receive this news."

	The fountain pen, the history talk, the cake critique. All of it had been groundwork.

	This was Sylvester's real purpose. My reaction to the engagement news. Whether I'd be angry. Jealous. Making plans.

	"I'm sorry to disappoint you, but this is cause for celebration. My brother getting married."

	Sylvester's eyes narrowed.

	"Really?"

	"Yes."

	"Marriage to an imperial princess means confirming the succession structure. It means your brother will inherit Krustein."

	That elf might know much about history, but he didn't know much about the individual named Walther Von Krustein.

	Such things had no meaning.

	"I'm aware."

	"And yet you congratulate him?"

	"It's my brother's happy occasion."

	Sylvester laughed. This time his eyes smiled too.

	"Interesting."

	He picked up his teacup. One sip.

	"Whether you're lying or sincere. Even after living 1,800 years, I can't tell."

	"It could be both."

	"Both?"

	"Congratulating my brother's happy occasion is sincere."

	A moment of silence.

	"May I ask you something?"

	"Yes."

	"Say an item was stolen and replaced with a fake. There's an old maid. She's cleaned and maintained that item for over a decade. But even that maid doesn't know the item is fake."

	Sylvester looked at me.

	"But there's a boy who only glimpsed the item. That boy immediately recognized it was fake. How should this case be interpreted?"

	I smiled. As naturally as possible.

	"The boy must have a good eye."

	"Just a good eye?"

	"If not that, then he must be lucky."

	"Lucky?"

	"When something's hard to explain, isn't it best to express it that way?"

	Sylvester stared at me. For a long time. A very long time.

	Eyes that held 1,800 years. Eyes that had observed, analyzed, and judged countless humans. He was trying to read me with those eyes.

	"It's not a wrong answer. Luck. Yes. It could be luck. What species you're born as, what abilities you're born with. That's also luck."

	"I agree."

	"May I stay here for a while?"

	It was an unexpected statement.

	"Here? In this frontier?"

	"I said the capital's air is stale. The northern air is clear and pleasant."

	It was a lie.

	Was it surveillance? Or did he have another purpose?

	"You're welcome. Though the hospitality will be modest."

	"I prefer modest. More than cake with gold leaf."

	**

	The door closed.

	Footsteps faded down the corridor.

	Only then did the tension leave my shoulders. I leaned back against the backrest. My fingertips trembled slightly.

	"Young Master. That elf knows."

	That wasn't all.

	He said he'd stay for a while.

	An existence that might be surveillance or cooperation. Right under my nose.

	My head grew complicated.

	No. It was more than complicated.
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	As a history enthusiast, being around a living history book was certainly a pleasant experience.

	Not just number one in this world's historical academia, but the only one. A being who had lived through 1800 years firsthand.

	Sharing breakfast every morning with someone who had witnessed with their own eyes the past I'd only read about in books.

	However, the fact that this old monster, who mistakenly believed I had ambitions, was observing me right under my nose wasn't particularly pleasant.

	Of course, it wasn't all bad.

	"The Imperial Inspectorate has arrived."

	I nodded at Werner's report.

	"Tell Duke Sylvester. Ask if he'd like to go out together."

	Werner's face stiffened.

	"M-me?"

	"Yes. You."

	"Personally?"

	"Should I send someone else?"

	His lips twitched. It seemed words wouldn't come out.

	An 1800-year-old elf. Headmaster of the Imperial Academy. A man who had served as the Emperor's tutor for generations.

	To tell such a being 'The inspectorate is here, shall we go out together?'

	One wrong word and who knows what might happen.

	But he couldn't refuse. It was a staff officer position he'd barely obtained, after all.

	"Understood."

	It was a forced answer. His back was stiff as he turned away.

	Through the window, I could see the inspectorate's carriage. A flag bearing the imperial crest fluttered in the wind.

	Five people. I counted the personnel disembarking from the carriage.

	The one who appeared to be the leader was holding a stack of documents. His chin was tilted upward.

	The door opened and Werner entered. No, rather than entered, he was pushed in.

	His face had turned pale white.

	"H-he said he's coming."

	His voice cracked.

	Behind him, Duke Sylvester revealed himself.

	Leisurely steps. Movement without a trace of hurry.

	The moment he entered the room, the air changed.

	Should I say it became heavy? No, should I say the density increased?

	Sir Heinrich straightened his posture. It was an unconscious movement.

	A presence that made even a knight half a step away from Swordmaster tense up.

	I felt a chill run down my spine. I just didn't show it.

	"Let's go together, like a stroll."

	Sylvester smiled.

	I smiled too. This was the picture I wanted, after all.

	We headed to the entrance. Sylvester stood beside me.

	The door opened.

	The inspectorate representative unfolded his documents and opened his mouth.

	"Are you Prince Adrian? This is the Imperial Inspectorate. Regarding the suspicion of treason, there are a few things we need to confirm—"

	His words cut off.

	The representative's gaze turned to my side. And froze.

	"Is, is that person Duke Sylvester?"

	"Yes. I am Sylvester."

	Duke Sylvester nodded. That was all.

	One sentence. Just one sentence.

	Yet the inspectorate representative's attitude changed 180 degrees.

	His raised chin lowered. His stiff shoulders hunched. The documents he was holding were subtly folded.

	"W-well, it's just a formal confirmation procedure, so—"

	His high-handed attitude from moments ago had vanished without a trace.

	Sylvester said nothing. He simply stood there smiling.

	Every time the inspectorate representative threw out a question, Sylvester's gaze would briefly turn toward me. That gaze alone made the entire inspectorate shrink back.

	The tone of the questions changed. 'Interrogation' became 'confirmation.' 'Accusation' became 'inquiry.'

	The Imperial Inspectorate. A representative pro-imperial faction group.

	And Duke Sylvester was a representative pro-imperial faction noble.

	Unless that elf personally stepped forward and said something like 'This kid has the face of a traitor,' the very fact that he was standing beside me was a message in itself.

	Ah, Duke Sylvester is taking that child's side.

	That child is also a loyal subject of the Empire, just like us.

	They had no choice but to think that way.

	It was time to drive the point home.

	I would make the inspectorate representative my ally. No, more precisely, I had brought someone who had no choice but to become my ally.

	"Lise. Bring some tea."

	"Yes."

	Lise withdrew.

	The inspectorate representative. During his academy days, he wrote a thesis titled 'The Limits of Punishment for Rebel Forces from 20 Years Ago and the Possibility of Recurrence.'

	Content that directly criticized the slap-on-the-wrist punishment of rebels like Müller.

	It apparently caused quite a stir at the time.

	Such a person had entered the Imperial Inspectorate and been assigned as the representative for this investigation.

	It wasn't a coincidence.

	Fifty gold coins. Money that had flowed to the confidant of the person with hiring authority.

	I hadn't neglected investigating his preferences either. I'd even found out what kind of tea he liked, and while selling Cheonghongcho, I'd also procured the finest quality.

	Of course, I couldn't let my guard down. Sylvester was watching everything from the side. One wrong step and I could give the impression of being 'a dangerous individual skilled in political maneuvering.'

	But even considering that...

	This is the best option right now.

	Shortly after, Lise returned carrying a tray. The aroma rising from the teacups spread through the reception room.

	The inspectorate representative's nose twitched.

	"You work tirelessly day and night for the Empire. Thank you for your hard work."

	I handed him a teacup.

	"Even though they were thoroughly dealt with by my father according to His Majesty the Emperor's will over twenty years ago, there are still many in both the south and north who haven't come to their senses. It's truly lamentable."

	Müller.

	A common enemy. A thorn in the imperial side. The same for me.

	Sylvester's gaze briefly turned toward me. I pretended not to notice.

	The inspector took a sip of tea. His eyes widened.

	"This is—"

	"I hope it suits your taste."

	I could see the tension leave his shoulders.

	"I've heard that the Prince, like his father, is doing much for the Empire. We're just here for confirmation. It's a formal procedure, so please don't feel burdened."

	Justification.

	They started a rebellion.

	Twenty years ago, when they drew their swords while nitpicking at the Emperor's legitimacy, I hadn't even been born. And it was my father who suppressed that rebellion.

	Substance.

	I had already secured more than enough evidence that they were the ones who attacked first.

	Werner spread a stack of documents on the table.

	"First, the scene."

	The first document. It had drawings on it.

	Sketches of wagon wheel tracks and boot prints marked along the march route.

	"They match the standard formation of the 6th Corps supply unit. The spacing of footprints, wheel width, even the marching formation. I've cast preservation magic on them."

	The inspectorate representative looked up.

	"Can we verify this directly?"

	"If you wish, I'll guide you to the scene."

	Seeing the well-preserved scene, the inspector nodded.

	There were testimonies as well.

	'Soldiers bearing the 6th Corps flag passed through the village. Heading east, toward the 7th Corps garrison.'

	'I woke to the sound of military boots. When I looked out the window, it was an endless procession.'

	'They asked for water, so I gave it to them. When I asked where they were going, they didn't answer.'

	Twelve testimonies. All pointing in the same direction.

	"Lastly, I'd like to see that fellow you captured."

	"I'll guide you."

	The underground prison.

	The deeper we descended the stairs, the damper the air became.

	We stopped in front of the iron bars.

	Georg was crouched in the corner. A man who had once commanded over a thousand troops.

	At the sound of the bars opening, his head lifted.

	Our eyes met.

	"Ugh."

	A groan escaped. His body retreated backward.

	"Former Corps Commander Georg. There are a few things we need to confirm."

	The inspectorate representative spoke. Georg didn't answer. His gaze was fixed on me.

	"Is this statement yours?"

	Documents were held out.

	Georg's hand trembled. He couldn't take the paper.

	Then I heard footsteps behind me.

	Lise stepped forward. Silver hair. Eye patch. Expressionless.

	"Aaaaah!"

	A scream burst out.

	Georg pressed his back against the wall. The chains clanged.

	"That thing! That's a monster too! And the one who commands that monster! Is an even greater monster! Please, please get it away—"

	The inspectorate representative's face had hardened.

	The scribe, pen in hand, looked like he didn't know what to write.

	I shrugged.

	"As you can see, he's gone a bit mad. I suppose since I'm rather young, the shock of being defeated by me was too great. He's even terrified of my personal maid like that."

	Laughter came out.

	I hadn't forced it.

	It was genuinely funny.

	The inspectorate representative cleared his throat.

	"I understand. Losing over a thousand soldiers overnight and becoming a prisoner. It wouldn't be strange to go mad. And it seems Count Müller isn't paying much attention to rescuing this fellow."

	The scribe recorded something.

	The bars closed.

	We climbed the stairs. The dampness from underground had soaked into our clothes.

	"You said Count Müller isn't paying much attention to rescuing his son?"

	The inspectorate representative nodded.

	"Rather, he seems to be putting his effort into suppressing the rumors that have spread widely in the capital. The ones saying Müller is trying to start another rebellion."

	"I see."

	"And he seems to be taking care that his grandson—that is, Your Highness's older brother's wedding—isn't affected."

	His words trailed off. A cough followed.

	He seemed to think I'd be displeased.

	My brother's wedding. Confirmation of the succession structure. The picture of me, the illegitimate child, being pushed aside.

	But I didn't care at all.

	I smiled brightly with complete sincerity.

	"Yes, the wedding preparations should go well."

	The tension left the inspectorate representative's shoulders.

	He nodded and walked down the corridor.

	The reception room door opened.

	Sylvester was standing by the window. Even seeing us enter, he didn't change his posture.

	We took our seats. Lise brought out fresh teacups.

	The inspectorate scribe approached the representative. He whispered something.

	The representative's eyebrows moved slightly.

	"Ah, come to think of it. There's one thing I'd like to ask Your Highness."

	The representative spoke.

	"What is it?"

	"Recently—that is, within the past six months or so—have you seen a silver-haired girl around your age?"

	A silver-haired girl around my age.

	I reflexively looked at Lise.
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	An awkward silence fell.

	The inspector's gaze fixed on Lise.

	Silver hair. An appearance that looked to be in the early teens.

	Everything matched the conditions he had mentioned.

	Lise didn't bat an eye.

	The inspector smiled first.

	"Ah, that child is not the one."

	"Is that so?"

	"She's from the enhanced human experiment program, currently assigned to the Krustein 7th Corps. I've already verified the records."

	"Then you're saying the silver-haired girl you're looking for is someone else. Not just any silver-haired girl, but a specific silver-haired girl..."

	"That's correct. It's a wanted order issued directly from the Imperial Palace."

	"What are the charges?"

	"I'm afraid I cannot say."

	It was the expected answer.

	"Do you have any leads?"

	"To be honest, almost none. Just that she has silver hair and her approximate age. If you happen to see her, please contact us."

	The inspector shrugged.

	Duke Sylvester was still gazing out the window. Only his back was visible.

	He didn't join the conversation.

	But even while talking with the inspector, what really concerned me was that elf.

	The inspector rose from his seat.

	"I'll take my leave now. Thank you for your cooperation."

	"Safe travels."

	The door closed, and footsteps faded down the corridor.

	Through the window, I could see the inspectorate's banner disappearing into the dust.

	The angle of sunlight coming through the window had changed.

	It took longer than I thought.

	A silver-haired girl.

	Come to think of it, it was the same during my last outing to the Imperial Capital.

	They were looking for a silver-haired girl.

	I had brushed it off as nothing important back then.

	I was questioned too. They said I looked pretty. Asked if I was a girl.

	Unless you were an idiot, you couldn't help but know who they were looking for.

	The princess.

	The princess who had been replaced by an enhanced human.

	Where did the real princess go?

	From the looks of it, even the Imperial Palace didn't properly know.

	Duke Sylvester excused himself. He said he would take a walk.

	Only after the door closed did the tension leave my shoulders.

	Only the two of us remained in the room.

	Lise was tidying up the teacups.

	"Are you going to look for the princess?"

	It was direct.

	"What would I do if I found her?"

	"You'd have one more card to play."

	"Why bother?"

	Come to think of it, in the Romance of the Three Kingdoms story I first told Lise, countless warlords rallied around the legitimacy of the Imperial House alone.

	That legitimacy was that powerful.

	A dynasty that lasted 400 years. Plus Confucian ideology that turned loyalty to the dynasty itself into a religion.

	Indoctrination drilled in before your mind could harden.

	That was the Han Dynasty.

	"The Hardenberg Empire is different from the Han Dynasty in that story."

	The Imperial House's duration was shorter compared to 400 years.

	There was no ideology that turned loyalty into religion from the start.

	I didn't voice those thoughts aloud.

	If I spoke such words, I'd truly become a traitor.

	Lise fell silent for a moment.

	Then slowly nodded.

	She's a smart child. She understands without being told.

	"And besides the princess, there are many other things to resolve."

	"Other things to resolve?"

	"First, Sir Heinrich's false accusation."

	"The fabricated merit record from 15 years ago?"

	"Right. It's the mud Ernst threw."

	Lise nodded.

	"The goal is to drag things out and disrupt our pace. We need to respond directly."

	"Then we'll have to go to the ducal estate."

	It was time anyway.

	In three months, my term as corps commander would end.

	**

	Three months passed faster than expected.

	I finished signing the last document. A year's worth of approvals was complete.

	"The treason charges have been concluded with no evidence."

	Werner said as he passed over the documents. I nodded. It was the expected result.

	The evidence was clear. They had attacked first, and we had merely defended ourselves.

	But Sir Heinrich's fabricated merit case was still ongoing.

	Ernst wasn't letting go.

	I needed to go directly and settle things.

	A carriage loaded with luggage stood in the courtyard.

	I recalled when I first arrived here a year ago. Starving soldiers. Eyes filled with hostility. A corps rotted through with embezzlement.

	Now it was different.

	Orderly soldiers stood in formation. Their backs were straight.

	I could hear murmurs carried on the wind.

	"He really was a genius."

	"Didn't we work under someone amazing?"

	I pretended not to hear.

	"Merchant guild documents, account books, cheonghongcho contracts..."

	Lise was checking the luggage list beside the carriage. She looked up as I approached.

	"I've packed all your things, Young Master."

	"Did you tell Kuuluk?"

	"Last night. Six months' worth of operational guidelines and emergency contact network too."

	"What about Werner?"

	"He's trembling. Says he's being left alone."

	"My deputy will arrive soon anyway."

	Whether I'd continue for another year or that deputy would become corps commander remained to be seen.

	As I was about to board the carriage, I heard footsteps behind me.

	It was Duke Sylvester.

	The elf who had always been relaxed during his three-month stay.

	He was looking up at the building.

	"Now that I'm leaving this place, it feels like my home."

	"Pardon?"

	"Why? Is that strange?"

	"I feel like I should be the one saying that. For someone who's lived 2000 years to say that after just three months—as someone who's only lived 11 years, it seems a bit odd."

	"Please don't add 200 years. I'm 1800 years old."

	"My apologies. I rounded up."

	"Rounding up, you say. Actually, the length of time isn't important. Density is what matters. Even in 1800 years, only a few years remain memorable. Most just flow by."

	"Is that so?"

	"In that sense, these three months had quite high density."

	"What did you see in a frontier corps?"

	"Various things. For instance..."

	Sylvester's gaze turned to the document boxes being loaded onto the carriage.

	"That method used in those account books. Double-entry bookkeeping, was it? I've never seen it before. The method of recording income and expenses on both sides. In 1800 years, I've never seen anything like that."

	Lise's hands stopped.

	"I just use it because it's convenient for organizing."

	"And that script Lise uses. It's a writing system I've never seen before. It seems to be phonetic—where did you learn it?"

	The question was directed at Lise.

	Lise looked up.

	"Young Master taught me."

	Since he already knew and was asking, there was no way to hide it.

	"Young Master did?"

	"Yes. I couldn't read well. Young Master created an easy script for me. He said I just had to write it as it sounds."

	Sylvester looked at me.

	"A ten-year-old created a new accounting method and even a new writing system."

	It wasn't admiration or criticism. Just a voice stating facts.

	"Interesting."

	"I have rather unusual hobbies."

	It was an evasive answer. There was no way to explain further.

	Sylvester smiled.

	"Observing people with unusual hobbies is my hobby."

	"I see."

	"We're well-matched. Us."

	I didn't answer.

	I looked toward the carriage. The loading was almost finished.

	Knights gathered in front of the carriage.

	Sir Heinrich mounted his horse first.

	Then Sir Wolfram.

	Several other knights who followed them mounted their horses.

	And behind them, I saw some somewhat unfamiliar faces.

	Men wearing Kuman tribal leather armor with Imperial-style cloaks.

	The knight's swords at their waists looked somewhat awkward.

	They were from the Red Deer Tribe.

	"You're taking those people too?"

	Lise asked.

	"Of course."

	I was taking the Red Deer Tribe members. I'd even given them knight titles.

	Because I trusted them?

	No.

	What would they gain by betraying me?

	Their homeland had become hell with the ice dragon's southern advance and the cold. Returning would only mean starvation.

	Here they ate their fill. Business was good. They'd even received knight titles.

	There was no reason to return. Even less reason to betray.

	It wasn't trust but calculation.

	Last night, Kuuluk had come to see me.

	He said he wanted to follow. I refused.

	If issues arose regarding the Kuman people, someone needed to handle them. That was Kuuluk. He needed to be there while I was gone.

	I'd also told him about the new corps commander. Neither my ally nor my brother's—a neutral party. A salaryman without ambition. No need for hostility, so cooperate for now.

	He looked displeased but nodded.

	**

	It was a ten-day journey.

	I reviewed documents in the carriage, discussed various matters with Lise, and caught sleep when I could.

	The ducal estate came into view.

	It had been a year.

	The carriage stopped.

	When the door opened, servants stood in formation. Heads bowed in unison.

	"Young Master, you've arrived."

	Until a year ago, many had treated me ambiguously.

	Of course, they had bowed their heads.

	But somewhat perfunctorily?

	Half-heartedly?

	That's how I remembered it.

	Now it was different. Their heads were deeply bowed.

	However, one person's gaze was different—a servant standing at the end of the corridor.

	One of Ernst's close associates.

	Our eyes met. He was the first to look away.

	"We'll move your luggage."

	I nodded and passed by.

	I crossed the entrance and entered the main building.

	"Adrian."

	The reception room door was open. Father Walther stood inside.

	"I've returned, Father."

	"You've worked hard. Come in for a moment."

	I entered the reception room. Lise followed.

	The door closed.

	"By the way, I heard you declined the marriage proposal with the princess."

	"Rather than declining... I left room for consideration, but they made the decision first."

	"In Ernst's favor?"

	"It seems so."

	Duke Walther looked at me.

	"Aren't you disappointed?"

	"Not particularly."

	Silence.

	Then laughter burst out. Kuhuhuh. A low, thick laugh.

	"Not particularly. Right. Not particularly."

	Did this man also know the princess was fake?

	No. That was unlikely.

	But this man was probably sensing it.

	More powerfully than me, who had only visited the Imperial Capital once.

	The fact that the Imperial House was nearing the end of its lifespan.

	"It's not just the Imperial House that has eyes on you. Take a look."

	Duke Walther pulled out a stack of documents from his coat and placed them on the table.

	"I'm still young and have little interest in marriage proposals."

	"But you should at least know. Who wants to be on your side."

	Duke Walther turned around. The door opened and closed. Footsteps faded down the corridor.

	I picked up the stack of documents on the table.

	"What is it?"

	"A list of marriage proposals, apparently."

	Lise approached. She peered over my shoulder.

	I turned the first page. Names filled it densely.

	I turned the page.

	Neutral faction. Pro-Imperial faction. Vassal houses under Father's command.

	Predictable names continued.

	My hand stopped at the last page.

	"This is..."

	Lise's eyes widened.

	"Why is this name here?"
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	"Muller? That's Ernst's maternal family. Why would they send a marriage proposal to you? Isn't it a trap?"

	"It could be a trap, or it could be an internal power struggle."

	Lise tilted her head.

	"Internal power struggle?"

	"Just as Krustein isn't unified, Muller probably isn't either."

	The Muller mainstream would support my brother, but it wouldn't be strange if someone from the non-mainstream faction tried to join hands with me.

	That wasn't the only notable name.

	"There's another princess?"

	"The Emperor has more than one or two children."

	"What about this princess?"

	"Fourteenth. Low in succession, but her maternal family is military. A family that distinguished themselves suppressing the southern rebellion."

	"Is this one Duke Clara's granddaughter?"

	"Right."

	"Isn't she the one who sent the poisoned sandwich? She's sending her granddaughter to someone she tried to kill. I don't understand."

	That would make sense by normal logic. By normal logic.

	But the noble families of this empire often moved in ways that defied common sense.

	"It's nothing special in this world."

	"She tried to kill you."

	"Duke Clara's was an assassination attempt. But Father? Do you know how many Muller family members he's directly killed?"

	"I don't know."

	"Fifteen on record."

	Lise's eyes widened.

	In reality, there were probably more rather than fewer.

	Yet Muller sent his daughter, and Father accepted her.

	"That's how noble families are. They don't forget grudges. They join hands when interests align. Compared to that, sending an assassin or two is like a greeting."

	"It's a scary world."

	"And not all of these on the list are serious. They're just 'let's meet and see' level."

	I set the documents down on the table.

	A moment of silence.

	"What about you?"

	"What?"

	"What do you think?"

	"I'm eleven years old. That's for later. There are more urgent matters than my marriage."

	"Sir Heinrich?"

	"Right. The merit record falsification case from fifteen years ago. Ernst still hasn't let it go."

	"The enemies are targeting two things."

	"Tell me."

	"First, undermining Sir Heinrich's credibility. Since he was a key witness when Georg was captured."

	"Right."

	"Second, giving the impression that you can't protect your own people. To those who might side with you in the future."

	As expected, this child is quick.

	"Exactly."

	"Do you have a plan?"

	In military talent, Lise is a genius.

	But this kind of fight is a bit different.

	In such fights, I had a slight edge.

	Not because I'm a genius. Simply because I have more experience.

	Throughout both my past and present lives.

	"I'll be honest. This is a mistake on the enemy's part."

	"A mistake?"

	Lise tilted her head.

	"Listen carefully. In this kind of fight, winning or losing isn't about whose facade is better."

	"Then what?"

	"Whose substance is better."

	"I don't quite understand."

	Lise blinked. An expression that showed she wasn't fully convinced yet.

	That's fine. She'll see for herself in a few days.

	"Let's go pick out a dress tomorrow."

	"A dress?"

	"It's my brother's engagement celebration. We should attend."

	Lise's eyes narrowed. She seemed to have caught on that I was up to something.

	"I'll show you something interesting."

	**

	The Cheonghongcho business was settling in and money was starting to come in.

	It was still far from being called income comparable to a decent noble family, but it was more than enough for a single noble son to spend.

	At least enough to buy what I wanted.

	"This is expensive."

	Lise's eyes widened as she looked at the dress price tag.

	"We're going to celebrate my brother's engagement. We can't go looking shabby."

	"But it's twenty gold coins."

	"It's money you earned. You spend it."

	It was the largest dress shop in the duchy.

	As soon as we entered, the clerk bent at a ninety-degree angle.

	After trying on several, we decided on a black dress.

	The silver hair and black fabric matched oddly well.

	"What about your clothes?"

	"I need to pick one too."

	I chose a dark navy suit.

	Not flashy, but not shabby either.

	After paying, we left the dress shop.

	"What's the plan?"

	"We'll go congratulate him and come back."

	"That's it?"

	"Yes, that's it."

	**

	Two weeks passed.

	When the carriage stopped, light from the ducal residence's annex poured through the window.

	"Are you nervous?"

	Lise asked.

	"Why?"

	"It's been a year. Since you've seen your brother's face."

	"The other side will be the nervous ones."

	The door opened.

	Sir Heinrich and Sir Wolfram stood on either side.

	Two mountain-like builds. They weren't wearing armor but had swords at their sides.

	"We're ready."

	I nodded and stepped out of the carriage.

	Lise followed. The hem of her black dress brushed the ground.

	Laughter and string instrument melodies leaked from the annex entrance.

	"Let's go."

	The hall was cheerful.

	The sound of champagne glasses clinking.

	Violin melodies coming from somewhere.

	Smiles hung on the nobles' lips.

	Sir Heinrich entered first.

	Conversations stopped.

	Sir Wolfram followed behind him.

	Hands holding glasses froze.

	Between them, I revealed myself. Lise stood half a step behind.

	Murmurs spread.

	"Why is Prince Adrian here..."

	"They must have invited him. But probably didn't expect him to actually come."

	"He's as bold as the rumors say."

	"Bold? He's got guts. At that age."

	"Three escorts... no, two. That girl seems to be brought as a partner."

	"But if those escorts are Sir Wolfram and Sir Heinrich... it makes sense to bring just those two. Weren't they both directly under the Duke? Since when did they go under that child..."

	"Last year, I heard. They volunteered."

	The crowd parted.

	Like Moses' miracle. Without anyone commanding it, people stepped aside to both sides.

	Through that gap, a man walked forward.

	Ernst Von Krustein.

	It was my brother's face, seen for the first time in a year.

	Leisurely gait. Shoulders straight, chin appropriately raised. The perfect image of an heir.

	But his fingertips were trembling slightly. The muscles around his eyes were stiff.

	Different from a year ago.

	Back then, he had genuine composure. The confidence that he didn't need to worry about a much younger illegitimate child.

	My life plan back then had also been to somehow attach myself to that man and suck up the benefits.

	Not anymore.

	"It's been a while, brother."

	Ernst opened his mouth. His voice was warm. The voice of a brother welcoming his sibling.

	I bowed. Appropriately. Polite but not servile.

	"Congratulations on your engagement."

	"Thank you. I appreciate you coming despite being busy."

	"How could I miss my brother's celebration."

	A warm brotherly reunion.

	We were both acting to make it look that way.

	Ernst's gaze moved past my shoulder.

	Lise.

	A silver-haired girl in a black dress. Standing half a step back, staring straight ahead expressionlessly.

	"That gift I gave you. Seems you're using it well."

	Gift.

	A word referring to an object. It was intentional.

	Lise didn't change her expression. Expressionless. Not even a blink.

	"Thanks to it, I've received much help."

	Ernst's eyes twitched. It was momentary, but I saw it.

	I continued speaking. Still with a smile on my face.

	"Having received such a fine gift, I failed to prepare a birthday present for you."

	I made a regretful expression. As naturally as possible.

	"It's fine. I didn't prepare a gift for you either."

	"You're busy with official duties."

	Ernst smiled. Only with the corners of his mouth.

	"You've really grown a lot. In just a year."

	He extended his hand. A natural gesture requesting a handshake.

	I accepted it.

	The moment our hands touched, mana flowed out. From Ernst's side.

	Subtly, but definitely.

	A common silent display among nobles. This is my level. That kind of demonstration.

	I scanned his entire body with mana sensitivity.

	Muscle density. Thickness of mana pathways. Amount accumulated in his core.

	It wasn't visible from the outside. It just looked like brothers shaking hands.

	The scan finished. I released his hand.

	If it were a year ago, I would have been impressed by his growth rate.

	But now I know.

	Sir Heinrich. Sir Wolfram. Despite their middle age, those two's growth curves are steeper than the young Ernst's.

	The back of my neck prickled.

	A gaze. Someone was watching me.

	I slowly turned my head.

	Among the crowd, beyond the nobles holding champagne glasses, a man stood.

	Count Muller. Ernst's maternal grandfather. The ringleader of the rebellion twenty years ago.

	Our eyes met.

	No greeting. No smile. Just looking at each other.

	It was during that moment of eye contact with Muller.

	I felt something.

	My mana sensitivity reacted automatically.

	Pressure rolling in from the hall entrance. Heavy, slow, massive.

	Sir Heinrich. Sir Wolfram. Ernst.

	Several times denser than the three of them combined.

	Muller's gaze left me. He seemed to have felt it too.

	Well... even without the same sensitivity as me, one could tell.

	The man approaching now was of a different species from the others here.

	Even if there were two runts claiming to have inherited that man's blood. Even if they engaged in power struggles, arguing about who's better and who's worse. Before that man's overwhelming force, it meant nothing.

	That was the thought of one of those runts.

	The hall began to quiet down.

	The sound of champagne glasses clinking disappeared.

	Laughter died. Only the violin melody flowed out awkwardly.

	People parted to both sides.

	Through that gap, a man was walking.

	It was a slow walk. But each step seemed to press down on the floor.

	No one blocked his path. They didn't even seem to think of blocking it.

	"Father."

	Ernst stepped forward. As if to greet him.

	He passed by Ernst.

	Didn't even look at his son. Didn't stop walking. Just passed by.

	Walther stood before Muller.

	Father-in-law and son-in-law.

	A relationship that should normally show courtesy.

	A relationship where honorifics should be used by convention.

	But the most powerful man here seemed uninterested in such trivial matters.

	"Old man. I heard you pinned some bullshit false charges on my youngest."
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	The audacity to approach his father-in-law directly and speak like that.

	Just as I expected.

	I'd read that man's autobiography three times.

	Before awakening my past life memories, I read that thick book out of pure admiration, not understanding a word.

	All I got from it was a feeling of "damn, that's impressive."

	After awakening, I read it out of curiosity. Analyzing as I went. I saw more than the first time. Including how, like most autobiographies, much of it was embellished.

	After becoming acquainted with Sir Heinrich and Sir Wolfram, I read it like I was verifying facts.

	"When negotiations broke down, he personally beheaded the opposing lord. Three escort knights rushed at him. By the time the fourth charged, the first three were already corpses."

	Why bother getting his own hands dirty? He could have ordered his subordinates.

	Now I understand. That man does it because it's faster.

	"The captain's hands often moved before his mouth."

	"But most of the time, the results were better that way."

	"Well, even when the results were a bit worse, it wasn't anything we couldn't handle."

	Common testimony from his close associates.

	The conclusion was clear.

	Walther Von Krstein's essence wasn't that of a nobleman. He was a mercenary captain.

	And that man, in some ways—no, openly—showed more affinity for the comrades he'd fought alongside since his mercenary days than for his own blood children.

	Sir Heinrich. Sir Wolfram. About ten others besides them.

	Those called his "disciples."

	Each one was a monster who'd be called the strongest in any decent territory.

	You could tell just from the title used for Sir Heinrich.

	"Baby." Not a term for me.

	It was what they called Sir Heinrich, who'd been the youngest during their mercenary days.

	They framed such a close confidant. Ernst and his maternal family.

	Helmut Von Müller. The ringleader of the rebellion twenty years ago. A man who was once a duke.

	Did that fool noble even understand what that meant?

	"Y-your language has suddenly become quite rough... I merely raised a suspicion..."

	For a while, he pretended to be a noble. Maintaining courtesy, observing formalities, using respectful language with his father-in-law.

	At least to those he dealt with superficially, he awkwardly pretended to be a noble.

	But as his status rose, the mask came off. Because there was no need to wear it anymore.

	A man with negative assets who lost something with every move was facing a hero who'd seized everything through his own martial prowess and charisma.

	There was no contest.

	"Suspicion? What bullshit. I was there. So are you saying I'm a liar?"

	Moreover, that suspicion was completely false. At least to that man.

	Because he'd witnessed that battle firsthand.

	It was a battle proudly written about in the autobiography I'd read three whole times.

	In other words, that fool noble wasn't simply slandering Sir Heinrich.

	He'd dared to touch the pride of someone utterly beyond his reach.

	Some say this: The North. That vast land covering nearly half the empire by area. If Krustein is number one, then Müller is number two.

	It wasn't wrong.

	1 and 2.

	Just looking at the numbers, it's a hair's difference.

	But the gazes gathered at this party told the story.

	The actual difference in power was nothing like what the rankings suggested.

	It had been that way since twenty years ago, when the rebellion was suppressed and the ducal title changed hands.

	Recently, the gap had widened further.

	While Krustein single-handedly suppressed the southern rebellion, what did Müller do?

	The 6th Corps. A thousand men. Gone.

	Of course, compared to total forces, it was only a portion. Not a fatal wound.

	But could it be dismissed as an insignificant injury? That wasn't the case either.

	The bigger problem was who the opponent had been.

	Eleven years old.

	He'd lost a thousand men to a mere eleven-year-old illegitimate child. That number spread throughout the entire North.

	He must have been furious. Naturally.

	So what did he do?

	He slandered Walther's close associate who was backing that eleven-year-old.

	Wrong answer.

	Completely wrong.

	It was so absurd that I examined whether he might have something to rely on. The conclusion I reached was...

	He had nothing to rely on.

	Despite that, the reason he took such action was... Helmut being Helmut again. That was about it.

	If Walther Von Krstein was a man who'd walked uphill his entire life since birth, then his nominal father-in-law Helmut Von Müller was the exact opposite.

	A man who'd walked downhill continuously since birth.

	If such a man did one more idiotic thing... there was nothing particularly strange about it.

	Hadn't most of the choices that man made throughout his life been wrong answers?

	Adding one more wouldn't be strange.

	"Th-there seems to be some misunderstanding. I merely sought to reveal the truth—"

	"Truth? Getting your ass handed to you by a kid who was in diapers until recently and taking it out on the wrong place—that's the truth."

	Müller's throat twitched.

	"Th-the attack was Georg's independent decision..."

	"Georg moved without your permission?"

	The answer stuck.

	And after a moment.

	"That's correct."

	"Then I suppose I'm free to deal with Georg as I please."

	It was muttered words. But clear enough to be heard throughout the entire party hall.

	Müller's complexion went pale.

	Georg. Müller's illegitimate son. A notable military commander. Though his head resembled his father's, making him quite easy to defeat.

	"N-no, that's..."

	Müller began to stammer.

	"What's 'no'?"

	Walther didn't wait for an answer.

	"If it was independent action, I'll deal with him. If not, then you ordered it."

	The escort knights standing behind Müller did nothing. No, they couldn't.

	They must have known. That if the man before them decided to act, their paltry swordsmanship would mean nothing.

	Escort knights standing unable to protect their lord.

	That itself proved the difference in power.

	I turned my gaze. Ernst's hand was clutching his clothes.

	This was his engagement celebration. Yet he wasn't the protagonist.

	A man forced to watch his father crush his maternal grandfather. In a position where he could neither intervene nor retreat.

	What should I call that expression? Humiliation? Rage? Or both?

	Whispers came from behind.

	"Is it okay for him to act like that?"

	"He acts like that because it's okay."

	Two nobles had their heads together.

	"Even so, I didn't expect him to come out like that. I'd heard rumors he favored Prince Adrian more, but."

	"He proved his ability, didn't he? Better than Sir Georg, supposedly the most capable of Baron Müller's bloodline. And he's only eleven."

	"Still, Ernst is nominally the legitimate son."

	"What does that matter? To the empire's strongest man."

	"True."

	Sir Heinrich's lips curved upward.

	His liege was going this far for his sake. How could he not be moved?

	That's when it happened.

	A stir arose near the party hall entrance.

	At first it was a small movement. Someone turned their head, and the person next to them followed.

	It spread like ripples.

	Setting aside the tension between the current duke and former duke for a moment, the nobles' gazes turned toward the entrance in unison.

	People began to part.

	No one had commanded it. Naturally, like water parting. A path opened toward the center of the hall.

	A woman wearing a veil was walking forward.

	White dress. Pearl decorations. Her steps were slow but unwavering.

	"Her Highness the Princess..."

	"To come out in person."

	"She is today's protagonist, after all."

	Ernst turned toward the princess. His expression brightened considerably.

	The princess didn't stop. She passed Ernst. She stood precisely between Father and Helmut, exactly at the midpoint.

	"Today is a joyous day. I believe it would be unwise to see bloodshed at a celebration of my engagement. Duke. Please, just for today."

	She only directed her gaze at Helmut. She didn't speak to him.

	That alone revealed the hierarchy. Helmut was also looking at the princess with eyes no different from those he'd use for his grandson.

	I observed the princess's movements.

	Was it that you see as much as you know? She was too refined.

	Trained movements.

	Different from the natural elegance characteristic of nobles.

	Our gazes met through the veil.

	It was a fleeting moment.

	The princess's head turned slightly toward me, then away.

	"Ahahaha!"

	Walther Von Krstein's laughter. Hearty laughter that echoed throughout the entire space.

	"The princess is right. It is a joyous day."

	Ernst's expression had changed. It wasn't the ashen color from moments ago.

	Looking triumphant.

	Because his fiancée had stepped forward to resolve the situation.

	He must think his investment in marriage to the princess had paid off.

	"However. Whether to kill or not isn't for me to decide."

	Walther's head turned. Not toward Helmut or Ernst.

	Toward me.

	Over a hundred gazes poured down at once.

	I saw Ernst.

	The expression that had just relaxed was frozen like stone.

	Father was looking at me.

	"What will you do?"

	Murmurs spread.

	"To that child?"

	"He's only eleven."

	"But it's the proper course. Isn't Georg Prince Adrian's prisoner?"

	"That's true, but."

	"The captor has the right of disposal. Imperial law states as much."

	"What will Baron Müller do?"

	Helmut's expression hardened again.

	I walked quickly and stood three steps before him. Neither close nor distant.

	"I have no intention of taking a life."

	My voice was calm.

	"Wise."

	Someone muttered.

	"However. I must receive a proper ransom."

	I fixed my gaze on Helmut. I didn't look away.

	The murmurs grew louder again.

	"Ransom?"

	"For Georg?"

	"How much will he demand?"

	Helmut's lips twitched. It seemed words wouldn't come out.

	After a moment, his voice emerged.

	"How much do you want?"

	Murmurs spread.

	"He'll demand 4,000, surely."

	"Won't it be 7,000 gold?"

	"For someone like Müller, 10,000..."

	I studied Helmut's expression. His eyes had narrowed slightly.

	He's calculating.

	How much I'll demand.

	Whether that amount is within manageable range.

	I could almost hear the abacus beads clicking in that old man's head.

	If it ends with money, he'd be fortunate. That's what he must be thinking.

	As the silence lengthened, the murmurs subsided. Helmut's eyebrows moved slightly. He seemed to have noticed something was off.

	"I don't need gold coins. Instead, acknowledge right here and now that you falsely accused Sir Heinrich."
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	Not money, but an admission of false accusation.

	His pride would be hurt, but his coffers would be safe.

	However, admitting to a false accusation meant acknowledging before all the nobles gathered here that he was a liar.

	Would that old man's pride allow it?

	No, before that—would that old man even be incompetent enough to do so?

	Whatever else might be said, he was a man who had the ability to revive a family on the brink of collapse through the strategy of establishing a merchant guild...

	Was I underestimating him too much?

	"Would that truly suffice?"

	In that instant, I was certain.

	An incompetent old man.

	Even if he had built up a merchant guild, he must have only possessed the talent for making money.

	In fact, even that probability was low.

	He probably just had a good strategist, or if not that, it was purely luck.

	Everyone present understood the meaning of that question.

	It meant 'I'll admit to the false accusation.'

	"Is he admitting it?"

	"That easily?"

	Count Helmut finally realized what he had said and ground his teeth.

	Of course, I didn't give him time to rest or think.

	"However, you must do it properly."

	"What?"

	"For the sake of Sir Heinrich's honor, explain how you framed him. Whose scheme it was. Tell us everything."

	Helmut's face hardened.

	He had reacted to the words 'whose scheme.'

	The silence lengthened.

	"If you don't want to, let's do it with money."

	"Fine. Name your price."

	"20,000 gold coins."

	Murmuring exploded.

	"20,000?"

	"Is he insane?"

	"20,000 gold for just Georg!"

	"Even so, that's—"

	It was enough money to buy an entire count's territory.

	Helmut's face turned red and blue.

	"Then let's do it as I proposed earlier. I won't take a single penny."

	Silence.

	"If you have any concerns, I'll swear before Her Highness the Princess. I won't harm anyone whose name comes up here today in any way."

	The princess's head moved slightly.

	"If you need witnesses, everyone here will serve as witnesses."

	Heads nodded among the nobles.

	Helmut's lips twitched.

	Pay money: 20,000 gold. Speak: free. And he had even sworn there would be no retaliation.

	His gaze moved. The eyes that had been directed at me slowly drifted to the side.

	Not once had that old man truly been watching me.

	How many seconds passed? Walther Von Krstein's head nodded slightly.

	That was the end of it.

	"Fine. I'll speak. The plan was devised by my staff officer, Schmidt."

	There was movement from one side of the banquet hall.

	A middle-aged man. The color drained from the face of the man wearing clothes embroidered with the Müller family crest.

	Helmut didn't stop.

	Names continued. One. Two. Three.

	I didn't know their faces. But it wasn't difficult to identify them. Every time a name was called, heads turned somewhere in the banquet hall. I just had to follow where the gazes were directed.

	Two men. One woman.

	They turned pale in succession.

	Glances were exchanged among those wearing the Müller crest.

	Anxious eyes. Who would be next? Each must have been calculating.

	Meanwhile, Sir Walther Heinrich and Sir Wolfram stood watching with their arms crossed.

	20,000 gold.

	That would have been cheaper.

	Ernst's face came into view. This was his engagement celebration. Yet his maternal grandfather was publicly capitulating. Smoothly rattling off the names of collaborators.

	His fists were clenched. His jaw was set. His gaze was directed at the floor.

	It was worth watching.

	"After doing merchant work for so long, he's become more merchant than noble."

	A voice came from somewhere. A voice not particularly lowered.

	"To think a family older than House Hardenberg would fall like this."

	The responding voice was the same. As if meant to be heard.

	Helmut's lips trembled.

	Duke Walther turned around.

	"Well then, continue enjoying the party."

	I left the banquet hall following Father.

	Sir Heinrich led the way. Sir Wolfram brought up the rear.

	Between them, Lise and I walked.

	Murmuring could be heard from behind. The party was continuing.

	I boarded the carriage.

	As the wheels began to roll, the lights of the party venue receded through the window.

	Lise was silent. With her head bowed, she only stared at her hands on her lap. Her fingers repeatedly grasped and released the hem of her dress.

	We arrived at the lodging.

	Only after the door closed did Lise speak.

	"I don't understand."

	"What?"

	"That man. Count Müller. How could he do that? Those people are all his subordinates. They're people who worked for him. But he did that so easily?"

	"Indeed."

	"Is he an idiot? Is he really a fucking idiot?"

	A curse slipped out. It wasn't like Lise.

	"Lise."

	"Yes?"

	"You're smart. That's why you don't understand."

	"What?"

	"That there are people in this world who are that stupid."

	It was a trap that people who were smarter than a certain threshold often fell into.

	This world ultimately follows a normal distribution.

	If there were humans at one extreme like Lise, there had to be humans like Helmut at the opposite extreme for the world to be balanced.

	"But he's a count. He's the second-in-command of the North. He's the person who established the Müller Merchant Guild."

	"That man has been like this his whole life. It was the same during the rebellion 20 years ago. He had three allies who took up arms with him. When the rebellion failed, that man sold out all three."

	"All of them?"

	"One of the allies was that man's brother-in-law. His sister's husband. He sold him out too. Thanks to that, the brother-in-law was beheaded, and his sister went mad and died."

	"And he survived?"

	"Yes. He survived. He was demoted from duke to count, but his head remained attached."

	I paused briefly.

	"To that man, that's success. When crisis comes, sell them out. Then you survive. That's the formula ingrained in that man's head."

	"So today too?"

	"Yes. That man probably thinks he made a 'wise choice' today too. By his standards. He sold out four subordinates and saved Georg."

	"What about those people? The ones whose names were called today."

	"Who knows. What will happen to them."

	Both Father and I promised their safety.

	Before the princess. In a place watched by dozens of nobles.

	It was a verbal promise, but it couldn't be ignored.

	They wouldn't be executed for that charge.

	At least 'not for that charge.'

	Walther Von Krstein. That man could find other charges if he wanted.

	Embezzlement. Dereliction of duty. Bribery. Anything. Who doesn't have dirt when you dig?

	Especially people who roll around in the dirt.

	Even if they avoided execution, what happened in that banquet hall today would spread throughout the North by tomorrow.

	Their careers were over.

	"If they have a brilliant son or daughter, perhaps the family could be rebuilt in the next generation."

	"If they're not executed by association or the family doesn't collapse beyond recovery."

	"Yes."

	"Young Master, you're really smart."

	"No. You're the smart one. It's just that you're so smart you don't know how stupid others can be."

	Lise closed her mouth.

	"I'll lend you some books. After reading them, you'll understand people like Helmut."

	"I don't want to understand."

	"You need to understand to use them."

	Brief silence.

	"Please lend them to me."

	**

	The next morning.

	"Young Master. Young Master."

	Someone shook my shoulder. It was Lise.

	"Mm."

	"There's a summons from the ducal residence."

	I opened my eyes. The light coming through the window was still dim.

	"We just went yesterday, and again?"

	"They say it's urgent."

	I sat up.

	Yesterday's banquet was something I went to on my own, but today was a summons.

	"What's going on?"

	"I don't know. But the atmosphere is strange."

	I hurriedly changed clothes. Washed my face roughly. Fixed my hair roughly. I could tidy up during the carriage ride to the ducal residence anyway.

	I boarded the carriage.

	The wheels began to roll.

	Lise sat across from me.

	"Tell me in more detail."

	"An imperial envoy came."

	"From the imperial family?"

	"Last night."

	An imperial envoy. Meaning he came after the banquet ended.

	"What business?"

	"That's what's strange. Nobody knows."

	Lise shook her head.

	"They didn't even summon His Grace the Duke."

	Father doesn't know either?

	I looked out the window. Morning fog covered the estate.

	Business that Father doesn't know about. An imperial envoy came directly but didn't summon the duke.

	What is this?

	The carriage stopped.

	It was the main gate of the ducal residence. A servant opened the door. Nothing was different from usual.

	Except the gazes were different. Every servant I made eye contact with averted their eyes.

	I was guided to the reception room.

	The door opened.

	The first thing that caught my eye was an unfamiliar man.

	A uniform embroidered with the imperial crest. A cold expression. A scroll was held in his hand.

	The imperial envoy.

	Father stood beside him.

	His expression was hardened.

	And Ernst.

	My brother stood in one corner. His expression was unreadable.

	"Adrian Von Krustein."

	The envoy spoke. A formal voice.

	"I deliver His Majesty the Emperor's edict. In accordance with Article 1147, Section 3 of Imperial Law. Minors cannot perform the duties of corps commander. Therefore, Adrian Von Krustein is immediately dismissed from the position of 7th Corps Commander of the Northern Front."

	Murmuring arose among the retainers gathered in the reception room.

	"What?"

	"The corps commander position?"

	"Suddenly?"

	Ernst's lips curved up slightly.

	The envoy folded the scroll.

	Silence descended.

	No troops.

	I had no troops now.

	It wasn't even funny. No, it was funny. So funny that I couldn't laugh.

	Minors cannot perform the duties of corps commander. Imperial Law Article 1147, Section 3.

	I didn't even know such a law existed. I wasn't going to be a judge, so I didn't memorize every law.

	To pull out a clause that hadn't been applied in 200 years now.

	Who found it? Ernst? Müller? Or someone from the imperial family?

	Perhaps... the family of the judge I killed. Or was it the work of the one judge I left alive?

	I clenched my fists. My nails dug into my palms.

	With a single piece of paper.

	I felt Ernst's gaze.

	Laugh all you want. Today is your day.

	That's when it happened.

	The envoy moved.

	He took something from his breast. A scroll. Another one.

	The reception room fell quiet.

	It was different from the previous one. Gold leaf on the border. A double-headed eagle on the seal. Red wax glistened under the candlelight.

	My heart skipped a beat.

	That's the emperor's personal letter.

	Not an administrative document. A letter personally written by the emperor, the highest-ranking correspondence in the empire.

	Why is that here?

	The envoy lifted the scroll.

	The gold leaf flashed in the light.

	The sound of the seal being broken echoed through the reception room.
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	The lion's mouth opened.

	"As the sacred guardian of the Empire and father to all people, I do not forget the merits of my loyal subjects."

	It didn't register.

	I'd lost my forces. The 7th Corps. Everything I'd built. Gone with a single sheet of paper.

	"In recognition of your contributions to stabilizing the northern front and securing the allegiance of foreign tribes..."

	Wait.

	"I hereby grant Adrian Von Krustein the title of Baron."

	I was stunned.

	What?

	The audience chamber stirred again. The atmosphere was different from before.

	"Baron?"

	"At eleven years old?"

	It wasn't unreasonable.

	The merits I'd established warranted that much.

	There were precedents of titles being granted at even younger ages.

	Princess Marian from the neighboring country.

	When her castle was besieged at age seven, she refused to flee until the end.

	And she led the soldiers to a great victory, they say.

	Of course, she probably didn't command them directly, but the mere fact that the young princess stood atop the castle walls sustained the soldiers' morale. After the siege was lifted, she received the title of Count.

	Karl Von Bremen from the East. Granted a barony at nine for thwarting an assassination attempt.

	Elise Von Heiden from the South. At ten, she held firm alone in a plague-stricken territory and maintained public order. Viscountcy.

	These weren't common cases.

	Granting titles to children was a double-edged sword.

	The merits had to be clear. If there was even the slightest room for doubt, people would say "just lucky to have good parents." It would be worse than not granting the title at all.

	That's why it was rare, and Ernst didn't qualify.

	Was this a gain or a loss?

	It was a problem I needed to think through. I'd lost the corps commander position but gained a title. No troops, but I had legitimacy now.

	Too many variables.

	But at least Ernst's thoughts were crystal clear.

	He was over twenty. He'd been to battle twice as many times as I had.

	I was less than half his age and had half his combat experience.

	Yet I received a title first.

	Ernst's shoulders trembled slightly.

	His expression remained unchanged. But a flush was rising up to his neck.

	That...

	If I poke him, might he just burst?

	**

	But someone smarter than Ernst seemed to think differently.

	"Overall, it's a loss."

	As soon as we arrived in the room, Lise spoke up.

	"Really? Tell me why."

	"The troops are gone. Huge loss."

	"That's true."

	"Access to information drops too. As corps commander, you got frontline intelligence in real-time. Now that's gone. No qualification to attend military councils either."

	"What if I attend under Father?"

	"Observer. No speaking rights."

	Flawless.

	"Your official relationship with Kuuluk is severed too."

	"Unofficially?"

	"Can maintain it. But we need to give them enough merit to keep dealing with us."

	"The territory?"

	"A barony? Even if you get one, it'll be small-scale. How many troops can you raise from there? Does it compare to the 7th Corps?"

	It doesn't.

	"The Imperial Court is cunning. They stripped you of the corps commander position while giving you a title. On the surface, it looks like compensation. But in reality, they've clipped your wings."

	Lise's voice had an edge to it.

	"I agree."

	"If you agree, why are you so calm?"

	"I'm not calm, I'm organizing my thoughts."

	Lise's analysis was correct.

	Too correct, and almost identical to my own thinking.

	But there was one problem.

	That analysis—it's based on the premise that I work seven days a week, isn't it?

	And it's not like the daily work hours are short either. Easily twelve hours.

	No, honestly speaking, I've been working like that continuously lately.

	Good thing I was silver-haired to begin with. Otherwise, I might already have white hair.

	White hair at eleven. Silver hair is cool as hell, but white hair is just pitiful.

	Though they're the same thing...

	I was about to complain but stopped. That kid works as much as I do. No. Maybe more.

	"More importantly, what do you think we should do going forward?"

	"System."

	"System?"

	"We procured supplies with corps commander authority, opened trade channels with corps commander connections, and signed contracts under the corps commander's name."

	"I know that."

	"But now you're not corps commander anymore. We need to make the merchant company run without you. The current structure where you handle everything directly won't work."

	"You mean delegate?"

	"More than delegation. We need to build a system. A structure that runs even if someone's missing."

	She wasn't wrong.

	When I was corps commander, it was efficient for me to move directly. Because I had the authority. Because my name carried weight.

	Now it's different.

	"We need to consider expansion too."

	"Expansion?"

	"Right now it's limited to the North. But you've got a baron title now. That's legitimacy. Legitimacy to trade with other regions."

	"Losing the corps commander position could actually be an opportunity?"

	"I wouldn't go that far. A loss is a loss. But since we've taken the loss, let's restructure."

	A brief silence fell.

	"We need people."

	"Aren't there enough now?"

	"We ran it with 7th Corps personnel. You know that. It was your plan for the merchant company."

	"That's true."

	I couldn't deny it.

	The corps logistics department handled cargo transport. Corps accounting officers processed the books.

	We called it a merchant company, but in reality it was closer to a subsidiary organization of the corps.

	"Since it's come to this, we need to hire proper merchant company personnel. Not soldiers. Real merchants. Accountants. Contract specialists."

	"That'll cost money."

	"It will. But if we don't, we'll fail."

	After a pause, Lise added:

	"Systems over people."

	I flinched.

	Those words.

	I'd said them to her.

	Systems over people.

	I know the weight of those words. Because I learned it in my past life.

	Ability and trust. Getting someone with both is nearly impossible.

	The capable are ambitious, and the trustworthy are usually incompetent.

	Talent with both is already someone else's person, or has become their own master.

	At least in my past life, I never had such fortune.

	Knock knock.

	"Come in."

	The door opened and a servant bowed.

	"A letter from His Excellency the Duke."

	I took the envelope. Broke the seal.

	Servant hiring budget.

	I blinked at the number.

	Looked again.

	It was the same.

	"This much money comes out monthly?"

	"Salaries go out monthly. It'll mainly be used to hire maids."

	The servant answered matter-of-factly.

	Too much just for hiring maids.

	Unless we're recruiting maids by the corps.

	"Maids? New maids?"

	Lise's voice was sharp.

	Despite her tremendous intelligence, she had a strangely severe inferiority complex.

	"Of course I only have one eye and my speech is weird..."

	Her hand unconsciously moved toward her eyepatch.

	I'll have to fix that someday.

	It's not that there's no method.

	Just not easy.

	Money alone won't do it, and the connection has to be right.

	Spring of Regeneration, World Tree Fruit.

	Lots of stories, but few who've seen the real thing.

	Even if they appear, shelf life is an issue.

	"We will need to hire new maids."

	Lise's shoulders drooped.

	Kind of cute. But I can't leave her like that.

	"The head maid will have to do the hiring."

	"Head maid?"

	Her head shot up.

	"Who?"

	"Did I have any other maids?"

	"Me?"

	Her finger pointed at her own face a beat late.

	"But my age..."

	"Until recently you were chief of staff of the 7th Corps."

	Lise's mouth opened and closed.

	The corps commander position had flown away. Same for chief of staff.

	Then a new position was needed. Head maid would be appropriate.

	**

	A month passed.

	"Why are there so many people?"

	Lise muttered while looking out the window.

	"You posted the announcement."

	"I did, but I didn't expect this many."

	The courtyard was bustling. Easily over a hundred people.

	Half wore Krustein Maid Academy uniforms.

	The rest wore clothing suggesting they'd come from various regions.

	"Word must have spread fast."

	"What word?"

	"The rumor that I might become the ducal heir."

	A maid position in a newly established barony. That alone wouldn't draw this many people.

	But add the phrase "ducal heir" and the story changes.

	If successful, annual salary, social status, future husband—everything changes. It's a gamble.

	"Ready?"

	"Of course."

	A head maid's badge was pinned to Lise's maid uniform.

	We went down to the waiting room. It was full of murmuring.

	When the door opened, all eyes turned at once.

	"Are those kids... in charge of guidance?"

	I heard whispers. Lise must have heard too.

	I stood beside Lise as she took the platform.

	"Um."

	One brave applicant raised her hand.

	"When will the head maid conducting the interview arrive?"

	"Why?"

	"To have the interview..."

	"I'm conducting it."

	Silence.

	"What?"

	"Me. I'm the head maid."

	Murmuring erupted. Eyes met. Is this a joke? Is it real?

	A woman who looked somewhat older raised her hand. Her posture was proper—smelled like an experienced worker.

	"Excuse me, but may I ask your age..."

	"Eleven."

	"How long have you worked as head maid?"

	"One month."

	The murmuring grew louder.

	Lise saw those expressions. But didn't react.

	"Any other questions?"

	Silence.

	"If not, let's start the test."

	"Test?"

	"Yes. Test."

	She gestured. Servants moved. Papers were distributed. Face down, one each.

	"Don't flip them over. Start when I signal. ...Begin!"

	Silence.

	Then explosion.

	Over a hundred eyes blinked simultaneously. Some looked at their neighbors, others experienced pupil earthquakes.

	"What on earth is this?"

	"Arithmetic."

	"Arithmetic for maid recruitment?"

	Lise clapped her hands.

	Clap.

	"What is housekeeping? Money management. What good is it if you can't manage money?"

	Silence.

	"Now, begin. Thirty minutes."

	Papers flipped over. Sighs erupted here and there.

	Thirty minutes passed.

	"Time's up. Put down your pens."

	Lise skimmed through the answer sheets. One. Two. Three.

	"Half are eliminated. Of the rest, maybe twenty useful? Thirty?"

	"That's enough. Conduct interviews."

	Around the fifteenth one.

	"Next."

	A brown-haired girl stepped forward. Around fourteen or fifteen.

	"Name?"

	"Elizabeth. Head Maid."

	No sign of nervousness.

	"Good score. Where did you learn?"

	"Self-taught."

	As if to ask more, Lise tilted her head and took a step toward the girl.

	The pendant hanging from Lise's neck rang out.

	Whirr.

	A low vibration. I heard it. Lise heard it.

	The girl's eyes turned toward the pendant.

	"That's..."

	"Ah."

	Lise grinned.

	"This is nothing special."

	She flicked the pendant with her finger. The vibration stopped.
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	"Young Master, that applicant from earlier. Elizabeth. Something was strange about her."

	I nodded. More importantly...

	"The pendant. You made it."

	"I commissioned it from a magic accessory maker. It cost about two months' salary."

	That's quite a bit.

	The salary I pay isn't exactly low either.

	"Specifications?"

	"It reacts when silver hair has been dyed another color. When natural silver hair is covered up to hide it."

	"Why dyed silver hair?"

	"The Imperial Family is looking for a silver-haired girl. If the real princess ran away, she'd try to hide her silver hair. Dyeing would be the easiest way."

	The logic was sound.

	When the Imperial wanted notice came up, I remembered Lise paying particularly close attention.

	She must have been preparing since then.

	She had both execution ability and quick judgment.

	"The princess is the key point of this situation."

	Lise said with a serious expression.

	"If the current princess is fake, it creates problems with Imperial legitimacy. It's a political bomb."

	I nodded.

	"That makes sense."

	That's what I said outwardly. My inner thoughts were different.

	The princess wasn't worth that much.

	I couldn't know the Imperial situation in detail. But I could infer.

	The princess secretly ran away.

	That fact itself was evidence.

	Unlike what's known, she might not be from the legitimate wife.

	In the extreme case, there's even the possibility she doesn't have Imperial blood.

	Either way, the 'real princess's' value wasn't as high as Lise thought.

	And Lise didn't know.

	That the Empire's lifespan was running out.

	No, she roughly knew, but she didn't realize it as clearly as I did.

	What I saw in my past life. How this Empire would collapse. Around when it would collapse.

	To explain, I'd have to bring all that up.

	So I glossed over it. Just saying 'the Empire is doomed' and such.

	She reacted in her own way, but she didn't know to what level it was falling apart.

	That old hag Clara kept Father in check, but in my view, this Empire wasn't threatened by the giant called Walther Von Krustein.

	Without the overwhelming military force of the individual called Walther Von Krustein, this country would have already collapsed.

	Of course, low value didn't mean zero.

	There was enough reason to watch carefully.

	"Anyway, I'm planning to fill the merchant company staff with maids."

	"Yes. We have to hire new people anyway. They can manage the household and keep the books. Killing two birds with one stone."

	It wasn't a bad move.

	A noble family's maids aren't simple servants.

	They manage the family finances, procure supplies, and sometimes even handle negotiations with external business partners.

	There was significant overlap with merchant company work.

	"But there's a problem."

	"What?"

	"They're worse at math than I thought. I graded the test papers. Half got two-digit multiplication wrong. Three digits goes without saying."

	"Maid academies don't teach math in depth."

	"Exactly. They can read and write, but barely know basic arithmetic."

	It was an expected result.

	Maid education in this world focused on etiquette, housework, and basic literacy.

	"Just train them."

	"We don't know how long it'll take. It varies by person."

	"That's why there's a method."

	I pulled out paper. A blank test sheet from the interview venue.

	I picked up a pen and wrote 15 and 15 vertically. Aligning the digits.

	"What's that?"

	"You split the digits, multiply them separately, then add them later."

	5 times 15 is 75. I wrote it below.

	10 times 15 is 150. I wrote it shifted one space.

	I drew a line and added them. 225.

	"From 1 times 1 to 9 times 9. If they memorize what's called the multiplication table, they can multiply any number no matter how large."

	"Where did you learn this?"

	"From a book."

	It wasn't a lie. The problem was it was a book I read in my past life.

	"It's called vertical multiplication. Just teach them this and the multiplication table. Just these two things."

	"Just two?"

	"Yeah. The rest is application."

	Lise looked at the paper. Her eyes moved quickly.

	"It really works."

	She paused briefly, then tilted her head.

	"But there's a problem."

	"What?"

	"What if there are people who can't even learn this?"

	"Fire them."

	Spending time and money training unsuitable people was wasteful.

	It was better to use those resources to hire one more suitable person.

	This wasn't a world with labor laws. There were no restrictions on dismissal, and replacement workers were abundant.

	"How much opportunity will you give them?"

	"Three months. If they can't pass the basic test within three months, let them go."

	"Understood."

	She nodded.

	"Oh, and. Elizabeth is an exception. Keep her regardless of test results. But stick as close as possible and monitor her."

	**

	Three months passed.

	The retest results came in.

	"Sixteen out of thirty-two failed. Nine couldn't memorize the multiplication table, seven couldn't apply vertical multiplication."

	I gave them three months. The multiplication table and vertical multiplication. Just two things.

	Yet half failed.

	"I really don't understand. These are people who passed the maid academy entrance exam."

	"Passing a test and learning something new are different abilities. What about Elizabeth?"

	"She passed. Her score was in the top tier too."

	That was fortunate. No need to manipulate anything.

	"Dismiss the failures as planned."

	"Well..."

	Lise trailed off.

	"What."

	"One person requested a meeting. Among the failures."

	"Refuse."

	"She's already waiting outside. For two hours now."

	I sighed.

	"Let her in."

	The door opened and a maid around twenty years old entered.

	I didn't remember her name. Her face vaguely. The woman who cried when stuck on the 7 times table in the first week of training.

	"I gave you three months. Two chances too."

	"I know. But, please..."

	She knelt.

	"My younger sister is sick. Tuberculosis. Without this job, I can't pay for medicine."

	Lise swallowed beside me.

	"Find another job."

	"There's nowhere to go with maid experience. Please, just one more time..."

	Her hand grabbed my pant leg.

	"Rules are rules."

	I removed it.

	"But you made the rules, Young Master. You could change them..."

	"That's exactly why I won't."

	If I broke the rules I made, no one would follow the rules from then on.

	The maid lowered her head. The hand that had been grasping fell limply.

	"Give her two months' severance pay."

	I told Lise.

	"...Yes."

	The response was smaller than usual.

	The maid stood up. She walked toward the door with her head bowed.

	Her back looked small. Smaller than when she came in.

	The door closed.

	"Two months' severance for the other failures too."

	"...Understood."

	Lise gathered the documents.

	Securing merchant company personnel was more sluggish than expected.

	Still, the direction was right. Even if slow, progress was being made.

	The bigger problem erupted after another three months passed.

	**

	"The new corps commander is refusing to cooperate."

	A knight from the Red Deer Tribe. The one in charge of contact with Kuuluk.

	"I thought he was fine until recently."

	"The first two months he cooperated reasonably well. He maintained existing contracts and permitted use of supply routes."

	"And then?"

	"Starting a month ago, he cut off all cooperation. No use of supply transport routes. No support from corps personnel. He even recalled all personnel who had been dispatched."

	"Kuuluk's reaction?"

	The knight pondered briefly before speaking.

	"Our captain says... we should just take care of the new corps commander."

	Take care of him.

	Certainly, the judge case last time was also handled by taking care of two out of three.

	There was movement from the sofa. Celine in cat form perked up her ears.

	"Why. Are you on the 'take care of him' side too?"

	Her tail swayed slowly. I couldn't tell if it was affirmative or negative.

	But the situation then and now were very different.

	Back then it was a fight against Müller.

	The treason record from 20 years ago. The current crime of bribing judges.

	The terrain of public opinion was overwhelmingly favorable.

	Even using somewhat aggressive moves could be covered up.

	This time was different.

	The new corps commander officially had no connection to Müller. He was a person formally appointed by the Imperial Family. Touching him meant touching the Imperial Family.

	I felt the Empire's lifespan wasn't long. But that was separate from immediately antagonizing the Imperial Family.

	"That's not a good method right now."

	Lise said what I was going to say.

	The Kuman knight nodded.

	"I told the captain as well. But the captain said that's still the cleanest way."

	He seemed to have a lower level than Kuuluk but a slightly better head. Seeing him call him captain rather than chieftain, he must be one of those who followed from before.

	Following someone with a worse head than himself as captain.

	Well. The difference between beginner and advanced Expert is significant. There's also charisma that comes from military force.

	"If there was a clear connection to Müller, maybe. But since there isn't, it can't be helped."

	"We investigated the connection but..."

	The knight paused briefly.

	"There was no physical evidence."

	It was as expected.

	If there had been physical evidence, he would have mentioned it first.

	Even if there was, he would have hidden it.

	It would be like giving justification to really take care of him.

	"Directly touching him is amateurish."

	Lise said firmly.

	"Then what do we do."

	"The new corps commander isn't the problem. The Imperial Family that appointed the new corps commander is the problem. But we can't touch the Imperial Family."

	"I know that."

	"So we have to make the Imperial Family replace the corps commander themselves. The current corps commander is incompetent. Therefore, a different corps commander is needed. We just have to make it that way."

	I followed the logic.

	"I don't necessarily have to return?"

	"Unless the law is changed, there's no way to return anyway. We just need to replace the current one."

	The method was the problem.

	"How?"

	"There needs to be a problem in the North. A problem big enough that the current corps commander can't handle it. At minimum, the Imperial Family needs to judge that it's absolutely impossible with the current corps commander."

	Lise's voice lowered.

	"Create a problem?"

	"Not create. Bring out a problem that already exists."

	"What's that?"

	"The Golden Bear Tribe."
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	"Why did you think that?"

	"We need to create a variable."

	"A variable?"

	"Right now, the area around the 7th Corps is stable. Thanks to their major defeat recently, the barbarians are lying low, and supplies are flowing smoothly. There's nothing major that could blow up."

	"And that's the problem."

	"Yes. From the Imperial perspective, there's no reason to replace the 7th Corps Commander. It'll keep running no matter who sits in that position."

	The achievements I'd built were now strangling me.

	"So we need to make it stop running smoothly. The North is peaceful because you've been keeping it under control, Young Master. What would happen if you left?"

	"So you're using the Golden Bear Tribe."

	"Yes."

	The logic was flawless.

	I turned toward the Kuman knight. The face wasn't unfamiliar, but I couldn't recall the name.

	"What's your name?"

	"Batur, sir."

	"Batur. Go to the Golden Bear Tribe."

	His expression stiffened.

	"The Golden Bears?"

	"Yes."

	"You want me to go?"

	"Who else is here besides you?"

	The Golden Bear Tribe. They were mortal enemies with the Red Deer Tribe across three generations.

	Why did Kuuluk lead the Red Deer to submit to the Empire?

	Because they'd been pushed out by the Golden Bear Tribe, who were themselves fleeing from the Ice Dragon.

	"I, well..."

	"I know you don't want to go to your enemies. But you understand. We're using them."

	Batur's shoulders flinched.

	"So what should I do when I get there?"

	"Tell them to meet. In neutral territory. I'll handle the detailed negotiations myself."

	"B-but if an outsider like me enters their territory..."

	"I know."

	I opened a drawer. A metal piece hanging from a leather cord. Shaped like a bear claw.

	I tossed it.

	Batur caught it mid-air, his eyes widening.

	"This is the Golden Bear's..."

	"Shore gave it to me last time he came. If you bring that, they'll at least hear you out."

	I took down a sword hanging on the wall.

	A fine sword with silver decorations. A gift I'd recently received from Father.

	"Young Master. That's..."

	Lise stopped mid-sentence.

	"You wear it."

	I held out the sword to Batur.

	The silver decorations on the scabbard gleamed.

	"I cannot accept this."

	"Take it."

	"A fine sword bearing the family crest..."

	"That's exactly why I'm giving it to you."

	Batur's gaze moved between the sword and my face.

	A ducal sword. It wasn't just a weapon.

	Wearing it meant you weren't an errand boy—you were a representative.

	The Golden Bears weren't fools. The moment they saw the crest engraved on the sword, they'd understand the weight the man before them carried.

	"Why me? There's the captain, and other knights. Why specifically..."

	Batur asked. His voice had dropped.

	"You seem smart."

	"Pardon?"

	"Kuuluk is strong. I'll give him that."

	I leaned back against the chair.

	"He's an excellent knight and an excellent chieftain. He has leadership, charisma, and above all, martial prowess. But he's not particularly cautious, is he? 'Just wipe them out'... that kind of thinking isn't good right now."

	"That's... true."

	"Right now I need a cautious knight. Someone who can listen to the other side, read the situation, and know when to step back if necessary. Unfortunately, capable knights are rare, but cautious and capable knights are even rarer. You're cautious, and you're not weak either. An Expert won't be ignored at least. In your terms, a Great Warrior, right?"

	I forced the sword into his hands. He accepted it.

	He rolled it in his palm, gauging its weight.

	I'd said flattering words, but truthfully, that wasn't the only reason.

	What would happen if I sent Kuuluk directly? Send Batur back, listen to the explanation, deliberate, then finally move. Days would fly by. It would be the same with any other Kuman knight.

	And sending an Imperial-born knight instead of a Kuman?

	That would be even worse.

	Even with the Golden Bear token, they might launch a preemptive attack, and they wouldn't know the local geography well either.

	Batur fastened the scabbard to his waist. The silver decorations looked oddly out of place against his worn leather belt.

	After brushing off his dust and offering some encouraging words, the moment I turned away—

	Thud!

	I turned my head. Batur was prostrate on the floor.

	His knees hit first, then his forehead struck the stone floor.

	A dull sound spread across the cold stone.

	"I will not disappoint the Noble Son's expectations!"

	His voice trembled.

	It was excessive. He'd only received a sword, yet he acted ready to lay down his life.

	Were steppe men always like this? Or was it knights in general?

	I hadn't expected quite that much.

	Well, it didn't matter. Whether it was misunderstanding or emotion, as long as it was useful.

	"You depart at dawn tomorrow. If you have preparations, finish them today. I'll plan your route."

	"I obey your command."

	Batur stood. The sword at his waist swayed.

	The door closed.

	Only after the footsteps faded did Lise speak.

	"I didn't expect you to give him the fine sword. Don't you regret it?"

	"I gave it because it's valuable."

	"What?"

	"If I'd given him something cheap, he'd only work that much."

	**

	One fact that needs to be clearly established: the Cheonghongcho trade continued.

	Just because the trade route was blocked didn't mean trade stopped completely.

	We found an alternative route soon enough.

	The baronet title helped.

	I incorporated Kuuluk and some of his subordinates under my name.

	However, the profit margin itself dropped tremendously.

	We had to take a detour. It took more time and cost more.

	Kuuluk's subordinates alone couldn't cover the entire new route. The distance was longer than the existing corps supply line.

	I hired mercenaries.

	Riding skills, archery skills, martial prowess—all inferior compared to Kuman warriors.

	But I used them anyway.

	In professional terms: high-low mix.

	A strategy of mixing elites with fodder.

	Kuuluk's subordinates handled the critical sections, mercenaries filled the rest.

	What mattered was scale.

	If the escort force was five, bandits would attack. Twenty, they wouldn't. Fifty, they wouldn't even think about it.

	The mercenaries' skills didn't matter. Just fill the numbers.

	If real fighting broke out, Kuuluk's subordinates would handle it.

	That's how the new trade route started rolling.

	Slow, inefficient, expensive.

	But it rolled.

	On top of my desk lay this month's profit report.

	22% decline in profits compared to last month.

	Was this doing well?

	It was within expectations. Transportation costs rose using the detour.

	Next page. Mercenary hiring costs.

	Lower than expected. Lise must have negotiated well.

	Next was the Cheonghongcho price fluctuation chart. Southern merchant guilds' purchase prices were gradually rising.

	Not bad. If unit prices rise even as volume decreases, it offsets things somewhat.

	The question was how long this state would last.

	I lifted my eyes from the pile of documents and looked out the window.

	A sand pit was laid out in one corner of the courtyard.

	Fine white sand. A surface smoothed flat with a broom.

	Elizabeth was crouching there. The tip of the stick in her hand scratched the sand.

	Numbers were carved. Two vertical columns. Multiplication.

	Another maid crouched beside her.

	Likewise holding a stick, likewise scratching numbers in the sand.

	Every time her hand hesitated, she glanced toward Elizabeth.

	Lise stood behind them both. Arms crossed. Not interfering.

	When calculations finished, they transcribed them onto bamboo slips.

	Thinly split and bound bamboo.

	Account ledgers. Income, expenses, balance. Organized and recorded by section.

	Parchment would be nice, but cost was an issue.

	In this world, parchment and hide paper were relatively cheap. Cheonghongcho and other herbs with stronger side effects but better efficacy worked well on livestock too.

	So cheap alternatives like paper or papyrus hadn't developed. More precisely, the concept of paper itself in this world was that kind of thing.

	Still, using leather paper for entire ledgers was burdensome.

	Making paper would be cheaper.

	I'd considered it. Grind wood pulp and compress it. I knew the principle. I hadn't put it into practice. It was too big a project to tackle now.

	And there was one more variable.

	Duke Sylvester.

	He too was watching the maids beside me. His expression was leisurely.

	An old man who'd lived 1,800 years. I couldn't know what calculations turned in that head.

	Double-entry bookkeeping. Vertical multiplication. The Hangul I'd taught Lise.

	What I'd already shown was sufficiently abnormal.

	If I added paper on top of that?

	I'd look like something other than a genius.

	A reincarnator. A transmigrator.

	I didn't know if such concepts existed in this world.

	But an elf who'd lived 1,800 years would have seen all sorts of strange things.

	And unlike others, didn't I know?

	That reincarnators existed in this world.

	I decided to stay quiet for now.

	Watching the maids huddled together recording grew tiresome.

	Should I eat the cookies I received as a gift?

	I was turning toward the cookie box when—

	Murmuring came from outside.

	I looked out the window again.

	The maids had stood up. They'd set down the bamboo slips and were all looking in the same direction.

	Toward the main gate.

	Dust rose. Hoofbeats followed.

	It was Batur.

	Faster than expected. I'd thought it would take two weeks.

	But he wasn't alone.

	A mounted group following behind. Ten. No, at least twenty. Their attire was different. Not the distinctive armor of the Red Deer.

	The Golden Bear Tribe.

	Why?

	They were supposed to meet in neutral territory near the border. They came here directly?

	The figure at the front caught my eye.

	Short for a warrior.

	Shore.

	Someone of that rank came personally?

	The courtyard stirred.

	Batur leapt from his horse. He ran to Lise.

	"Chief of Staff. I must see the Young Master immediately."

	"I'm not Chief of Staff. Right now I'm Head Maid. And it's not Young Master, it's Baron, Your Excellency."

	"This isn't the time for that. It's urgent. Very urgent..."

	What was so urgent?

	I turned to go down the stairs.

	Footsteps followed.

	It was Duke Sylvester.

	"May I come along as well?"

	It wasn't a question. It was a declaration that he would follow.
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	Shore looked the same as when I'd last seen him.

	No, not completely the same.

	His aura was disturbed.

	Outwardly, he seemed fine. No wounds, no bandages.

	His gait was as heavy as before.

	But I could feel it. The flow of mana. The tangled residue inside his body.

	Signs that he'd been gravely injured and forcibly patched up.

	Magic... no, shamanism, probably.

	The method used by the steppe shamans.

	Fast and powerful, but not clean, I'd heard. In truth, whether magic or shamanism, they could mend bone and flesh, but couldn't restore the flow of mana.

	I didn't let on. If he asked how I knew, it would become a headache.

	"You've grown quite tall."

	Shore spoke first.

	"Kids my age grow fast, naturally."

	"Still an old soul as ever. And I hear you received a baronet title."

	"Yeah. It just happened."

	"Just happened..."

	Behind him, Golden Bear warriors filed in. About twenty of them.

	Looking closer, Shore wasn't the only one with a disturbed aura.

	His subordinates weren't just suffering from disturbed auras. They bore wounds large and small. Unlike Shore, who seemed to have received a shaman's magical treatment, most were wrapped in bandages.

	"Did you fight an ice dragon or something?"

	At my half-joking, half-serious question, Shore's lips stiffened.

	"Not an ice dragon. But something on the level of its cousin."

	"Cousin?"

	"Ice Drake."

	Ah.

	Drake.

	If dragons had wings, wielded magic, and possessed intelligence beyond humans, drakes had no wings and lower intelligence. More beast-like.

	But in terms of pure physical strength, they weren't far behind dragons. The difference between a tiger and a leopard, perhaps.

	"The tribe faces extinction."

	"From just a few drakes?"

	The question slipped from my lips.

	I knew drakes were strong. But this was the Golden Bear tribe.

	The ones who'd been squabbling with the Müller family, rulers of the North, on nearly equal footing for over a century—facing extinction from a few drakes?

	"It's entirely possible."

	It was Duke Sylvester.

	"Because it wouldn't be just a few simple drakes."

	"Not just a few?"

	"Monster Break. Isn't that right?"

	My mind went blank.

	"Didn't that happen 150 years ago?"

	My voice came out higher than I'd intended.

	Duke Sylvester nodded.

	"A great migration of monsters. The term specifically refers to ones of exceptional scale. The glorious Hardenberg Empire was founded during the last Monster Break. It's entirely possible."

	Shore's eyes blinked.

	"What's with that elf? Why's he suddenly butting in?"

	A low growl. That of a wary beast.

	One of his subordinates approached Shore's side.

	"Chieftain. I heard there's an elf in the south who received a duke title. Could that be him?"

	He'd lowered his voice, but not enough to be inaudible.

	"You fool. Why would such a big shot be here? He'd be in the Hardenberg Imperial Capital."

	Sharp analysis.

	The problem was, sharp analysis isn't always correct.

	"That's him."

	"What?"

	"That's Duke Sylvester."

	"You're not joking?"

	"Why would I joke about that?"

	Shore's mouth opened. Closed. Opened again. He must be flustered.

	I couldn't blame him. I was internally floundering over the fact that this old monster was stuck by my side too. I just didn't show it.

	"Why would such a big shot be here?"

	"Beats me."

	A brief silence fell.

	After clearing his throat, Shore forcibly tore his gaze from Duke Sylvester and spoke.

	"Anyway, as that gen... I mean, as he said, a Monster Break is serious business. Serious enough to replace the Great Khan of the South... no, the Emperor of the South."

	For an already failing empire to face such a calamity—it was like a pro heavyweight boxer punching a terminal patient in the solar plexus.

	"Definitely serious. What's the scale?"

	"Twenty confirmed Ice Drakes alone."

	"Huh."

	"All twenty are moving as a pack. Besides that, there's an orc army..."

	Shore continued talking, but honestly, I couldn't hear it well.

	Twenty.

	Twenty Ice Drakes.

	Monsters whose size alone was three or four times that of an African elephant. The cold they breathed could freeze entire castle walls.

	A single breath could turn several companies into ice sculptures.

	Twenty of those things. In a pack.

	"They're moving south."

	Shore's voice pierced my ears again.

	"What?"

	"The Ice Drake pack is moving south. They've already trampled our territory, and this place is next."

	I felt a chilling presence beside me. Batur. He was grinding his teeth.

	Probably because of the words "our territory." That territory had originally belonged to the Red Deer tribe. Until they were pushed out by the Golden Bears.

	But now wasn't the time to worry about that.

	"So what do you want? Land like the Red Deer?"

	"We don't want that. We have no intention of becoming slaves."

	He said it flatly.

	Not that I could have given it anyway.

	The Red Deer were a medium-sized tribe. The tribesmen Kuuluk brought. Feeding them was tight, but not impossible.

	The Golden Bears were different.

	A massive tribe. One of the largest even among all the Kuman tribes. Though it was long ago, they'd even produced a Great Khan who ruled not just the Kuman but all of the North. Just once, though.

	Taking in such a tribe wholesale was an entirely different matter.

	"We are not slaves!"

	That was Batur.

	Shore snorted.

	"Well, sure."

	He brushed it off lightly, but his eyes weren't smiling. Neither were Batur's.

	The air between them grew cold.

	"Enough."

	My voice echoed through the room. Batur flinched, and Shore's gaze turned back.

	"Then what do you want?"

	"Cooperation."

	"Cooperation?"

	"The Monster Break. Let's deal with it together."

	Deal with it.

	Deal with a Monster Break?

	"I apologize, but is that something that can be dealt with? I've lived 1,800 years, but I've never heard of anyone dealing with a Monster Break. I've heard stories of people killing dragons, but not that."

	It was Duke Sylvester. The old elf's voice remained languid.

	"It's possible."

	"Do you have grounds? Historically, it's been impossible."

	If that elf said so, then it was so.

	"Until now, it was impossible. I acknowledge that. But we can do it. No. I can do it."

	"Hmm..."

	Is he the overconfident type...

	"It's true!"

	Shore's voice rose.

	"Do you have some kind of strategy?"

	He nodded. Once. Slowly.

	"You know about my bloodline."

	"Yeah. You're a descendant of an ice dragon."

	Half-Dragon. More precisely, a descendant with that blood mixed in.

	That was the source of the overwhelming presence he exuded despite his small frame.

	"Is it something like this? Dragon Fear. So weaker monsters avoid you on their own?"

	"It's not that."

	Right. If it were that, he wouldn't have been driven out in the first place.

	"Then what?"

	"Do you know what the true advantage of being a dragon's descendant is?"

	"Breathing ice from your mouth?"

	Shore chuckled.

	"That's extremely secondary. I can't even use it in actual combat. It's inferior even compared to an Ice Drake's breath, let alone a real ice dragon's. In power and range. I'd be lucky to freeze one person in front of me."

	I nodded. I'd actually known that.

	"Then what is it?"

	"Mana sensitivity."

	It wasn't the first time I'd heard the term. But I hadn't expected it to come up in this context.

	"Mana sensitivity?"

	"You know that dragons are the originators of magic, don't you, Duke?"

	The gaze turned to Duke Sylvester. The old elf slowly nodded.

	According to legend, magic had been passed down over nearly 10,000 years.

	From dragons to elves. From elves to humans.

	"I know. It's mythology to humans, but history to us."

	Of course, human historians sometimes theorized it was simply records the elves created to elevate themselves, but the only elf historian present was here.

	And even if it were embellished records, what those records stated was clear.

	Elves had an advantage over humans, and dragons over elves, in learning magic.

	"And I too possess mana sensitivity far beyond humans."

	"That's plausible. There's debate about whether the half-dragons of the North truly inherited dragon blood, but it's fact that they possess high mana sensitivity."

	Shore seemed displeased about something, but ignored it and continued.

	"There's a tribal secret technique. Those who master it can sense where beings with mana are heading. Monsters, mages, anything that holds mana. I can feel their flow."

	"What method?"

	"It's hard to explain. It's not something I see with my eyes. I just feel it. You could understand if you had sensitivity like mine. But that's probably difficult."

	"Must one be a dragon's descendant? Couldn't anyone with that level of mana sensitivity learn it?"

	"It's impossible for anyone but a dragon's descendant to have my level of mana sensitivity! It's a realm unreachable without dragon blood. Maybe for an elf, but for humans? Absolutely. Impossible."

	"Is mana manipulation ability needed to learn it?"

	"Manipulation ability is practically unnecessary. Of course, my manipulation ability is also top-tier."

	I see.

	Manipulation ability isn't needed. Only sensitivity. Overwhelming sensitivity.

	Sweat formed on my palm.

	I had it too. That thing.

	"Celine."

	The black cat leaning against my feet stirred.

	In an instant, her form blurred like smoke, then changed into human shape.

	"Yeah?"

	"Test whether what that man says is true."

	Celine looked at me without a word.

	A bead of sweat rolled down her forehead. Same with me.

	In the same way as I did back then.

	I didn't add those words.
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	Celine slowly approached Shore.

	"What?"

	"A test."

	"A test?"

	"To confirm if what you said is true."

	"Fine."

	Shore shrugged lightly and took a step forward.

	"What do I need to do?"

	"Hold my hand."

	Celine extended her hand. Shore took it.

	The room fell silent.

	"I'll move my mana, so try to guess where it goes."

	"Easy."

	Shore closed his eyes.

	A moment of silence.

	"Left shoulder."

	No response.

	Celine's mana moved again. This time it was faster.

	"Right knee."

	Still no response.

	"Waist. No, you changed it to the back."

	Celine's eyes widened. Her expressionless face was nowhere to be seen.

	"You're gathering it toward your heart. Through both lungs."

	She yanked her hand away.

	When Shore opened his eyes, Celine had already stepped back.

	Her cat ears stood straight up.

	"Well? Do you believe me now?"

	Instead of answering, Celine just stared down at her own palm.

	The room stirred.

	"Isn't this rigged?"

	It was Batur. He particularly disliked the Golden Bear Tribe.

	"What?"

	"The young lady and the Golden Bear warrior arranged this in advance..."

	"Are you stupid?"

	A knight beside him poked Batur in the ribs.

	"Why would the young lady rig this with him? They met less than an hour ago."

	"W-well, that's true, but..."

	"Then that means it's real."

	Murmurs spread among the knights.

	Shore crossed his arms.

	"Let's do it again."

	Celine looked up.

	"Again?"

	"I want to be certain."

	"Fine."

	He nodded readily.

	Celine held his hand again. Shore closed his eyes.

	A few seconds later.

	"This time you didn't move it anywhere."

	"Wrong."

	"What?"

	"Right hand, ring finger. You moved it. Just a little. From the tip of the nail to the first joint."

	Shore's expression hardened.

	He looked down at his right hand. He extended and flexed his ring finger.

	"That's cheating."

	"Maybe."

	"But so what? Have you ever seen anyone with better mana sensitivity than me, young lady?"

	A moment of silence.

	"Well."

	Shore smirked.

	"Playing hard to get."

	Celine didn't respond. Her gaze briefly flicked toward me before returning.

	It was such a short moment that Shore probably didn't notice.

	But I did.

	Shore's mana sensitivity was impressive.

	But it was below mine.

	Next came tests of Shore's abilities.

	Celine left the room. She walked down the corridor. She descended the stairs.

	With his eyes closed, Shore recited her location. Direction, distance, even the floor.

	He was right.

	He could sense space.

	"Do you believe me now, young Baron Excellency?"

	"I believe you."

	I replied casually. I kept my expression calm.

	Inside was different.

	I need to learn this.

	Absolutely.

	The technique to read the flow of beings with mana.

	The secret art to predict monster movement paths.

	Maybe not just monsters. If I could predict the paths of all beings with mana, and then command an army based on that sensing, wouldn't that be like fighting with a maphack in a strategy game?

	There was one problem.

	How could I do it without arousing suspicion?

	I thought for a moment.

	And I realized.

	There was no need to worry in the first place.

	"That secret art. Can I learn it?"

	I deliberately mixed in an expectant voice. Like an eleven-year-old should.

	Shore smirked.

	"You're eager."

	"Of course. Who wouldn't covet that kind of ability?"

	"But no. This is a secret art only my sister and I can perform. Even throughout our entire clan, only the two of us can do this. If the bloodline is thin, no amount of struggling will help."

	It was the answer I expected.

	"I'll pay a price."

	"A price?"

	"500 sacks of wheat. That should be enough to get through winter."

	Murmurs spread among the Golden Bear warriors.

	500 sacks of wheat. It wasn't a small amount.

	Shore didn't smile.

	"Aren't you being too eager? You won't be able to learn it anyway."

	"I know."

	"Then?"

	"It doesn't have to be me who learns it directly."

	Shore's head tilted slightly.

	"What do you mean?"

	"If it's such an impressive secret art, it could provide some clue for knights stuck at a bottleneck. If it's a training method to push mana sensitivity to the limit, even if they can't learn the art itself, there should be some byproduct."

	A moment of silence passed.

	Shore, who had been rubbing his chin, spoke.

	"Hmm, that's a new perspective."

	"It's not wrong, is it?"

	"No. It's not wrong."

	His gaze turned to his subordinates. The scarred warriors.

	"Maybe I should teach these guys too. Even if they can't learn the secret art, sensitivity training might help."

	He didn't suspect anything.

	It was fortunate.

	No, it was the natural result.

	**

	The negotiation ended in one go.

	500 sacks of wheat. And joint operational authority during Monster Break responses.

	Shore agreed to transmit the secret art.

	There was no need to persuade the knights.

	It was something I threw out on the spot to avoid Shore's suspicion, but it wasn't wrong.

	"I think I'm getting a feel for it."

	"Is it another miss this time?"

	"But it's a new approach. Maybe we can apply it differently?"

	Sir Heinrich and Sir Wolfram.

	Both were people who received direct teachings from a Swordmaster.

	And they were at that level.

	There's a saying that top-tier Experts would even attend cult lectures.

	It wasn't a joke. There was actually research showing that top-tier Experts had a high probability of falling into strange religions.

	They were that desperate.

	Masters know how they crossed the wall. But they can't explain it in words.

	"Aren't you scared?"

	I turned my head at the sudden voice.

	It was Lise. She was receiving training beside me.

	"Of what?"

	"Those two."

	She paused for a moment.

	"If those two become Swordmasters, they won't have a reason to serve you anymore."

	It wasn't wrong.

	Swordmaster. The moment they reach that position, there's no need to be under anyone.

	My father, Duke Walther Von Krustein, also received a ducal title as soon as he reached Master level.

	"If they become independent, they become independent. So what?"

	Lise tilted her head.

	"Huh?"

	"The really scary thing is different."

	"What is it?"

	"Them leaving because I couldn't treat them properly. That would be my fault."

	Meanwhile, it wasn't just Sir Heinrich and Sir Wolfram.

	All the knights I brought listened to Shore's words.

	The Golden Bear warriors were the same.

	Whether it was true that they hadn't shared this secret art even within their clan until now, they too were as serious as first-time learners.

	Most were trying to break through their walls. Not the technique itself that a top-tier Expert boasted "you absolutely can't do," but trying to gain something from the process of reaching it.

	Except for one person.

	"Did you get a feel for it?"

	A voice came from behind.

	I turned my head. It was Celine. Her cat ears stood perked up.

	"For what?"

	"That secret art. Reading mana."

	Straight to the point. Very like Celine.

	"Well. It seems like there's something."

	"Seems like there's something?"

	"Yeah."

	"What does that mean?"

	"Exactly what I said. I don't know yet."

	No response.

	I felt her gaze. Cat eyes. Narrowed pupils.

	"Why are you looking at me like that?"

	"You show it when you lie."

	A chill ran down my spine.

	"What are you talking about?"

	"Your pupils moved."

	"What?"

	"Your pupils. Just now. Very slightly."

	"You're mistaken."

	"I don't think so."

	She took a step closer. The distance narrowed.

	"Why are you hiding it?"

	"I'm not hiding anything."

	"Really?"

	Her cat ears tilted forward.

	"Then I'll ask again."

	"What?"

	"Did you get a feel for it?"

	The same question. Different weight.

	"Not yet."

	"Not yet?"

	Half truth. Half lie.

	Celine's eyes narrowed.

	A few seconds passed.

	"Fine."

	She stepped back.

	Did she believe me? No. Those weren't believing eyes. Eyes that were letting it go for now.

	I got the feel for it a few days ago.

	But I had no intention of telling anyone. Not even Celine. Not anyone.

	If I raised my hand saying "I learned it" while Shore was watching with wide-open eyes? Am I crazy?

	No, it wasn't just Shore's problem.

	For the time being, it was better that only I knew. I wasn't keen on showing off a half-learned technique.

	The first few days, there was nothing.

	Even with my eyes closed, only darkness. Even when I steadied my breathing, I only heard my own heartbeat. I didn't even know what it meant to focus on your senses.

	Then at some point.

	Something brushed past.

	A subtle tremor. Like ripples spreading on water.

	It started somewhere in my wrist. Very faintly. So much so that I thought it might be my imagination.

	I concentrated.

	The tremor traveled up my wrist, and when it reached near my heart, the world changed.

	I didn't see it. My eyes were still closed.

	I didn't hear it either. All that reached my ears were the sound of wind and the murmurs from the training ground.

	I felt it.

	Someone's mana walking down the corridor. Faint waves rippling with their footsteps.

	The aura of a demonic beast passing outside the castle. It was far. Very far. But it was definitely there.

	Residual magic flowing from the training ground. Remnants left when Shore demonstrated.

	I felt it all.

	I opened my eyes.

	Ah.

	So this was it.

	I understood why Shore had been so confident.

	This wasn't the realm of talent.

	It was even less the realm of effort.

	Sir Heinrich.

	Sir Wolfram.

	Celine.

	All of them would never reach this technique in their lifetimes.

	But I reached it.

	Because I'm a reincarnator?

	Or because there's something different inside me?

	I don't know.

	But one thing was certain.

	I need to hide this.

	The training continued.

	"Therefore, the flow of mana goes from the Chugunghyeol to the Gwamaenghyeol..."

	Shore's voice echoed through the training ground. Sir Heinrich wiped the sweat from his forehead. Sir Wolfram still had his eyes closed.

	"Y-y-young master."

	I heard something. A very small voice. Smaller than an insect's sound.

	I turned my head.

	It was Lise. She was crouching beside me. With her head deeply bowed.

	"Yeah?"

	"I think I got a feel for it."

	What?

	"What?"

	"That secret art. Reading mana."
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	"I think I've mastered that ability."

	A narrow, enclosed room. A single magical light cast shadows on the wall.

	Five people had gathered. Me, Lise, Celine, Sir Heinrich, and Sir Wolfram.

	"What did you say? That secret technique? The one Shore said was impossible?"

	"Yeah."

	Sir Wolfram's one eye quickly scanned over me.

	"It's not a lie. That kid's sensitivity is excessively good. Shore's is good too, but Adrian's is even better. Despite being younger."

	At Celine's words, the two knights looked at each other.

	And after a moment, they nodded.

	Hm? They're accepting it faster than I expected.

	"Because he's that person's bloodline."

	"That makes sense."

	Actually, I had the same suspicion myself.

	That perhaps one of Father's talents had manifested in me.

	Meanwhile...

	"Why didn't you tell me? Even me?"

	Celine's cat ears were tilted forward.

	"If I said I'd do it and then couldn't do it properly, that'd be embarrassing."

	"Embarrassing?"

	"Yeah. I waited until I could do it properly."

	Half of that was sincere.

	"So how do I do it?"

	"Do what?"

	"I'm going to learn it too! First, where do I start with the mana flow?"

	"I taught you. Around the wrist area."

	"Eyes?"

	"You can close them or keep them open."

	Questions flew at me without pause. Answer one, next question. Answer again, another question.

	"Where do I focus?"

	"Wait."

	I raised my hand.

	"Slow down a bit."

	Celine's ears twitched. She closed her mouth for now.

	"Start from the wrist and gather it toward the heart."

	She nodded.

	"From there, spread it throughout your whole body. Like water seeping in."

	"Shore said the exact same thing."

	"I know."

	It was obvious. If Shore hadn't taught me properly, how could I have succeeded?

	"Is there anything else?"

	"No."

	"Really?"

	"Really. The method is the same. However—"

	"However?"

	"There are people who can do it, and people who can't."

	Celine glared at me for a moment, then turned her head.

	"I'll try."

	She closed her eyes. Her cat ears folded. Her tail swayed slowly.

	The room became quiet.

	"Will she succeed?"

	Lise asked quietly.

	"Who knows."

	I answered without taking my eyes off Celine.

	"Since Miss is also a half-blood... it might be possible..."

	"It could be."

	It wasn't wrong. Celine was also a feline tribe half-blood.

	She was born with senses beyond human.

	Though the feline tribe's rank was lower compared to dragons, the fact that there were exceptionally many geniuses among half-bloods was mentioned even in history books, and this had nothing to do with species rank.

	Just looking at the level she had achieved at a younger age than Shore (though I didn't know her exact age), it proved her talent wasn't inferior to Shore's.

	But that was that and this was this.

	How much time had passed?

	Celine's eyes opened.

	Her cat ears were drooping.

	"How is it?"

	"......"

	There was no answer. Her tail struck the floor. Thwack, thwack.

	"Didn't work?"

	"I'm just not in great condition today."

	"This kind of thing is heavily affected by condition."

	"Right?"

	"Yeah."

	Her tail struck the floor harder. Thwack thwack thwack.

	I wanted to say something more. Like 'It's okay, it's originally difficult' or 'It took me a long time too.'

	But I kept my mouth shut.

	I knew from experience that consolation in that state had the opposite effect.

	Sir Heinrich and Sir Wolfram also poured out questions. But the direction was different.

	"What did you see in that instant?"

	"See?"

	"When the mana opened. What unfolded before your eyes?"

	It wasn't technique. It was realm. Enlightenment. They were asking about that.

	"I didn't really see anything. I just felt it."

	"A feeling."

	Sir Wolfram scratched under his eyepatch.

	"Perhaps a special mental image?"

	I didn't know what to tell them. Honestly, I didn't know why it worked either.

	"Water?"

	"Water?"

	"Yes. It felt like seeping. Like water seeping into sand."

	The questions continued for quite a while.

	When I did it, how long it took, whether it was interrupted in the middle.

	I told them everything I remembered.

	"So that's how it is."

	"It's a new approach indeed."

	Both knights nodded simultaneously.

	If they got something from it, that's fortunate.

	"What about you?"

	Celine was pointing at Lise.

	"Me?"

	"Aren't you going to ask questions?"

	"M-me?"

	"Yeah. You've just been listening this whole time."

	Lise's gaze wandered through the air.

	I hadn't revealed all my cards.

	I hadn't mentioned the fact that Lise had also mastered the ability.

	Someday, the fact that I use this ability might become known to outsiders.

	No, it was highly likely to become known.

	I couldn't hide it for my entire life.

	I'd use it on the battlefield, and then rumors would spread.

	At that time, there's Lise.

	The same silver hair as me. Similar build. And the same ability.

	Kagemusha. Shadow warrior. An existence that makes it unclear where the real one is.

	While Lise acts like the main body, I move somewhere else. The reverse is also possible.

	The more options, the better.

	"You should listen too."

	Sir Wolfram approached Lise.

	"I know it's difficult to rise to the next level thanks to the good surgery you received, but don't give up."

	"Huh?"

	"It'll be easier for you to reach the next level than for me or Heinrich to become Swordmasters. You have enough talent. Look into various methods. There's not just one way."

	"Y-yes!"

	Naturally, no one suspected Lise. Her getting flustered was nothing unusual—she had always had a tendency to get flustered even without reason.

	Of course, the reason I didn't reveal Lise's ability wasn't just that one thing.

	**

	Outside the window, the ducal family's flag fluttered.

	It was the symbol of the Krustein main family.

	"Certainly a capable person."

	Shore said, looking down at the troops lined up on the castle walls.

	500 knights.

	All Experts.

	Plus spearmen and archers, supply wagons. These were troops separately supported by the main family.

	"To receive this level of support."

	"Father also knows the seriousness of this matter."

	I replied calmly, but inside I was surprised too. Honestly, I didn't expect it to be this much.

	Shore leaned his elbow on the railing and shook his head.

	"Still, for a single duke to provide 500 great warriors at once. The Hardenberg Empire really is amazing. The Golden Bear Tribe could never catch up. And this isn't the only ducal family like this. Of course, I heard it's the strongest among several families, but... really..."

	I didn't answer.

	That's absolutely not the case.

	Krustein is exceptional, but other ducal families are absolutely not at that level.

	No, several ducal families had fewer than 500 knights in total.

	Not 500 Experts—500 knights.

	Honestly speaking, the Golden Bear Tribe would be stronger than such families.

	The Müller family, who had been their longtime rivals, was also by no means weak among ducal families. If they were weak, they would have been annihilated already.

	But there was no need to correct him.

	The misunderstanding might work in my favor.

	I even gilded his face.

	"It's all support we received because you're here."

	"Me?"

	"You're the core of this operation. An ability to know the exact location of monsters. Father was extremely surprised too. He said you're truly of the Northern Dragon's bloodline."

	He absolutely didn't react that way.

	He just nodded once after receiving the report.

	But Shore had no way of knowing.

	"Right. The Great Chieftain of the South acknowledged me?"

	"Where in this world would there be someone who wouldn't acknowledge you?"

	"Right. That's true."

	The corners of his mouth rose. If he had a tail, it would have wagged.

	I could say such things a hundred times. I had gained much.

	When I heard about the Monster Break, I had various thoughts.

	The first thought. What if I drove them toward the Corps?

	Give the new Corps Commander a disaster he can't handle, and make the Imperial family replace him themselves.

	Lise and I reviewed it all night.

	Conclusion: give up.

	There were three reasons.

	First, I have my people in the 7th Corps. There was no way to extract only them separately.

	Second, monster herding is more precise work than expected.

	An expert was needed. I searched for monster ecologists, but in this situation, there was no madman who would come all the way to the North.

	Third. Just detecting the Monster Break first and reporting it to the main family. That alone was sufficient merit.

	There was no reason to escalate things.

	The merchant route problem was solved so easily it was anticlimactic.

	When Father stepped in directly, the new Corps Commander lowered his tail. That was all.

	As a bonus, the product range increased too.

	Four or five large-scale hunts with Shore. The monster hides and bones obtained there received more than their value in the capital. There happened to be demand.

	With that money, I bought grain. Increasing the wagons fivefold.

	Shore couldn't close his mouth.

	The economic power difference between Southern agricultural people and Northern nomads.

	He must have known it in his head, but seeing it with his eyes was apparently a different matter.

	Of course, economic power and military power are separate things.

	But after that, Shore's attitude changed.

	His eyes looking at the South. Something had changed.

	Footsteps were heard.

	When I turned my head, a knight was approaching. One of the close aides who had served Father for a long time, like Sir Heinrich or Sir Wolfram.

	"He asks you to enter."

	Shore stood up. I stood up as well.

	The knight's hand rose.

	"Alone."

	Shore's eyebrow rose slightly.

	"Seems father and son have something to discuss."

	Shore chuckled. He opened his mouth as if to say something more, then closed it.

	He just nodded once.

	I followed behind the knight.

	The door opened.

	It was the same as always.

	Walther Von Krustein.

	Even sitting, he seemed to be standing. Just his breathing pressed down on the air.

	Our eyes met.

	"Show me that ability."
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	I showed my ability.

	I closed my eyes. From my wrist to my heart. From my heart to my entire body.

	I could feel it.

	Two knights standing outside the door. Someone walking from the end of the corridor. Residual mana from the training grounds outside the window.

	"Two people outside the door. One person approaching from the end of the corridor. Distance is approximately twenty steps."

	Silence.

	I opened my eyes.

	Father's expression remained unchanged. He only nodded once.

	"Did you learn this on your own?"

	"I learned it from Shore."

	"I know that. That's not what I'm asking. Has anyone else besides you learned it?"

	"Only me."

	The answer came without hesitation.

	Father's eyes briefly scanned over me.

	"I see."

	That was the end of it. He didn't press further.

	Sir Heinrich or Sir Wolfram.

	Both were excellent knights and people I could trust to be on my side.

	But their liege was ultimately Father.

	They had simply joined my faction because they judged me to have more potential than Ernst as the next heir.

	If I taught them something, that information would flow to Father. It was natural. From their position, it had to be that way.

	That's why I went to Father first.

	I have learned this ability.

	I told him outright.

	I never intended to hide it. It was better to show him first.

	But I didn't mention Lise's ability.

	The reason was simple.

	I couldn't predict what Father would do.

	He wouldn't kill or harm her. I was certain of that.

	But he could assign her elsewhere.

	What would happen if that child was assigned elsewhere?

	It was obvious.

	She would cry, hiccupping.

	This was another reason I didn't reveal Lise's ability.

	**

	Shore got his wish to meet Father the next morning.

	When we arrived at the training grounds, an inspection was in full swing.

	Five hundred knights. All Experts.

	Their armor was dyed silver under the sunlight.

	A man stood before them. Only his back was visible.

	Broad shoulders. Red hair swaying in the wind.

	Shore stopped.

	I watched from the side. His gaze was fixed on that back.

	The inspection ended, and the man turned around.

	Shore's shoulders stiffened.

	Father walked over.

	Eyes looking down met eyes looking up.

	A head's difference in height.

	Shore's shadow was completely buried in Father's shadow.

	Shore, who was short even among Expert-level Great Warriors.

	Even accounting for that, the difference was significant.

	"You're as short as I heard."

	Father spoke.

	There was no answer.

	The reason was simple.

	A difference in stature.

	Shore was strong. Expert-level peak.

	But Father was stronger. A Swordmaster.

	Shore's sensitivity was excellent. So he must have felt it even more clearly.

	How deep the man before him was.

	"I greet you on behalf of the Golden Bear Tribe of the North. Great Chieftain of the South."

	His voice was as usual. But his usual glibness was absent.

	Father didn't respond. He only looked down.

	The silence lengthened.

	"I heard about the Monster Break."

	"That's why I came to propose cooperation..."

	"I heard everything from my son."

	His words were cut off.

	Shore's mouth closed.

	"Your ability. I want to see it for myself."

	"What ability do you mean?"

	"I heard you can read enemy positions through mana."

	"Of course. I can show you right now if you wish."

	Father turned his head. He looked beyond the training grounds.

	"We're going hunting."

	That was the end of it.

	No orders, no explanations. Just a declaration.

	Shore couldn't respond. Or rather, there was no time to respond.

	I walked behind Father. Shore stood beside me.

	"Is he always like this?"

	"Not usually to this extent."

	"How is your father's hunting skill?"

	"Probably not bad."

	"A guess, then."

	"I've never gone hunting with him. He's not someone who has hunting as a hobby in the first place."

	Though if you counted hunting humans as a type of hunting, it could be considered a hobby.

	"Surprising."

	"He has no hobby of shooting defenseless animals with a bow or such. Those are his own words."

	"Then why today?"

	"Who knows."

	I didn't know either.

	**

	We walked across the plains for a while.

	When we reached the edge of the plains, Shore's feet stopped.

	"Wh-what are those?"

	Horses.

	Hundreds of them. No, perhaps even more.

	Their coats gleamed under the sunlight.

	Their muscles were firm, and their legs were straight.

	Above all, their eyes were different.

	Not the eyes of livestock. Tamed, yet unbroken eyes.

	"Those are magnificent."

	Anyone born and raised on the steppes would recognize them. Even I, who wasn't from the steppes, found myself nodding.

	Shore's shoulders stiffened. The sound of his breathing was loud enough to hear from beside him.

	"What do you think?"

	Father asked.

	"Magnificent horses."

	"They would be. They're part of what His Majesty the Emperor bestowed upon me for my service in suppressing the rebellion. Apparently they were raised in some island nation in the south famous for horses."

	Part of them.

	Those were just part of them.

	Shore's lips trembled slightly. He couldn't continue speaking.

	"The Hardenberg Empire is truly remarkable."

	But I had different thoughts.

	Even with horses like those, they failed to suppress the rebellion. They had to borrow Krustein's power.

	What exactly did they do to end up like that?

	And yet, through trade they obtained horses of this caliber... had the Empire's true state not been properly revealed to the outside world yet?

	I was thinking this when—

	"Choose what you want. Fifty horses."

	Father's voice cut through my wandering thoughts.

	Shore turned his head.

	"What do you mean?"

	"A wager. Fifty of my men and fifty of yours. We'll settle it with a hunt."

	"A hunting wager?"

	"Fifty versus fifty. If you win, all the horses you choose are yours."

	Fifty horses.

	The number wasn't the issue. The bloodline was. They were on a different level from steppe horses. One horse like that could be exchanged for dozens of ordinary warhorses.

	Shore's eyes changed. He tried to hide it, but couldn't.

	"If I lose?"

	"We'll think about that when the time comes."

	The silence was brief.

	"Very well."

	It was an offer he couldn't refuse.

	"Stallions! We must choose stallions! Breeding stock! The future of the Golden Bear depends on this!"

	It was passion bordering on madness.

	Breeding stallions. I hadn't thought of that.

	Not just dozens, but perhaps worth over a hundred horses.

	The Golden Bear warriors moved in unison.

	"That black one has firm muscles. Perfect for breeding."

	"This one has a glossy coat. It's healthy."

	"Good. Mark it."

	More than half of the fifty horses had already been selected.

	Looking at those gleeful expressions, they clearly had no thought of losing.

	Well, it was natural.

	Against someone who could see where monsters were like a map hack, wagering on a monster hunt...

	And Father, knowing this...

	"Does His Grace the Duke intend to gift those horses to that fellow?"

	It was Kuuluk.

	Originally part of the 7th Corps, but treated practically as my private soldier.

	Eventually he had been transferred to my direct command along with his close associates.

	"Are you jealous?"

	"Not at all."

	I glanced at Kuuluk's face.

	"Your face says otherwise. You don't like being treated as a mere knight when you lead a tribe, do you?"

	A brief silence flowed. Only the sound of wind swept across the plains.

	"I'll say it again, absolutely not."

	His voice was firm. But his shoulders were slumped.

	A chieftain yet an ordinary knight. That was Kuuluk's reality.

	Shore wasn't even the chieftain of the Golden Bear. Of course, in the steppe hierarchy the Golden Bear ranked above the Red Deer, but still, that difference in treatment must sting quite a bit.

	It seemed necessary to console him appropriately.

	"You just need to achieve a little merit."

	"Pardon?"

	"You lead a tribe, don't you? There are several territories that recently lost their lords. With just a bit of merit, you could receive a baronetcy like me."

	"Is that possible?"

	"Yes."

	That's how noble titles worked.

	Give a title to the force that effectively controls the land, and collect taxes in return.

	It was no different from granting autonomy to thugs.

	In Kuuluk's case, he had no land but he had a tribe... so if he achieved some merit, and with a bit of lobbying, he could receive a baronetcy. And the territory that came with it.

	And the Red Deer tribe members who followed him could live on that territory without worrying about others' opinions.

	"Once you receive a title and territory, you can be properly incorporated as an imperial noble. Future Baron."

	His Adam's apple bobbed.

	Even Shore, purely a son of the steppes, reacted like that to the Empire's abundance—how much more so for Kuuluk, who was of mixed imperial blood?

	Advancing in status, whether in the Empire or the steppes.

	That was what he wanted.

	Then it was enough to stimulate that vision.

	It wasn't impossible, after all.

	"I shudder to think what would have happened if I hadn't met you, Young Master."

	Kuuluk's gaze turned toward the Golden Bear warriors selecting horses over there.

	"I would have been driven out by those bastards and frozen to death."

	I said nothing.

	"But hearing your words, it's become clear what I must do."

	"So don't fret over a few horses. Even if it seems like he's giving horses to those fellows right now, once you receive an imperial title, you'll never be beneath them."

	"I'll keep that in mind."

	Kuuluk bowed his head.

	That's when it happened.

	"But does His Grace the Duke really intend to give them horses?"

	It was Lise. She had come to my side at some point.

	"There's no way to win."

	"Exactly."

	Lise tilted her head. Then she subtly pointed at her own eyes.

	"There isn't, so why did he make the wager?"

	What she meant was clear.

	There was no way to win. More precisely, no normal way.

	But there was one method. Mana sensitivity. Eyes that could see where monsters were.

	Me and Lise. And a few close associates, and Father knew this method.

	As soon as I had that thought, the sound of hoofbeats came from behind.

	"Young Master. His Grace the Duke summons you."

	I turned my head.

	One of Father's close knight attendants had dismounted and was bowing.

	I looked at Father. He was already exchanging farewells with Shore.

	After finishing their handshake, Father glanced this way.

	"Lise, let's go."

	"Only you are to come, Young Master."

	The knight's voice was courteous but firm.
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	"You will also join the hunt."

	That was what Father said the moment he saw me.

	"Are you telling me to shoot arrows?"

	"You may shoot if you wish, but you don't have to."

	He paused for a moment.

	"Don't tell me you want me to use that ability?"

	"That's right."

	I didn't quite understand.

	To beat Shore, my ability was necessary.

	I knew that. But then Shore would find out.

	That I had learned that secret technique.

	If he knew, it would leak to the outside, and everyone in the world would know.

	"Wouldn't it be better to keep this ability hidden?"

	"Tell me your reasoning."

	"To win a war, there must be things the enemy doesn't know."

	"And?"

	"If this ability becomes known, the enemy will prepare. They'll hide their mana, scatter decoys, and set traps. But if they don't know? They'll have no choice but to fall victim. Of course, it's a powerful ability even if they prepare, but if they don't prepare, we can deliver an even more devastating blow."

	"Khuh."

	A low sound escaped. At first I thought it was a cough.

	It wasn't.

	"Wahahahaha!"

	Laughter burst forth.

	I looked around at the knights. Sir Heinrich. Sir Wolfram. The other 'disciples'. Those called Father's closest confidants. They too wore bewildered expressions.

	"Isn't the young master correct?"

	Sir Wolfram spoke up.

	Father's gaze slowly swept over the knights.

	"Do you all think so as well?"

	No one answered. But no one shook their heads either.

	"You're all mistaken! My son too. My brothers too. Completely mistaken! That ability isn't for defeating enemies."

	"Then what is it for?"

	"It's an ability for killing fleeing enemies more thoroughly. That's all."

	Expanding battle results.

	It wasn't wrong. It was important too.

	After all, it was one of the cavalry's core roles. Chasing down and cutting down fleeing enemies.

	And this ability could certainly be used for expanding battle results.

	But to say that's all it was.

	Reconnaissance. Ambush detection. Surprise attacks. Encirclement. Ten uses came to mind. Yet Father mentioned only one.

	"Have we ever lost until now?"

	Someone chuckled.

	"Euhehehe."

	"Ahahaha."

	"Hehe."

	It wasn't just one person. Laughter erupted from here and there.

	Unbelievably, everyone was laughing. Even Sir Heinrich and Sir Wolfram.

	It wasn't mockery. Much less flattery.

	I was the only one not laughing.

	It was terrible arrogance. Truly terrible arrogance.

	But I couldn't refute it. Because they actually had never lost.

	"Therefore, I have no intention of losing to some northern barbarian this time either. So... prepare yourself."

	**

	"That's the third time already."

	Shore muttered.

	He approached where he'd sensed a presence. There was no monster corpse.

	Only bloodstains. The blood was hardening.

	Hoofprints had torn up the earth as they receded into the distance.

	Krustein's hunters had already left.

	"Captain, are you alright?"

	He heard his subordinate's voice, but Shore didn't answer.

	He had definitely detected it. Both direction and distance were correct.

	The problem was 'when' he detected it.

	Long-range sensing: 1 minute per hour.

	That was Shore's limit.

	He hadn't told Adrian, and acted as if he could use it anytime.

	But those who could use it anytime were only the ancestors with 'thicker blood'. Those who had even resorted to inbreeding to maintain blood concentration. They had ultimately failed.

	"This doesn't make sense. It's like facing my sister."

	Someone with stronger sensitivity than him. The first since his sister.

	His sister, two years older.

	As a warrior, Shore was superior.

	But in terms of sensitivity, he had never surpassed his sister since birth.

	Even with the same 2 minutes, she opened it faster and read more accurately.

	"Captain, could one of Krustein's knights have learned the secret technique? Perhaps that genius called the Child of the Dragon, that young child..."

	"Nonsense. He may be famous as a prodigy, but his martial prowess is average for his age. Despite receiving good medicine and good teachers. Despite having the One-Eyed Bear and the Orc Slayer right beside him."

	Then a dullard. Or weak-willed.

	But from what he'd seen, the boy didn't seem weak-willed, so he must be a dullard.

	"What about the possibility that the One-Eyed Bear or the Orc Slayer learned it?"

	"That's also nonsense. Countless great warriors from numerous tribes have tried and failed to learn this technique. Unless they gained some enlightenment through it and reached the supreme realm... Wait... the supreme realm?"

	One possibility flashed through his mind.

	The One-Eyed Bear. The Orc Slayer.

	What if one of them had memorized the flow of mana?

	And then passed it back to their lord?

	Of course, that too was generally impossible.

	The supreme realm. Those called Swordmasters in the Empire's tongue.

	Even they had failed to learn this secret technique.

	Without Half-Dragon blood, it was impossible.

	That was the established truth passed down in the tribe.

	Even he, who had tried again and again, had failed.

	But...

	Shore knew.

	That even among those of the supreme realm, there were differences in level.

	Clouds might be higher than towers, but not all clouds were at the same height.

	"Could it be? That brat intended to pass the technique to his father from the start?"

	It was a misunderstanding.

	**

	When I found the third prey, I was reaching my limit.

	The back of my eyes felt stiff. My temples throbbed.

	When I first awakened this ability, I couldn't maintain it for even a minute. The connection would break just from gasping for breath.

	Now it was about 20 minutes per hour.

	What about Shore? Could he keep it on for a full hour?

	Probably.

	But even so, I was clearly winning the hunting contest.

	It was entirely thanks to the knights.

	"Found it. It's a Winter Troll!"

	Winter Troll.

	A game from my past life came to mind. Trolls that appeared in snowy fields were objects of terror... Tougher than dragons that grew stronger with level, at least in the early game. They kept regenerating unless you burned them with fire.

	I waited and waited for the sixth installment of that game. In the end, I was reincarnated without playing it.

	Well, that's not important right now.

	"Charge!"

	The Winter Troll roared, sensing the knights' presence.

	Its maw opened wide enough to easily swallow three or four adult men.

	The knights didn't even care. They just charged.

	Honestly, it was embarrassing to even call it hunting.

	Ten Expert-level knights rushed forward en masse. Encirclement. Then they sliced.

	Slash. Slash. Slash.

	The Winter Troll swung its arm. One dodged. Another cut its leg in that opening.

	No matter how excellent its regeneration, it was useless. The leg was severed in one strike.

	It was closer to butchering than hunting. It didn't even take a minute.

	The strongest force didn't even step forward.

	Father just stood beside me with his arms crossed, watching.

	Yes. This was it.

	The reason Shore kept missing.

	Each of them was top-tier Expert. Judging by the size of their aura, each one was on par with Shore. And they coordinated well, perhaps because they had a long history of working together.

	They were impressive. Father's knights were.

	I was thinking that when—

	Huh?

	An unfamiliar wave. It wasn't from our knights. It wasn't Shore's either.

	"Father. I sense powerful auras. Not just one. Several."

	"Direction."

	"East. Could be another Kuman tribe, or Müller's knights."

	"How strong?"

	"About ten. As strong as our knights."

	Come to think of it, it probably wasn't Müller. Ten as strong as them. The Müller family couldn't field that level of force.

	"It's not Müller."

	Father spoke first.

	"The Kuman tribe is also unlikely."

	"What?"

	"There's no tribe stronger than the Golden Bear in this area. And the Golden Bear's strength, unable to overwhelm Müller, is obvious. That barbarian in the distance may not be the strongest, but he'd be in the top three."

	"I see."

	I did overestimate Müller's forces a bit.

	"Leave the troll's corpse. Everyone prepare to move."

	Father's order came down.

	Huh? Suddenly?

	One knight spoke up.

	"Excellency, the troll byproducts are valuable..."

	One glance.

	That was all it took. The knight bowed his head.

	The troll wasn't dead yet. It writhed on the ground with its limbs severed. Flesh squirmed at the cut surfaces. It was regenerating.

	Left like this, it would rise again in half a day. You had to burn it with fire to kill it for certain.

	And he's abandoning it?

	Troll corpses were highly valuable among monster byproducts. They scored high in hunting contests too. No matter how urgent, lighting a fire wouldn't be difficult.

	"Why are you dawdling?"

	Father was looking down at me from his horse.

	"You said to prepare to move?"

	"That's right."

	"Where to?"

	"You guide us. To where it is."

	"By 'it,' you mean..."

	"You've already guessed to some extent, haven't you? What's over there."

	I knew. But I didn't want to say it out loud.

	"There's no guarantee it's that."

	"You're needlessly cautious."

	The corner of Father's mouth lifted slightly. I couldn't tell if it was mockery or satisfaction.

	"Guide us."

	It was an order.

	Well, what could I do? When told to do something, you do it.

	The closer we got to 'them,' the more the air changed.

	You could tell even without any special ability.

	There were no bird sounds. No insect sounds either.

	The knights' gulping was unusually loud.

	A clearing appeared between the trees.

	In the center, the ground was gouged out.

	Footprints. Larger than a human torso. Deep enough to indent the earth.

	"Euheu..."

	Father laughed upon seeing the footprints.

	Kuuluk dismounted and crouched before the footprints. His fingers trembled as he touched the soil.

	"Drake footprints. Appears to be a hunting pack of males."

	Not just I, but the knights who had already anticipated this grew more tense, yet only one person remained composed.

	No. He wasn't composed.

	He was excited.

	"Yes. Real prey has arrived."
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	A man worthy of being called 'the world's strongest at this point in time' drew his sword.

	It wasn't officially announced.

	But when examining various records, the possibility of it being true was higher than the possibility of it being false.

	*Ssshing.*

	The sound of metal cutting through air echoed through the forest path.

	He was about to charge at that pack of drakes.

	According to the *Northern Monster Encyclopedia*, they were practically the strongest monsters excluding dragons.

	Of course, they weren't the sole number one. Wyverns, chimeras, behemoths. There were quite a few creatures classified as so-called 'large-scale disaster class.'

	The difference was that drakes traveled in packs.

	Monsters that could raze a castle to the ground even as individuals moved in groups.

	And there weren't just one or two of them.

	Heinrich rode his horse forward to block the way. Wolfram and the other knights followed.

	"Excellency, there are ten drakes. Even a Swordmaster shouldn't face them all at once."

	"Move aside. Do you not know my skill?"

	"It's because we know that we're saying this. You'd have no problem with one or two, but if the rest attack from the flanks..."

	"I can handle that much uncertainty."

	...

	What exactly was this man?

	Was his brain pickled in dopamine? Was this level of madness necessary to reach the supreme position of Swordmaster?

	And those trying to stop him. Those called his disciples or younger brothers.

	Did they stop at the highest level of Expert because they lacked such madness?

	Of course, I couldn't let him die.

	"Father. Let's just catch three or four today."

	"Three or four?"

	"Let's postpone facing all ten at once to next time."

	"Will we encounter such a large pack again?"

	"Isn't she here? And is there any reason to insist only on Ice Drakes? I heard there's something called Fire Drakes, supposedly the strongest among drakes."

	He paused for a moment.

	"The South..."

	He laughed lowly.

	He looked at me. I looked at Father too.

	No more words were needed. That man's ambition. I knew it roughly, after all.

	"Fine. Today will just be a taste."

	The persuasion succeeded.

	Sir Heinrich's gaze remained firmly fixed, unable to look away.

	How did you persuade him? What did you say? Such questions were contained in it.

	I couldn't answer. The moment I spoke it aloud here, it would be treason.

	Most of those gathered here were close associates, and Kuuluk was from the northern Kuman tribe so it would probably be fine to tell him, but.

	"I'll tell you later."

	Better to be careful.

	I whispered quieter than a breath. Sir Heinrich nodded.

	"That aside, how will you lure the drakes?"

	"Not all the drakes will chase."

	"What do you mean?"

	"If there's prey, only the number needed to catch it will move. For large monsters, say two or three mammoths, three or four drakes would follow. All ten won't come rushing."

	It was content I'd read in the *Northern Monster Encyclopedia*.

	"So?"

	"We drive mammoths and throw them into the drakes' line of sight. Three or four will give chase. We just need to separate those from the pack sufficiently before ambushing them."

	"Who will do the luring?"

	I glanced at Kuuluk.

	He wasn't particularly smart. But he was quick-witted. That was also why I kept him around.

	As expected, he caught on immediately.

	"I'll do it. My skills don't match those of you here, but I'm confident in my horsemanship."

	Father's gaze swept over Kuuluk. Then he chuckled.

	"Good. Do it."

	**

	After saying that, I retreated a bit. Until the drakes were out of sight.

	Since it was happening at a distance, I didn't see it directly, but I could sense it.

	Driving three mammoths was easier than expected.

	Kuuluk acted alone, and we waited.

	The drakes' mana crouched in the distance. Ten masses. Not budging an inch.

	Time passed.

	Father had his eyes closed atop his horse. He wasn't sleeping. His breathing wasn't steady.

	And then.

	"They're moving!"

	At my words, the atmosphere changed.

	"How many?"

	"Two."

	"Direction?"

	"This way. Kuuluk did it. They seem to be chasing the mammoths."

	A while later...

	Tremors in the ground could be felt from afar.

	It came into view.

	Mammoths.

	In a word, they were the superior version of elephants.

	Size, strength, tusks—all one grade higher. Plus perfect superior versions with stylish fur.

	Elephants were herbivores but had no natural predators. The same was true for mammoths, their superior version.

	The same held true in this world's wilderness where combat power inflation had occurred excessively.

	The problem was that this wasn't a normal situation.

	That thing chasing the mammoths.

	Ice Drakes.

	The mammoths fleeing before them looked like fluffy mountain rabbits.

	If mammoths were the superior version of elephants, what should those be called? The extreme superior version of Tyrannosaurus? No, even that was an insult.

	"They're real."

	Sir Heinrich's voice had hardened.

	"Two of them!"

	Those two weren't normal members of the food chain.

	Existences closer to natural disasters.

	Volcanoes. Tsunamis. Earthquakes.

	What would happen if such things insisted on joining the food chain? That was what was happening now.

	Birds flew up beyond the forest, screaming.

	The sound of falling trees came in succession.

	Kuuluk's mana rapidly approached.

	I could feel his horse squeezing out every last bit of strength. The trembling of his mana was urgent.

	"We've succeeded in luring them for now!"

	Kuuluk shouted. It was a hoarse cry.

	His horse collapsed.

	Exhaustion.

	Foam at its mouth, its four legs folded.

	Kuuluk didn't fall from the horse. He leaped down from the collapsing horse and landed on both feet.

	Impressive horsemanship.

	However, if he'd been even slightly slower, he would have had to abandon the horse and run himself.

	Father moved.

	He didn't say he'd step forward. He just burst out.

	The strategy I'd anticipated was simple.

	Ambush from the flank while the two drakes were focused on the mammoths.

	I naturally thought Father would do the same.

	I was wrong.

	That man, as expected, had no regard for common sense.

	First, he dismounted.

	That horse wasn't an ordinary horse either, so it could probably charge at most monsters well enough, but right now its eyes looked off.

	So he couldn't fight on horseback.

	Thus he charged alone.

	Head-on. Yes. Not from the flank. And he leaped.

	Toward the mammoth.

	What?

	His foot touched the mammoth's neck. He kicked off and leaped again.

	*Snap.*

	A sound was heard. The dull sound of breaking bone was heard very loudly.

	The mammoth screamed. No, it tried to scream.

	Its neck snapped and the sound cut off.

	One drake had its mouth open. The breath it had been preparing for the mammoth.

	Father entered that line of fire.

	"Excellency!"

	"Big Bro!"

	"Father!"

	Several voices came out, including mine, but Father didn't look back. The drake's mouth opened completely.

	A bluish light gathered between its teeth. The sound of air freezing. *Crackle, crackle.*

	Breath.

	It poured out.

	A waterfall of cold air. A torrent of ice extending in a straight line.

	Father didn't dodge.

	He swung his sword. Once.

	The breath split.

	What?

	It was a physically impossible sight. How could you cut gas with a sword?

	But it was happening before my eyes.

	The cold air scattered left and right. To either side of Father. Trees froze. The ground was covered in frost. Grass shattered like glass.

	Father was fine.

	And then sword aura.

	The sword aura that split the breath extended as it was.

	In a straight line. Toward the drake's forehead.

	Scales split. Bone split. Even what was inside.

	The drake stopped.

	In the same posture it had been breathing. Mouth open. Rigid.

	Then it collapsed.

	From breath release to collapse. Two seconds. No, it might have been one second.

	I couldn't breathe.

	He defended while attacking?

	No. Wrong.

	That wasn't defense.

	He only attacked from the start. He didn't even care about the breath.

	The second drake moved.

	Whether it was trying to flee or attack. Before I could judge, Father moved.

	He kicked off the ground. His body flew.

	Onto the second drake's neck.

	His sword plunged down.

	That was all.

	Two drakes. Two monsters that could raze a castle to the ground individually had become corpses.

	"Hah."

	Someone's hollow laugh was heard.

	Father shook the blood off his sword.

	He turned around.

	"Weaker than expected."

	It was a calm tone. Not the voice of someone who had just killed two drakes.

	Kuuluk, who had somehow come beside me, gulped.

	"I knew he was strong, but I didn't know he was that strong."

	I didn't know either.

	I couldn't say that.

	"What are you doing! You need to earn your keep! Dismantle them!"

	Father's shout broke the silence.

	The knights flinched. Then they began moving hurriedly.

	They rushed to the drake corpses. Drawing knives, prying between scales. Practiced movements. Had these guys dismantled drakes before too?

	His gaze fixed on Kuuluk.

	"And you!"

	"Yes!"

	"Go as a messenger and bring the soldiers. It's too much for us alone to move all that."

	"Understood!"

	Kuuluk looked around. He seemed to be looking for his horse.

	Hmm.

	It looked difficult to ride his horse in its groggy state.

	Kuuluk seemed to realize that too.

	After hesitating briefly, he took a posture to run there himself.

	"Take this."

	It was Father's horse.

	Kuuluk's eyes widened. The Duke's horse. A creature that stood out even among famous horses.

	"Th-thank you!"

	Kuuluk mounted the saddle. The horse galloped away vigorously. Dust rose.

	Meanwhile, I looked at the drake corpses.

	The knights were moving busily. Peeling scales, stripping bones. Blood flowed and soaked the ground.

	Drakes were definitely said to be unavoidable catastrophes.

	That's why we'd decided to cooperate. With the Golden Bear tribe.

	Of course, I'd thought if Father stepped forward himself, he could somehow handle one or two. Because he was a Swordmaster. Because he was the world's strongest.

	But.

	That scene I just witnessed.

	Splitting breath with a sword, slaughtering two drakes in one minute.

	I'd wager it ended faster than a lion hunting a rabbit. No, even that comparison falls short. At least rabbits run away, don't they?

	Perhaps...

	Even if he'd charged at all 10, he might have won without much trouble?

	The drake corpses slowly being dismantled.

	What reaction would Shore show if he saw this?

	And he'd definitely ask.

	How did you know the drakes' location?

	What should I answer?
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	We didn't bother with other prey.

	No, there was no need to. With that, we could definitely win.

	Having arrived first, we waited for a while.

	"That was truly incredible. An unbelievable feat of martial prowess."

	"To take that down in one strike. Perhaps our liege truly is the greatest warrior of all time."

	"Truly martial prowess that has reached the divine realm."

	Praise. No, flattery.

	Those engaging in such flattery were by no means sycophants.

	They were battle-hardened veterans who had fought through battlefields alongside Father since their mercenary days before becoming knights. They were the ones who had risked their lives to help pave Walther Von Krstein's path to success.

	But at this very moment, they didn't care at all that they were acting no different from sycophants.

	It couldn't be helped.

	Because they had witnessed such a thing.

	Was this how the vassals felt long ago when Yi Seong-Gye consecutively shot down Yi Ji-Ran and the Japanese general's helmet, witnessing such martial prowess?

	No, if that's the case.

	"Am I in the position of Bang-won then?"

	A very small mutter. It was a mutter whose meaning was impossible to understand, but someone who could understand those words heard me and responded.

	Because I had told stories not just about the Three Kingdoms but also about the Joseon Dynasty.

	Needless to say, it was Lise.

	"Both my parents have passed away, so I'm fine."

	Lise. No, what are you even talking about?

	Meanwhile, Father showed no particular emotional change even at the inhuman praise, merely nodding once and focusing solely on tearing into the meat.

	It was drake meat. It didn't taste good.

	That's when the sound of hoofbeats was heard.

	The small figure at the front. It was Shore.

	The reaction was, well, as expected.

	Still on his horse, forgetting even to dismount, he stared down at the ground with bewildered eyes.

	Or more precisely, at the two giant heads neatly butchered on the ground.

	One had its forehead split vertically.

	The inside of the skull was clearly visible. The other had its neck severed, blood still flowing from the cross-section where the spine was exposed.

	Unlike the other butchered creatures, there were no signs of multiple cuts.

	A neck cleanly severed with a single sword strike.

	And here, or perhaps in this entire world, there was only one human capable of such a feat.

	Whiiiiing.

	Just then, the wind blew. Shore's hair fluttered.

	But Shore didn't move. He remained frozen atop his horse.

	The Golden Bear warriors following behind arrived one by one. And their reactions were more honest than their commander's.

	"Th-that's!"

	"Drakes. Two of them."

	"It's real. They're really Ice Drakes!"

	Murmuring. Exclamations bordering on screams. Admiration.

	Only Shore remained quiet.

	Father put down the meat. He brushed off his hands. Then he stood up.

	"How about it, Dragon of the North?"

	He finally smiled.

	"Did you hunt anything better than this?"

	Shore couldn't answer.

	Only then did he dismount.

	"How did you do it?"

	"I swung hard and they died with a grunt."

	"That's not what I mean. How did you know the location? Before us."

	Of course, that was my ability.

	But thinking about it carefully, unless I directly sang out 'I did it,' there was no reason to suspect me.

	Thinking normally, I was just a guy who happened to be born holding the right umbilical cord.

	The memories of my past life and the resulting precociousness. And thanks to obtaining an outstanding individual named Lise, rumors of being a prodigy had already spread, but there were no stories whatsoever about being a swordsmanship genius or being skilled at handling mana.

	Being smart and being good at handling mana were completely separate things.

	At least for mages there was some correlation, but learning the special abilities that continued through bloodlines was another story entirely.

	Then what that guy would think was obvious.

	That the special one wasn't Adrian Von Krustein, who was merely the son of a Swordmaster, but Walther Von Krustein, the Swordmaster himself.

	Overwhelming martial prowess even among Swordmasters.

	That he must have some method befitting that.

	"My blood must not be inferior to dragon's blood."

	Father's statement would have fanned those thoughts as well.

	Of course, it was a statement open to multiple interpretations.

	Looking at the statement itself, it wasn't exactly a lie either.

	"You are exceptionally special even among supreme beings."

	"If I weren't special, wouldn't the Swordmasters who died by my hand feel wronged?"

	Then Shore approached Father and knelt down.

	"C-Commander. Please stand up. This is!"

	One warrior cried out urgently.

	"Can't you see even after looking? Those corpses."

	The warrior stopped at Shore's single remark.

	"Even if all of us went out, we'd have trouble taking down one of those. Two of them. Solo."

	He paused, then continued.

	"Moreover, an ability that can only be used with dragon's blood, an ability that even I needed over ten years of training to use, he used it instantly, and stronger than me. That man."

	What?

	This was the first I was hearing of this.

	The gazes of several knights swept over me. But Shore and his subordinates didn't notice.

	"This is something that deserves reverence."

	Shore, kneeling with his head bowed.

	Neither we nor they, no one could open their mouths.

	After a brief silence, Father finally spoke.

	"Stand up."

	Shore slowly rose. He didn't brush off the dirt on his knees.

	"The bet is your victory."

	"Pardon?"

	"If we count by number of prey, we're ahead, but that was an unfair bet from the start. Fifty horses. Take them as promised."

	What was unfair about it?

	That a Master made a bet with an Expert?

	That he acted as if he couldn't use an ability when he could?

	Well, either way didn't matter. Those horses were definitely an incredible treasure.

	"Excellency. That's—"

	"If you don't want them, don't take them."

	"I will gratefully accept."

	Their commander had knelt. And even received a gift.

	It could have been humiliating.

	But given who the opponent was... given what was received... it couldn't simply be called humiliation.

	Especially for those who knew what those fifty horses meant. If used as breeding stock, it could change the mounted combat strength of the entire tribe.

	"When can I take them?"

	"Right now if you want."

	"I have one more request."

	Father's eyebrow rose slightly.

	"Speak."

	"I want to enter your service as well."

	The Golden Bear warriors froze. The Krustein knights did the same.

	"C-Commander!"

	One warrior cried out. Shore didn't look back.

	Kuuluk of the Red Deer stood with his mouth agape, unable to close it.

	He was someone who had been driven out and surrendered to the Empire.

	So seeing one of the commanders of those who had driven him out declare he would walk the same path, it was understandable.

	Father opened his mouth.

	"Conditions?"

	"The safety of myself and those who follow me."

	"That's all?"

	"That's all."

	Father extended his hand.

	Shore grasped that hand.

	The handshake was sealed.

	Murmuring spread among the Golden Bear warriors. Someone sighed, someone hung their head.

	But there were no voices of opposition.

	**

	That day.

	After drinking in welcome of Shore, Walther didn't enter the ducal residence.

	Instead, he drank again. Just the two of them, though.

	His drinking companion was the closest of his close associates.

	Walther enjoyed using the word 'brother' for his close associates. His own version of politics for a man who didn't do politics, perhaps?

	But there was only one exception.

	The man who could be called his right hand. Karl.

	Only to him did he not use that word. The reason was simple.

	Karl was two years older than Walther.

	"You seem to be in a good mood today."

	"Does it show?"

	"I've been watching for forty years."

	Walther chuckled and tilted his glass. Karl emptied his own glass as well.

	"I think I've finally found a decent one."

	"Have you leaned toward Adrian?"

	Karl set down his glass.

	"But isn't his martial talent rather ordinary?"

	"That's true. But the boy has proven himself by commanding armies multiple times at a young age, and more importantly, if he has that kind of ability, it's no different from having swordsmanship talent."

	Karl nodded as well.

	He knew his boss and partner's personality all too well.

	Self-made men were usually one of two types.

	The type who had an inferiority complex about their family's short history. The type who had pride in their personal abilities.

	Walther was the latter. Naturally.

	But Walther also knew well. That when he disappeared, everything he had built would disappear with him.

	Krustein's power was Walther's military might.

	The strength of the knight order he had trained since his mercenary company days was also formidable, but the reason he received a ducal title, and the reason he reigned as the Empire's strongest warlord at present, was still his personal martial prowess.

	But forces that relied on personal martial prowess had clear limits.

	That was also why he hadn't finished off Müller. The injuries sustained while slaughtering multiple knights in the South. Though it didn't show outwardly, engaging in all-out war in that condition carried too much risk.

	It was the reason he accepted when Müller voluntarily requested demotion to count and proposed a marriage alliance first—essentially a declaration of surrender.

	The injuries had fully healed, and he had even advanced another level in the process.

	But the fundamental problem remained.

	He wanted a successor who could protect what he had built even after he was gone, and furthermore, expand it. That was why he kept breeding endlessly.

	"Even if something happens to me, I've tried many times to create something that could replace me. But they were all duds. Talents so disgusting I can't even speak of them."

	"Wasn't one of them somewhat satisfactory?"

	"That one has a serious defect. Still, I tried multiple times to make something similar just in case, but that woman is actually better off. The rest died before reaching one year old."

	It wasn't the expression of a father talking about his children.

	"But isn't it a problem for a martial family's successor to lack martial prowess? Even if they can't reach Swordmaster like the Commander, shouldn't they at least reach my level? Of course, they're still young, so skill can be built up."

	Walther nodded. It was a gesture of agreement.

	Karl's words weren't meant to disparage Adrian in the first place. Just a suggestion that perhaps it was time to start some serious training.

	"The method is simple. It'll cost some money, but feed him good stuff. Like drake meat, for instance."

	Up to here was common sense.

	"And we need to attach someone skilled at teaching. Heinrich or Wolfram won't do. They won't teach properly."

	Karl sensed something odd and asked.

	"Wait. What do you mean by teaching properly?"

	The sound of a glass being set down. It echoed dully on the wooden table.

	"Teaching martial arts is done by beating them while you teach."

	"Who?"

	"You."
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	Thud.

	My side caught fire.

	No, saying it caught fire wasn't enough. The feeling of bones digging inward. Did my ribs pierce my lungs? That thought flashed through my mind.

	The ground approached. No, I had collapsed.

	I tried to breathe. It didn't work. My lungs felt crushed. My mouth just gaped open, but no air came in.

	The smell of dirt stung my nose. I could see grains of sand before my eyes. Very close.

	"Get up."

	A voice came from above.

	When I raised my head, a man holding a wooden sword was looking down at me.

	Black hair. Deeply carved wrinkles around his eyes. But his gaze alone was as sharp as a young man's.

	And in that sharp gaze, there was no expression.

	No irritation, no disappointment, no interest. Just nothing.

	Karl Ludwigen.

	Unlike Father's other 'subordinates' or 'younger brothers' or 'disciples,' he was a man who didn't use honorifics with me, not even as empty words.

	This wasn't simply because he was older than Father.

	It was because he had the status to warrant it.

	The second-in-command of the entire Krustein faction.

	At this level, it wouldn't be an exaggeration to say he was among the top ten power holders in the entire Hardenberg Empire.

	Of course, that wasn't his official status.

	But Father, uncharacteristically, had secured a separate official title for this man.

	Count Ludwigen.

	While the other 'younger brothers' were those who had given up their titles to continue receiving Father's teachings, this man was on a much higher level.

	And my master, personally designated by him.

	"Didn't you hear me?"

	I had to get up. I knew that. But my body wouldn't obey.

	I barely managed to press my palms down. My arms trembled. It took all my strength just to raise my upper body.

	I stood up.

	And...

	Thud.

	The same spot. Exactly the same spot.

	Back on the ground again.

	Logically, I wondered if this could even be called training, but I couldn't complain.

	Receiving daily one-on-one tutoring from this man was something not even Ernst was permitted. It had the effect of raising my status, but that was secondary.

	In reality, my skills were improving through this.

	But why?

	Was it as Father said—that humans are like iron, growing stronger when tempered?

	It reminded me of a certain baseball manager's philosophy from my past life.

	Of course, simply getting beaten up wasn't the whole story.

	First of all, this man, whatever else he was doing, was gradually increasing the difficulty in a way that improved my reaction speed.

	In other words, it wasn't unconditional torment but rather repetitive training designed to enhance my reaction speed, and that certainly was helping.

	On top of that, I was eating drake meat every meal—something even princes couldn't have.

	And that wasn't all.

	Manticore heart. Soup made from the bone marrow of ancient monsters whose names I didn't even know.

	When I first received it, Lise had said something.

	'Are you really sure it's okay to eat this? The color is a bit...'

	But the effects were definite.

	Ribs broken from morning beatings would be healed by evening.

	"Don't think that just because you're somewhat clever, somewhat pretty-faced, and can use strange abilities, everything will go your way. Knights are fundamentally a breed that doesn't listen to those weaker than themselves."

	What about Müller? I didn't bother with such a rebuttal.

	The nobles of the Hardenberg Empire were far from normal, after all.

	"What level are you aiming for, Master?"

	"There is no set goal at the end of the path of the sword! Only continuous progress!"

	Of course you'd say that. But that wasn't the kind of fundamental talk I was curious about.

	"Not long-term, but short-term."

	"Within three years, you'll surpass Ernst."

	Not 'you should surpass' but 'you will surpass.' A definite answer.

	Ernst wasn't lacking in talent.

	He was actually on the exceptional side. Plus, he was more than ten years older than me.

	And yet, I'd surpass him within three years?

	"Your blood is better, so it's entirely possible."

	Hey now. Both he and I inherited Walther Von Krustein's blood.

	But there was no doubt in Karl's eyes.

	That was actually more terrifying.

	**

	Training disguised as assault. Or rather, training wearing the mask of assault.

	After two hours of that, I was carried back to my room on a stretcher.

	It was a miracle I hadn't passed out.

	Right now, Lise was applying ointment.

	The hand touching my back was cold. The distinctive fishy smell of medicinal herbs stung my nose.

	I didn't know what kind of herb it was, but this too must be expensive.

	Lise's fingers traced over the bruised areas. She applied slight pressure.

	"Does it hurt?"

	"It'd be strange if it didn't."

	Her hand stopped, then moved again. This time more carefully.

	From beyond my back, I heard the sound of her trying to say something and swallowing it.

	"If you have something to say, say it."

	"What if I tell Duke Krustein? That it's too harsh?"

	"No."

	"Why not?"

	"This is an opportunity Father is giving me."

	Sir Karl's words weren't wrong.

	This world was different from my past life.

	The peak of strength humans could reach was much higher.

	So there were many who seriously walked that path, and the respect for those who reached the pinnacle was almost fanatical.

	Even before the age of guns, in my past life, strength was just one of many resources.

	Money, connections, power. Something exchangeable with those. This place was different.

	Strength itself swept away everything.

	Status, origin, background.

	Because those things didn't guarantee strength, paradoxically, the walls of status were lower than in my past life.

	It was paradoxical. A more barbaric world was more equal.

	The reason Shore knelt was ultimately because Father was strong.

	The fact that he knew about abilities only Shore could use was merely secondary.

	He too walked the path of martial arts, so he was drawn to that instinctive strength.

	To lead the military faction called Krustein, even if not to Father's level, it was right to possess a certain degree of strength.

	"In this world, if I'm not strong myself, there's a limit to leading the strong."

	"That's true."

	Lise nodded as if she had no choice and dipped her hand in the ointment again.

	"Soon it'll be time for class with Duke Sylvester."

	"Can't you rest a bit?"

	"No."

	"But your body is in this state."

	"I was the one who proposed it first."

	Lise let out a deep sigh.

	The elf who had lived 1,800 years hadn't returned to the Imperial Capital yet.

	It wasn't unprecedented for an academy dean to stay in the provinces.

	Even the pretext of recuperation was perfect. The only problem was that he didn't look sick at all. What was he trying to see? What was he waiting for? I couldn't tell.

	But that didn't mean I could just let him idle.

	Knowledge accumulated over 1,800 years. When such a person wanted to stay nearby, there was no reason to just leave him be.

	As I was putting my notebook and fountain pen in my bag, the door opened and Sir Heinrich entered.

	"Duke Krustein summons you."

	"What's the matter?"

	"It would be best if you heard it directly."

	Judging by his expression, it wasn't ordinary.

	"Lise."

	"Yes?"

	"Tell Duke Sylvester. Today's class will have to be postponed for a bit."

	"Understood."

	**

	But there was no need to send Lise.

	She would have made a wasted trip.

	The door opened.

	Duke Krustein was there.

	There were two of them.

	Duke Walther Von Krustein. And Duke Sylvester.

	Those two in one place?

	Father was standing in front of the desk. Not sitting.

	Duke Sylvester was also leaning against the window.

	The languidly half-closed eyes were that elf's usual appearance, but not now.

	His eyes were fully open. It was the first time I'd seen such an expression since I beat him at chess.

	Both dukes. Standing as if shocked.

	"You're here."

	Father's voice. Different from usual.

	So even that man could be flustered.

	"What's the matter?"

	"Sit down first."

	The chair was empty. Naturally. Neither duke was sitting.

	Father looked toward the door.

	"Close the door. And make sure no one is within 500 paces."

	"Understood."

	The door closed. Footsteps faded away.

	It seemed to be a matter requiring security.

	What on earth could it be?

	Had some great treasure been discovered in the dungeon exploration?

	So they consulted Duke Sylvester, an expert in history?

	A magic item or something equivalent that could make money.

	Perhaps an enormous amount of First Age historical materials had been found?

	With slightly hopeful imagination, I asked.

	"What's the matter?"

	And the answer that came from Father's mouth completely betrayed my imagination.

	"The Emperor has passed away."

	It was a short sentence.

	But what it contained wasn't short.

	Not 'His Majesty.' The Emperor.

	And to say such a thing in front of Duke Sylvester, a leader of the pro-Imperial faction nobles.

	No, before that... wasn't Father also counted among the pro-Imperial faction nobles?

	But there was no time to dwell on that. The shock of the information itself was greater.

	How many Imperial Princes were there?

	The most likely candidate would have been the First Imperial Prince. But this quickly?

	The Emperor was around the same age as Father.

	Of course, he wasn't a transcendent Swordmaster, so his lifespan wouldn't be extended as a normal human, but still, he was far from the age of dying of old age.

	Moreover, wasn't this a world with many transcendent medicines, even if the humans themselves were slightly less transcendent?

	Taking such medicines well, living to 120 wasn't entirely impossible, and in fact, the previous Emperor had died at 110.

	Then did he have a chronic illness?

	I searched my memory. I'd never heard such talk.

	Well, this was the Imperial Family that had hidden even a princess's running away.

	Hiding a chronic illness would have been more than possible.

	After organizing my thoughts, I opened my mouth as calmly as possible.

	"He didn't seem that elderly."

	"It was poisoning."
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	Poisoning.

	That was possible. Anyone could die from poison, after all.

	"How weak you were. To fall to mere poison."

	Of course, not everyone seemed to think that way.

	Certainly, to bring down that man with poison would require enough toxin to kill a mammoth. Perhaps even that wouldn't be enough?

	Duke Sylvester, who had been leaning against the window, turned around.

	"There are many types of poison. There are poisons in this world that could bring you down too."

	"How amusing."

	Father continued with a smirk.

	"But the poison that brought down His Majesty wouldn't be that kind."

	The form of address changed back to His Majesty, but the tone and content remained disrespectful as ever.

	But right now, what mattered wasn't that this man harbored subtle treasonous thoughts.

	Well, more precisely, that was important too. But I'd known about it for a while.

	"Who was behind the poisoning?"

	"It seems they're all pointing fingers at each other. There's little one can know from so far away."

	"Please elaborate."

	"Two princes and one princess. The three are accusing each other of being the culprit."

	"What about evidence?"

	"If there had been any, someone's head would have rolled before this news reached us."

	That was true.

	If there had been solid evidence, the ringleader would have already been executed.

	But that hadn't happened.

	And the fact that multiple heirs to the throne were competing so fiercely meant—

	"What a shitshow."

	The words slipped out of my mouth.

	"Indeed. A complete shitshow. There have already been military clashes, they say."

	Father waved the letter in his hand. The paper rustled.

	Military clashes.

	"How many letters are there in total?"

	"Three. Needless to say, they're from each of the major factions, so they're not particularly valuable as intelligence. You're the one trading with the capital through your merchant company. Don't you have any information?"

	"It won't arrive for another week."

	But a different thought crossed my mind.

	Would it even arrive properly?

	If the Imperial Capital was in that state, it was questionable whether the merchant wagons could travel safely back and forth.

	I had attached escort forces, but those escorts were assigned based on the assumption that the Emperor was fine and no civil war had broken out.

	"So what do you think? Which side should this father support among the two princes and one princess? Or would it be better to back the princess we've secured?"

	The princess we've secured.

	That princess was Ernst's fiancée—no, his wife.

	They'd held the wedding ceremony not long ago.

	Therefore, this wasn't particularly pleasant news from my perspective.

	Ernst's wife ascending to the throne? Then Ernst would become the Prince Consort. Though it was a crumbling empire, the position of the Emperor's spouse was by no means insignificant.

	However.

	Didn't she have a disqualifying factor to begin with?

	"I haven't mentioned it until now since it wasn't certain, but that princess is a fake."

	Father's eyebrow moved slightly. That was all. His expression didn't change.

	I looked at Duke Sylvester standing by the window. He met my gaze and smirked.

	Then he nodded.

	"It's certain. She's a fake."

	I'd roughly guessed from previous conversations that he was aware, but I didn't expect him to acknowledge it so readily.

	What on earth was that elf thinking?

	Was he anticipating the Empire's collapse and trying to align with us?

	It was possible.

	He wasn't just some long-lived elf.

	He was a political monster.

	His age of 1,800 years proved it.

	That was exceptionally long-lived even for an elf, a long-lived species.

	It was the result of combining the physical advantages of a long-lived species with humanity's magical medical technology.

	Don't elves have medical technology too?

	Ordinary elves live as one with nature. They hole up in forests, converse with trees, and sing under starlight. They don't even consider magical life extension.

	Even so, they live for hundreds of years, or a thousand if they're lucky.

	That man was different.

	He'd lived mixed in with human society. And not just that—he'd thrown himself into politics. He'd survived 1,800 years at the heart of power.

	A quick look through history books would show how difficult that was. How many times had the Emperor changed? How many times had dynasties been overthrown? Not only had he survived through all that, he'd maintained his position.

	It meant his political abilities were tremendous.

	Reading the thoughts of such an old monster was beyond me.

	Perhaps this too was all a trap.

	Perhaps Father was dancing as a clown. On a script written by that elf.

	While the words that had come from Father's mouth so far weren't enough to condemn him as a traitor, his actions and words up to now made his thoughts clear enough, didn't they?

	"Excellent. Yes. Very good news indeed."

	Despite hearing that the princess was a fake, he showed no anger whatsoever.

	Rather, his tension rose. He was already excessively high-strung, and now he was getting even more excited.

	What on earth was he thinking?

	My head wasn't sorting things out.

	"This young and foolish son doesn't quite understand what grand design you're drawing."

	"There's no grand design. Just talking to myself."

	He looked far too pleased for it to be mere muttering.

	And it was clear he had no intention of revealing all his information to me right now.

	Then again, hadn't I essentially hidden the major information that the princess might be fake?

	Actually, there was still more.

	That woman named Elizabeth who stayed with Lise. What if Elizabeth was the real princess?

	That would mean one more card.

	"What do you plan to do?"

	"Isn't it obvious? I'm thinking of heading south."

	The shoulders of the knights standing nearby twitched slightly.

	"Hehe."

	A low laugh escaped.

	"This time we'll get to fight even more intensely."

	"Real combat experience. The proper kind."

	They didn't even try to hide their excitement.

	To them, war wasn't terror. It was liberation.

	Quite the edgelord behavior.

	But I understood. They'd never lost a battle, had they? At least not since entering Walther Von Krustein's service.

	They had an overwhelmingly powerful commander.

	And each of them individually possessed martial prowess that could compete for the top spot in any decent ducal house.

	Such people moving together in battle.

	It would be stranger if they lost.

	Even Sir Karl, usually expressionless. Even that man was different now.

	The corners of his mouth were trembling slightly.

	And I would be the same.

	That's right. It was an opportunity.

	Though slightly different from the opportunity the knights were thinking of.

	The daily routine of getting beaten by Sir Karl every morning.

	Bones breaking, flesh tearing, that hellish time that only ended by evening.

	I acknowledged that my skills improved from getting beaten.

	They were actually improving. So I had no grounds to object.

	If I objected? I'd just be branded as weak.

	But if war broke out and I went on campaign too? At least I wouldn't have my ribs broken every day.

	The thought made me smile involuntarily.

	"You seem excited too."

	Father's voice snapped me back to attention. He seemed to have read my expression.

	"How could I not be excited?"

	I replied appropriately. It wasn't wrong, after all.

	"True enough. But you'll stay behind."

	"What?"

	I'm staying behind?

	But my abilities would definitely be useful. Reconnaissance, ambush detection, identifying surprise attack timing. There were countless uses on the battlefield.

	Ah.

	I finally realized.

	To that man, my abilities were merely "for making sure fleeing enemies die."

	Because he was someone who didn't assume defeat in the first place.

	A way of thinking befitting the world's strongest man.

	But it was too early to despair. Hope remained.

	I looked at Sir Karl. If that man went to the battlefield, training would stop regardless.

	But Sir Karl was also looking at me.

	With anxious eyes...

	No way?

	"And Karl. You stay behind too. Ed's skills are improving, so we can't stop training. Ah! I'll take Heinrich and Wolfram. I heard they've interrupted training a few times."

	The two men smiled broadly.

	Meanwhile, Sir Karl was frowning. Naturally. From his perspective, it was like being the only one who couldn't go to a festival.

	The problem was what came next.

	Surely he wouldn't make my life even more miserable for that reason.

	That's not it, right?

	My eyes met Sir Karl's.

	I became anxious. Very much so.

	If things went wrong, I'd die.

	No, I wouldn't die. Father wouldn't allow it.

	But he could inflict maximum pain just short of death.

	That man was fully capable of it.

	A chill ran down my spine.

	No.

	That absolutely couldn't happen.

	Warning bells rang frantically in my head.

	"Father. I want to go too."

	Father smirked.

	"You want to go to war that badly?"

	"It will probably be the biggest battle of my life. I want to see it firsthand. And participate if possible."

	Several knights nodded.

	Most of the close associates recognized that this wasn't a simple rebellion suppression.

	Of course, the real reason was different.

	But in the eyes of those war maniacs, I would look like a fellow war maniac too.

	After all, people only see what they want to see.

	"That's a good mindset."

	My heart raced. Could it be?

	"But no."

	The spark of hope was extinguished.

	"Why... not?"

	"Because I have an important task for you."

	"An important task?"

	"Regent."
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	"You're making me the regent of the Krustein territory?"

	Did I hear that correctly?

	Did I mishear a different word instead of regent? Like... consumption? As in, eat more drake meat and become a stronger knight...

	But regardless of the happy circuit spinning in my head, my tongue did its job properly.

	"Did you say regent?"

	"Yes."

	Even with my confirmation question, Father's answer didn't change.

	I may have aged a bit, but I was still undeniably young.

	The Krustein territory.

	Though merely a noble's domain, its area rivaled that of a decent kingdom.

	Comparing it to my past life, it was more than twice the size of the Korean Peninsula. Not just Korea—the entire peninsula.

	Of course, there was the disappointing fact that much of it was cold land like North Korea, but even the population alone was comparable to Joseon during medieval times.

	In other words, this man was saying he'd hand over the throne of a nation—albeit temporarily—to an elementary schooler.

	No, that wasn't all.

	This was essentially the same as definitively choosing an heir...

	"This is too hasty!"

	Before my thoughts could finish, a knight burst forward.

	A large man. Brown hair and a blunt nose. Like Sir Heinrich, Sir Wolfram, and Sir Karl, he was one of Father's long-time confidants.

	But there was a crucial difference. While Sir Heinrich and Sir Wolfram were favorable toward me, this man leaned toward Ernst's side.

	"It's not hasty."

	"No, it is too hasty. This isn't like you, Excellency. Is this because of those rumors?"

	Those rumors?

	What rumors?

	Father's expression hardened ever so slightly. It was just a moment, but I definitely saw it.

	"I know well enough that those rumors are false."

	His voice was low. The same tone as always.

	"Then this decision..."

	"I'm simply treating people according to their abilities. While Ernst was celebrating catching a fake princess, this child won many wars and earned many merits. That alone makes the difference in their capabilities clear."

	Of course, that single statement couldn't possibly convince him.

	The knight's face showed he wasn't convinced. No—it showed he had no intention of being convinced.

	"Let's cool our heads and think about this. The fake princess claim is ultimately just Prince Adrian's one-sided statement, isn't it?"

	"It's decided."

	"Your judgment has become clouded. Being deceived by that whore and believing false rumors..."

	Whore?

	It took my brain a moment to process that word.

	Was he talking about my birth mother?

	My birth mother hadn't shown much interest in me. We'd barely interacted. But that was one thing, and this was another.

	But I didn't even have time to feel angry about it.

	A flash swept by.

	No. A flash must have swept by.

	A flash so fast my eyes couldn't dare follow it.

	Just.

	Thud.

	A dull sound rang out.

	Something fell to the floor, and the knight's torso stood there. Nothing above the neck.

	I saw his head rolling to the side. His eyes were still open. His mouth was still agape.

	Unable to finish his words.

	I'd thought my skills had improved somewhat recently from getting beaten by Sir Karl.

	But I hadn't seen what just happened.

	Not Father drawing his sword, not him swinging it, not him sheathing it again. Nothing.

	The knights murmured. Someone swallowed. Someone took a step back.

	Father killing one of his confidants.

	I'd never heard of such a thing.

	Men who'd shared life and death with him since his mercenary days.

	Father had never personally executed such people before.

	This was the first time.

	Moreover, the dead man was the only one among those present who was Ernst's confidant.

	The meaning was clear.

	"Anyone else want to object?"

	There couldn't be.

	**

	When I returned to my room and opened the door, Lise stood up.

	"Lord Sylvester wasn't there. They said he'd gone elsewhere."

	"I met him. He was with Father."

	Lise blinked. She seemed to have many questions.

	There was no reason she couldn't ask. She too needed to know what was happening.

	I sat on the edge of the bed.

	"Listen carefully... quite a lot was discussed."

	And I told her what had happened. The Emperor's death. Poisoning. Signs of civil war. Father's southern expedition. And the regency.

	Lise listened quietly, then spoke when the story ended.

	"Congratulations, Regent Excellency."

	She paused a beat before adding.

	"No, Little Duke Excellency."

	Little Duke.

	Father definitely intended to place me in that position.

	Today's events made it certain. The regency was one thing, but the summary execution of Ernst's confidant was an undeniable signal.

	And...

	When I first realized that fact, what I felt wasn't joy.

	Burnout.

	That word came to mind.

	Was there any reason to keep trying?

	Was there any reason to live like this every day?

	Couldn't I take it a bit easier now that there was no danger of me dying?

	I want to rest.

	That thought filled my head.

	"You might not know this, but you do. I'm not as smart or talented as people think."

	"I disagree."

	I knew she'd say that. I ignored it and continued.

	"I don't have much ambition either."

	"I disagree."

	"In the end, I'll probably become duke anyway, right?"

	"Not 'probably.' Little Duke Excellency, it was already decided the moment you harbored the ambition to become duke."

	Ambition.

	Lise seemed to be under the delusion that I had such a thing.

	She was smart, but she'd always been prone to misunderstandings.

	I just wanted to survive, and to survive I needed power, and to gain power I had to climb. That was all.

	"Well, of course I can't take it completely easy."

	Ernst aside.

	The problem was Celine.

	Wasn't she also Father's bloodline?

	Moreover, in terms of martial talent, she had the strongest concentration of Father's blood.

	There was some taboo against mixed-race hybrids, but it wasn't as if there were no cases of such people inheriting titles.

	"I looked into it personally. That'll be difficult. No, impossible."

	"Is Celine not Father's hybrid child?"

	"That's not it... Hmm. It wouldn't be proper for me to say, so you should hear it directly later."

	I looked toward the corner.

	A black cat was crouched there.

	Pretending to sleep. But judging by how her ears were perked up, she'd clearly heard everything.

	The cat's ears trembled.

	"Celine. You..."

	Before I could finish.

	The black mass kicked off the windowsill and leaped up.

	Then disappeared out the window.

	The wind shook the curtains.

	Lise and I stared at the empty window.

	She'd run away.

	"Anyway, if you keep pretending to be weak like that, Ernst will become even more miserable. What is he, who's about to lose everything to you?"

	She paused a beat.

	"Perhaps that mediocrity is trembling right now, being comforted by the fake princess."

	Now that I thought about it, I felt a bit sorry for him.

	After all, what started everything? Wasn't it Ernst giving me that excessively competent maid as a gift?

	Without Lise? I would have just lived as an ordinary duke's illegitimate child.

	Focusing on surviving while reading the room appropriately.

	But Lise came. And everything changed.

	"What do I care what happens to Ernst?"

	"That's also true. Anyway, what she wants to say is clear."

	"What?"

	"You're 100 times, 1000 times, 10000 times more capable than you think. I guarantee it."

	Her speech pattern changed.

	It wasn't formal speech. There was no usual "yo-o" either.

	Had that girl ever spoken informally? I searched my memory.

	Never. Not once.

	When joking, when nagging, even when we were alone—she always maintained that distinctive speech pattern. That was Lise.

	"I... I..."

	She opened her mouth to say something. But...

	Knock knock.

	A knocking sound cut off my words.

	I'd been thinking about what to say about Lise's speech pattern, so the timing was odd.

	"What is it?"

	"It's Sylvester."

	A voice from beyond the door.

	"Come in."

	The door opened, revealing a silver-haired old man.

	Though calling him an old man seemed wrong with that wrinkle-free face.

	His posture was as straight as a young knight's.

	But his eyes alone were definitely aged.

	Come to think of it, I'd forgotten.

	I was supposed to have lessons with him at night.

	The Emperor's poisoning. Signs of civil war. The regency appointment. Father's southern expedition. The summary execution of Ernst's confidant. Lise's speech pattern. Too many things had happened in one day.

	Things like lessons had completely flown from my mind.

	"Though various things have happened, let's proceed with the lesson as planned. Regent Excellency."

	Regent Excellency.

	It was still an unfamiliar title. Even though it wasn't the first time I'd heard it today, it felt strange each time. As if he were addressing someone else.

	Honestly speaking, it was burdensome.

	Excellency.

	The weight those two syllables carried.

	It felt like the entire Krustein territory had settled on my shoulders.

	When Father left, that weight would become real.

	"That would be best. If I'm to serve as regent, I'll need to accumulate even more knowledge."

	Plausible words came from my mouth. It was habit.

	"Today won't be a regular lesson—we'll do it discussion-style."

	"Discussion-style?"

	Unexpected. But nothing wrong with that.

	"Today's topic is simple."

	"Go ahead."

	A moment of silence.

	"If you were to become the new emperor of this empire, how would you lead this declining civilization?"

	A chill ran down my spine.

	This wasn't a lesson. It was a test.
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	"I would ask you instead. Why do you think this country is falling to ruin?"

	Duke Sylvester's eyebrows moved ever so slightly.

	"Are you not feeling it yourself?"

	I pulled out the answer I had prepared in advance.

	"Even if I am feeling it, I am a child who has not lived even one-hundredth of your life."

	Of course, if I included my past life, it would be more than one-hundredth, but there was no need to mention such things.

	"I have lived only within the Krustein estate my entire life, and merely visited the capital for a brief time. If someone like me were to say I know everything, feel everything—that would not be intelligence but a manifestation of ignorance."

	Wind blew from outside the window. The curtains rustled.

	"I may be young, and I know little compared to my hollow reputation. But I am not foolish enough to evaluate myself as knowing everything. I believe that is why I was able to seize the fortune that has recently followed me."

	To be honest.

	If nothing else, I was certain of this one skill.

	The technique of spouting nonsense without revealing my true thoughts.

	It worked this time too.

	And Duke Sylvester nodded.

	"Very well. Then today's first lesson will be about what I have witnessed in this empire over the past fifty years."

	And Duke Sylvester's lesson began.

	The reason the empire was falling to ruin. There were many, but the most fundamental was land.

	"The proportion of independent farmers has been decreasing with each passing era. We have tried to implement institutional reforms, but it has not been easy."

	It was the story I had expected.

	Isn't that how land systems work, historically speaking?

	Just as the entropy of the universe increases with the flow of time, land becomes concentrated in the hands of the privileged class as generations pass. Slowly at first. Then with increasing acceleration.

	And when it reaches a critical point, rebellion breaks out.

	In fact, there had been three large-scale rebellions in the past fifty years.

	All were suppressed. But a suppressed rebellion does not mean the problem has been solved.

	It means the problem has been covered up.

	In such situations, the nation becomes vulnerable to foreign invasion.

	It was a pattern I had seen countless times in my past life. The dynastic changes of China, the fall of Rome, the late Goryeo period, the late Joseon period. The history of agricultural-based nations was ultimately a repetition of this.

	Land concentration. Loss of public support. Rebellion or invasion. Collapse. A new beginning.

	If it were only up to this point, the task might not have been so difficult.

	Just do your best to crush the privileged class.

	Of course, this is not an easy task. Under an existing dynasty, you must treat the existing privileged class to some degree. You cannot ignore the power, wealth, and connections they possess.

	But new forces who seize power through military might are different.

	They have nothing to fear.

	Julius Caesar was like that. Of course, he got crushed in the process, but his adopted son Augustus inherited his work and continued crushing them.

	As a result, he successfully crushed the Senate, and Rome was able to extend its lifespan by over 400 years.

	Thinking this, I compressed this grand plan of mine into one sentence.

	"We just need to crush them."

	"Pardon?"

	Duke Sylvester's eyebrows moved slightly.

	Of course, I had compressed it a bit too much.

	"Ultimately, there are two main reasons reforms fail. The first is the idea of reforming while maintaining the privileges of the old privileged class. But that is impossible. The old privileged class will never let go of their privileges, and unless we make them let go, it is impossible to solve the current problems."

	"So you want to bring them down first."

	Duke Sylvester stroked his chin.

	"Of course, I don't mean crushing them all at once. The first targets to crush are those with dirty backgrounds like Müller. There's no particular reason needed to crush these bastards. If we crush them quickly and decisively, others will join in to avoid being crushed themselves."

	I paused, then continued.

	"After that, we need to send people to stabilize things, but in truth, there aren't many trustworthy people in this world. That is probably why most of the plans you have pursued until now have failed."

	Duke Sylvester slowly nodded.

	"That is correct. Do you have any insights on this? How do you plan to select trustworthy and capable people to crush the old nobles—no, to place them in the positions vacated by those who have stepped down?"

	Hmm.

	This elf seemed to be under some great misunderstanding.

	"Can the adjective 'trustworthy' even come before the noun 'person'?"

	"Pardon?"

	"Of course there are no capable and trustworthy people. Well, there might be some, but finding such people is like a once or twice in a lifetime stroke of luck. It's not something that repeats."

	As I said this, I glanced at Lise.

	The girl, who had been listening intently to my words, showed a slight smile.

	"Then what do you plan to do?"

	"We must not place too much expectation on an individual's ability and moral character. Especially regarding moral character, it's better to think of all humans as thieves."

	"You sound like the Forest Elders."

	The corners of Duke Sylvester's mouth rose.

	I could understand what thoughts those Forest Elders had when they said such things.

	But what I wanted to say now was not that kind of story.

	It was a more fundamental story.

	"As long as they are intelligent beings, they will all be the same."

	"Kekekekeke. You are right. Please continue."

	As an elf who had left the forest because it was boring, he didn't care at all about his own kind being insulted.

	Well, if we're talking about order, didn't I insult my own kind first?

	"Ultimately, since we cannot rely on morality, we must depend on a surveillance system."

	"There is already an inspection system in place."

	"In that case, the existing system was already established and inspection was added on top. But what I envision is the opposite. We first design how to conduct inspections, and then appoint local officials according to that system."

	Of course, the most important thing was a structure where inspectors would not collude with local officials. If the watchers become accomplices with those being watched, that's not inspection but complicity.

	In a completely pre-modern society, creating this inspection system itself would be a challenge, but fortunately, this world had the extremely convenient thing called magic.

	Communication magic. Recording magic. Surveillance magic.

	There were definitely better aspects than pre-modern society.

	"Then specifically, how do you plan to conduct inspections?"

	"There are various ways to think about it. First, a system where we measure the quality of land and then require them to meet a specific quota. Of course, in this case, we need to check whether they haven't been tormenting the farmers too much in case of any unforeseen accidents."

	"That makes sense. It wouldn't do to demand quotas be met when there's a bad harvest."

	"Rather than that, there's also a method of not stating the expected harvest amount, and if the predicted quota is too low, sending someone separately to find evidence of corruption."

	Duke Sylvester nodded.

	"Either way, additional personnel and funds will be needed."

	"That is precisely why we should first implement it as a pilot program in just a few territories. If you try to bite off too much from the start, you'll choke."

	"And then? How do you plan to punish corruption?"

	"Newly appointed local officials won't have as much authority as existing nobles. However, they will have enough authority to commit corruption."

	Duke Sylvester nodded.

	"Such things have happened often."

	"If there is evidence of their corruption, instead of immediately punishing them, we will collect it."

	"Collect it?"

	"Yes. Then we execute a few who are particularly severe. Through collective punishment. That way, others will refrain from stealing a bit more. Of course, we can't eliminate it completely. But we can reduce it."

	I paused for a beat.

	"That alone will be enough strength to move to the next stage."

	"The next stage?"

	"Isn't it obvious? Spreading the new system throughout the entire new empire."

	He rested his chin on his hand and fell into thought. He seemed to be thinking quite seriously.

	"There will be considerable resistance. As the regent said, the existing privileged class will never simply let go of their privileges."

	That's correct. History has proven this.

	And the solution could also be found in the history of my past and present lives.

	"Actually, once we get that far, we can just suppress the resistance with force."

	"Pardon?"

	"We are already militarily superior. Moreover, we will have gained even greater strength through the implementation of the new system. Taking the rest by force is not difficult either. Wasn't the Hardenberg dynasty also established in such a way?"

	Duke Sylvester's eyebrows moved slightly.

	"But surely there will be nobles who have governed well. Are you saying you'll suppress them with force as well?"

	I'd wager there won't be many.

	And even if there are.

	"It doesn't matter. As I said again, my standard is not moral character. A shepherd drives away wolves not because wolves are immoral, but because wolves harm his sheep. The standard is not how moral they are or aren't. If their occupation of that position harms my empire, I will simply make them step down."

	My empire.

	Those words that came out of my mouth clung strangely to my tongue.

	"It's fine to use force, and it's fine to frame them. Of course, the best option would be when the frame-up isn't actually a frame-up."

	I paused for a beat.

	"In that case, there's nothing to trouble my conscience. Whether we kill that bastard. Or kill his spouse and children as well. Either way, we're not killing the innocent, are we?"

	"..."

	Duke Sylvester fell silent.

	In contrast, there was someone cheering.

	"Wow! That's so cool!"

	It was Lise.

	She was using that "yo" speech pattern again. What was that moment earlier? It seemed the timing to ask had already passed.

	"Are you serious?"

	Duke Sylvester still looked at me with eyes shaking like an earthquake.

	"Why, are you disappointed?"

	"Not disappointed. But I will ask one thing."

	"By all means."

	"Am I also included in that 'list to be crushed'?"


Ch.72 Rapidly Burning Flame (1)

	Did I go too far?

	Thinking about it, that elf was also part of the establishment, wasn't he?

	So I'd basically been ranting about crushing the establishment to someone who was part of it.

	But when I thought about it more carefully, that wasn't quite right either.

	"You've received a title, Duke, but you don't personally own much land, do you?"

	"That's correct. I do have a duchy in the Imperial Capital, but it's more like a manor than what you'd call a proper territory."

	That elf was at the center of power, yet he had almost no actual foundation in terms of land.

	In that case, my plan wouldn't directly harm his interests.

	"In any case, that's my opinion. Do you disagree with any part of it?"

	"Not at the moment. It's just..."

	He trailed off.

	"Just?"

	"You really are Duke Walther's son."

	What the hell, this guy... no, this elf. Is he picking a fight?

	Does he mean I'm like Father in thinking I can just force things through with power?

	Or does it have some other meaning?

	Like... that I'm crude...

	Did he read my expression? He waved his hand and said:

	"Don't misunderstand. I didn't mean to disparage you. I just thought the solution was a bit radical."

	"I believe reform is something that can't be solved unless it's radical. The reason you're telling me all this isn't simply because you think highly of my abilities, is it? My family is perfectly suited for carrying out reforms."

	History had proven it. Half-hearted reforms never ended well.

	Of course, they probably didn't want to be half-hearted either.

	It was just that circumstances didn't align.

	But successful reformers were different.

	Take early Joseon, for example. While Jo Jun and Ha Ryun were establishing land laws, what was the secret that allowed Jeong Do-Jeon to confront the old establishment and lay the groundwork for the new land laws?

	Thousands of northern cavalry led directly by Yi Seong-Gye.

	On top of that, Yi Seong-Gye himself publicly declared his trust in them at official events, lending them his power.

	In that respect, the Krustein family was no less capable. In fact, we had more than enough.

	"That's not entirely untrue. But if things go according to Krustein's will, it seems like too much blood will be shed."

	"The common people are already shedding blood."

	I said it flatly.

	He nodded again, then looked out the window for a moment. Then he looked back at me.

	"Of all the plans I've heard so far, this was the best. I'll acknowledge that."

	The evaluation was quite generous.

	Of course, I had no intention of taking it at face value.

	I couldn't tell if he was being sincere or just testing me.

	"Thank you."

	"But it will be difficult. More so than just the two of us talking back and forth."

	"Thinking that a perfect plan exists is an illusion. We'll have to implement it first and make adjustments as we go. Plans are refined through struggle with reality, after all."

	"Interesting. Your plan. And you as a person."

	That was the last thing said in that day's lesson.

	**

	"Phew."

	All the energy drained from my body.

	After Duke Sylvester left, I leaned back in the low-backed chair.

	Before I knew it, Lise had moved behind me and was massaging my shoulders.

	"You were amazing."

	"Amazing? I barely managed to hold my own against that old monster."

	I hadn't actually accomplished anything. I'd just talked.

	That old monster said he acknowledged me or whatever, but how could I trust words?

	Whether human or elf, you can't know what's inside. Especially a cunning old serpent thousands of years old.

	"Amazing is amazing."

	Lise's fingers worked out the tense muscles.

	"You're stronger than I thought."

	"I've trained as a knight myself, you know. But more importantly, I'm right, aren't I?"

	"About what?"

	"You're more ambitious than anyone else in this world. Ordinary people have petty ambitions like wanting to become king or wanting to become a noble. But you're different."

	"How am I different?"

	"You have a clear vision of what kind of king you'll be."

	Well, she might feel that way. I did let slip the phrase "my empire" earlier.

	But there's one thing she doesn't know.

	I'm not a genius.

	I'm just a reincarnator.

	Memories from my past life. Knowledge from my past life. I'm just performing tricks with those.

	I can get a little ahead simply because I came from a more advanced world.

	I know history that people in this world don't know, I can think of systems that people in this world haven't considered, and I can envision a future that people in this world can't even imagine.

	But that's all.

	I'm like a planet that can't shine on its own.

	A star that goes out once it exhausts what it has.

	In contrast, the real genius is Lise.

	She creates things with her own power.

	She finds ten answers from one hint I give her. She extends in directions I haven't even thought of.

	But strangely, at this very moment, I didn't want to acknowledge that fact.

	Even though I'd told her countless times before that the real genius wasn't me but her.

	It was a strange whim.

	I didn't really understand what I was afraid of.

	So instead, I gave a casual reply.

	"Getting too arrogant isn't good."

	"That's true, but I think Master can afford to be a little arrogant."

	"And about that way of speaking. Is it a concept or something?"

	Lise's hands stopped.

	"Wh-wh-wh-what are you talking about?"

	"Just before Duke Sylvester came earlier. You weren't using that speech pattern."

	I'm not a genius, but I'm not an idiot either.

	I recalled when I first met this girl.

	Back then, like some pink-haired guitarist somewhere, she seemed to struggle with people. She barely made eye contact, didn't talk much, and had almost no expression.

	It made sense, really.

	A girl who lost her parents in an orc attack and lost one eye from a botched surgery.

	Her personality couldn't help but change.

	Moreover, she'd failed to get hired by the Royal Knights.

	That strange speech pattern of adding "oo" to the end of words must have started around then. When I secretly asked someone who knew her in the past, they said she didn't used to talk like that.

	But now it was different.

	Naturally so.

	As I succeeded, she succeeded too, and as my status rose, so did hers as my close aide.

	If I'd recorded nothing but catastrophic success over the past few years, so had she.

	She started her career by annihilating the orc horde that could be called her parents' killers, and when she came to her senses, in just three years she'd become an executive-level aide to a great noble house.

	Using an analogy from my past life, it was like the small company she'd joined had grown into a mid-sized enterprise, and she'd become an executive of that company.

	It would be stranger if she didn't gain confidence.

	When people gain confidence, they change. Their speech, their attitude, their gaze.

	Lise tried to say something, then closed her mouth. She started massaging my shoulders again. It seemed like she was putting in a bit more force than before.

	"Our Lise has grown up a lot."

	"Huh?"

	"You're completely different from when you first came. Back then you couldn't even make eye contact."

	Her hands stopped.

	"Th-that's..."

	"Now you even talk casually to your master. I'm proud, so proud."

	"Ugh... don't tease me."

	Lise was genuinely flustered.

	Her face red all the way to her ears. Her lips kept moving and closing repeatedly.

	Her fingers had stopped on my shoulders.

	How cute.

	Like I said, genius or not, she's a 13-year-old.

	A 13-year-old without past life experience.

	Wait a minute...

	She's not also a reincarnator or something, is she?

	Hmm... probably not.

	The way she avoids eye contact. The way she tries to say something then swallows it. That's not acting.

	She's a genuine 13-year-old.

	"B-but Celine! What about Celine!"

	Lise hurriedly changed the subject.

	"What about Celine?"

	"Don't we need to find out what Celine's hiding?"

	Earlier she said we should ask her separately. Now that she's flustered, she's selling her out?

	But we definitely needed to ask.

	I glanced out the window.

	"I know you're there, so come up."

	Even if she was out of sight, I could sense her with my ability.

	Even if she'd turned into a cat using the feline tribe's characteristic polymorph, her mana remained the same.

	I'd heard there were advanced spells that could adjust even the amount of mana in a polymorph, but I didn't know if that could fool my detection.

	Actually, I doubted I'd ever encounter something like that in my life.

	Black fur appeared above the window frame.

	Soon a cat jumped up. As soon as it landed on the floor, its body stretched, the fur receded, and a human form was revealed.

	It was Celine.

	She was a head taller than me. Her expression was sheepish.

	"What exactly are you hiding?"

	"Well... that's..."

	"That's?"

	Celine's gaze flickered.

	To the stack of books on the desk. The ones Duke Sylvester had left.

	He'd definitely said they might have the potential to cure congenital or acquired disabilities.

	"I grow faster than others. My body, and my skills grow faster too..."

	I know. She's only a few years older than me, but her skills are completely different.

	"But..."

	"But?"

	"I age quickly too."

	A side effect of being a feline tribe half-blood?

	I'd never heard of it, but it wasn't impossible.

	Hybrids between humans and demi-humans were always unpredictable.

	"How fast do you die?"

	"There were other half-bloods with similar side effects. A few of them, and..."

	"And?"

	"None of them lived past thirty."
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	"You didn't make it past thirty?"

	"Yeah. As you know, humans can interbreed with most species, but most hybrids are inferior to purebloods. However, they quite often possess certain traits stronger than the original species."

	It was a story I already knew.

	That's why they say hybrids are a gamble.

	There's no guarantee those traits will be good ones.

	"What's your case?"

	"I grow as fast as a cat. I age as fast as a cat."

	"But the feline tribe's lifespan is similar to humans."

	"To be precise, it's a bit shorter. 10%... no, 20% or so. Well, it's not that big a penalty, and if anything, there are more advantages than disadvantages."

	Of course, most feline tribe members wouldn't agree, but those who chose work like mercenary or knight would.

	Instead of spending more time frail in old age, they could spend their growth period more efficiently.

	"At one time, Father openly went around saying he'd chosen me as his successor."

	She continued as if telling someone else's story.

	"Then when he learned about my condition, at first he tried to fix it. He brought in all kinds of mages and alchemists, even brought in an elf healer."

	"And?"

	"When no solution came up, he gave up. Well, he said he didn't give up. But you know Father's personality well too, our successor. Basically, he judges his own blood by their usefulness."

	She laughed bitterly.

	No... it was an expression closer to resignation than laughter.

	The stack of books Duke Sylvester had left behind sat on the desk.

	Things that might have the possibility of curing congenital or acquired disabilities, wasn't it?

	"It'll be useless. Actually, Father searched through records too."

	"B-but?"

	Celine said, glancing at the stack of books.

	"There are almost no cases of complete recovery. And even those few cases are things that are hard to replicate. Special herbs, hearts of extinct monsters, magic stones that appear once every thousand years. Things like that."

	"Why didn't you tell me?"

	"Because there was no need to. I'm guarding you under Father's orders anyway. No matter how much time I have left, it won't interfere with my mission. And honestly..."

	"Honestly?"

	"I didn't want to be pitied."

	I looked at Celine's face.

	A frame a full head taller than me. Slender limbs. The contours of an adult woman.

	Come to think of it, she had definitely grown since I first saw her. She had grown faster than me.

	But suddenly this thought occurred to me.

	Is this girl really my older sister?

	If she's the type whose physical growth is accelerated. If she grows as fast as a cat.

	Couldn't her actual age be younger than mine?

	Twelve years old? Eleven? Or even younger?

	Should I ask? How old are you really?

	But that question stopped somewhere in my throat.

	Asking that seemed too cruel.

	What does it matter if she's a younger sister? What does it matter if she's an older sister?

	"Let's look through the books for now."

	"Like I said before, don't get your hopes up too much. Father couldn't find a method either."

	"Father and Duke Sylvester are different. Even if they're both dukes, their fields are different. Duke Sylvester wouldn't be a match for Father in suppressing rebels. But finding old information is a completely different story."

	An elf who had lived 1800 years.

	In other words, he would actually be better than the late Emperor at finding old information.

	Just as Father was better than the Emperor in the field of rebellion suppression, there was no comparison in ancient document research.

	How could humans compete with an elf historian?

	The records he searched through and the records Father searched through had to differ in scope from the start.

	To match him, you'd need to bring in a dragon historian at least.

	I began turning pages. Quickly.

	Most of it read without problems.

	But there were parts that got stuck here and there.

	Ancient language.

	Well, that's fine.

	There's an ancient language expert right next to me.

	"This part. What does it say? I can read up to 'Those who break the curse of short life,' but I can't see what comes next."

	Lise leaned over to look at the book.

	"'Must take three hearts.' Below that it says 'One from the sky, one from the earth, one from between.'"

	"Another riddle."

	There were many like this. Whether they were written by someone who knew something, or just some idle ancient person spouting impressive-sounding words, there was no way to know now.

	I turned the page.

	How long had I been reading books like this?

	...

	...

	...

	When I came to my senses, my cheek was cold. I had fallen asleep face-down on the desk.

	Looking out the window, the sun was high in the sky.

	"Are you awake?"

	At the voice, I turned my head to see Sir Karl standing at the door. I didn't know how long he'd been there. His expression was as unreadable as always.

	"It's training time."

	His tone left no room for refusal.

	**

	"So you're skipping training? Right after becoming regent?"

	An emotionless voice. That made it scarier.

	"I'm not skipping. I just have something to tell Duke Sylvester. If you wish, you can come along too, Sir."

	"Something to tell him..."

	His gaze moved to the book in my hand. The look in his eyes as he scanned the title was unusual.

	I glanced at the window.

	A cat was curled up in the sunlight. It was Celine.

	She slept a lot.

	"It's related to Celine."

	Sir Karl's expression changed minutely.

	His pupils wavered for a moment. It was a very brief instant.

	So he knew after all.

	"This may be a very rude question, but..."

	"Ask anything. It's you, Sir, after all."

	"If by any chance the young lady escapes her curse, she'll become Young Master's only rival. Even so, will you help the young lady?"

	It was certainly a rude question.

	But it was the right question.

	It would be.

	The most important thing to the human called Walther Von Krustein is martial prowess.

	Special abilities, being smart for one's age.

	Those are just secondary attributes.

	If Celine kept her current martial prowess while having a normal lifespan, he'd prefer Celine over me.

	But so what?

	"It doesn't matter. At least Celine won't kill me just because she became duke, unlike Ernst."

	His expression showed complete incomprehension.

	Naturally.

	Well, it doesn't matter. I didn't say it to make him understand.

	**

	He really did follow me all the way to Duke Sylvester's quarters.

	As we walked down the corridor, servants bowed deeply.

	Before, it would have been a half-bow greeting.

	Becoming regent did change some things.

	"Lise. You're coming too?"

	"Of course."

	She had attached herself to the opposite side before I knew it.

	Sir Karl on one side. Lise on the other.

	It was an odd combination.

	Sir Karl glanced at Lise. Lise didn't meet his eyes and only looked ahead.

	"I've come to see the Duke."

	Before, I would have had to request an audience before seeing him.

	He was an active duke, and I was one of several sons of another duke.

	Moreover, privately I went around saying I was his disciple.

	But now it was different.

	Regent.

	Effectively the Little Duke.

	He was the guest, and I was the host.

	"Please enter."

	Duke Sylvester was standing by the window.

	"You're here already. Have you finished reading the books?"

	"Not all of them. About half."

	"Oh. So what are you curious about?"

	There was no reason to beat around the bush.

	"Feline tribe hybrids whose lifespan shortens. Is there a way to cure it?"

	The silver-haired elf's eyebrow moved minutely.

	"I'm getting old, so it's hard to follow the regent's story. Weren't you trying to cure that cute silver-haired girl next to you?"

	Come to think of it, I didn't explain to that elf.

	"My older sister—or younger sister—is suffering from a chronic condition."

	"Older sister... older sister... ah... now that I think about it..."

	He pondered something.

	I wondered what he was thinking so deeply about, but I left him alone for now.

	He walked around the room silently, then nodded.

	"To think you've already gotten that far. I almost feel sorry for Ernst."

	It was a name out of nowhere.

	Why is that name suddenly coming up?

	"Ah!"

	Sir Karl exclaimed beside me.

	It was a voice as if he'd realized something.

	Then Lise looked back and forth between the two with a satisfied face and nodded.

	Wait.

	What exactly are those two misunderstanding?

	Are they thinking I'm making plans like "If I ascend to the Emperor's throne, I'll install Celine as duke"?

	I wanted to tell them it was a misunderstanding.

	But I couldn't be bothered to clear up the misunderstanding.

	"According to First Age records, there's a case that not only reversed the lifespan shortening of hybrids but even reversed aging that had already progressed."

	"I've seen that record too. But it's never been reproduced."

	"Because most First Age technology was lost. To reproduce it, you need the original. Surprisingly, if you just obtain the original materials, implementing the magic itself isn't that difficult. At least for me."

	"The original being?"

	"Ruins. First Age ruins. The bigger the better."

	First Age ruins were rare. Very rare. And within the Hardenberg Empire, there were no super-large First Age ruins. Until recently, that is.

	"Ruins..."

	"Wasn't a super-large First Age ruin discovered in this area recently? The reason I first came here was to see those ruins. Of course, now I'm more interested in the person who discovered the ruins than the ruins themselves."

	To be precise, I didn't discover it.

	The two counts discovered it.

	But well, now they and the families who inherited their legacy have become stars in the sky, so it's fine to say I discovered it.

	Until recently, tremendous procedures would have been needed to obtain ruin exploration funding, but...

	I turned my head to Sir Karl.

	"Can I increase ruin exploration funding through the regent's authority?"

	He nodded.

	"Of course. However."

	"However?"

	"Since training is late today, we'll do twice the usual amount. Your Excellency, Little Duke."
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	**

	Documents occupied the desk.

	Southern front reports. Merchant guild status.

	Kuman tribe settlement issues.

	Summary of Ernst's associates' movements.

	Dungeon exploration reports.

	And so on.

	The expression "mountain of paperwork" was no exaggeration.

	Wrestling with these documents for months now. Every single day was a blur.

	If this world had child labor laws, the boss would've been arrested.

	The problem was that I was the boss.

	Technically acting lord, but ultimately all decision-making authority rested with me, and all of this was my own doing.

	The door opened and a messenger entered.

	"Report from the southern front. His Excellency's campaign proceeds smoothly. The rebel main force is in retreat."

	"I see."

	I nodded reflexively without much thought.

	A sudden thought occurred to me.

	We call those bastards rebels, but conversely, those bastards probably call us rebels.

	Four major claimants to the throne alone. Including the less prominent ones, over ten people in this clusterfuck.

	But either way, this was good news.

	The bad news was that the mountain of documents had grown higher.

	I picked up the top sheet from the newly arrived stack.

	Detailed southern front report. Our casualties, occupied territories, supply situation.

	Numbers danced hazily before my eyes.

	After roughly skimming through documents and passing them to Lise for about ten minutes.

	"Young Master."

	"Mm?"

	"I'm anxious."

	"About what?"

	"I don't know. Just a feeling. The south is going smoothly. The Kuman settlement has stabilized. The merchant guild is doing good business."

	"That's right."

	"But why do I feel so tense?"

	I felt the same way.

	I didn't know the reason either.

	Something had felt off since Father left for the south. An anxiety I couldn't quite grasp.

	Was it the weight of the regent position?

	Or was it because Ernst was still somewhere in the territory?

	On the surface, things were quiet. No official gatherings, no noticeable troop movements.

	But that made it more unsettling.

	Quiet didn't mean doing nothing.

	It meant preparing something beneath the surface.

	Ernst was still somewhere in the territory.

	A bomb that could explode at any moment. That was the biggest problem right now.

	Ugh, thinking about it gave me a headache.

	I pressed my temples, but it was useless. At times like this, I needed that.

	"Elizabeth. Bring me that thing."

	"Y-yes!"

	She returned shortly with a glass.

	Ice floated on top of a black liquid.

	Ice made and preserved by asking a mage. Strong brewed coffee poured over it.

	"You diluted it with water to weaken the concentration, right?"

	"Y-yes!"

	Right, that's what makes it an Americano.

	Gulp.

	It was a familiar taste. Should I call it the taste of home?

	My foggy head gradually cleared.

	"What's that?"

	Celine was looking at it with a bizarre expression.

	She was perched on the windowsill—when had she come in?

	"Coffee."

	"No, why put ice in it?"

	"If caffeine doesn't enter my system, I can't work. I don't have time to drink hot coffee. And I don't like hot things either."

	The technical term is cat tongue.

	But apparently it wasn't the cat girl's preference.

	"Does that make sense? Aren't you pushing yourself too hard?"

	"Not really. I heard there's a place somewhere that drinks this regularly."

	"Why?"

	"Without it, they can't work, so even in weather cold enough to freeze to death, they drink this while working."

	"What kind of hell is that?"

	Her voice contained genuine horror.

	Instead of answering, I crunched on the ice. Crunch crunch.

	This is it, this right here.

	The refreshing sensation that made that hell bearable!

	But... was that place really such a hell?

	The workload itself wasn't much different then and now.

	Several more people came in after that to report.

	This time it was an archaeologist.

	One of the refugees who came north fleeing the central civil war. I heard his research institute burned down in the war, funding was cut off, and he eventually fled with his family.

	Imperial Academy graduate, First Age ruins specialist. As such people typically were, he doubled as a mage, but also as typically, his magical skills themselves weren't particularly outstanding.

	Should I call him my fellow student since he's a disciple of Duke Sylvester? If the south hadn't become a mess, he would've been difficult to hire.

	Until now, we couldn't conduct proper exploration due to budget issues.

	Only after becoming regent could I finally allocate funds, and the results were, in a word, jackpot.

	"We've confirmed treasure chambers, Excellency! Here, here, and here. There are magical reactions in at least three locations. Presumed to be sealed areas."

	A voice full of excitement.

	My mood improved as well.

	"The scale?"

	"We originally predicted it was a large ruin, but the more we explore... this is at least twice what's visible. No, perhaps even more."

	"Even more?"

	"It extends at least five floors underground. We haven't confirmed the end yet."

	He paused briefly, then drew in a breath.

	"If my speculation is correct, this isn't simply a noble's tomb. There's a possibility it's a First Age emperor's mausoleum."

	"An emperor's mausoleum?"

	"In the late First Age, there are three emperors who disappeared from history. It might be one of them."

	His eyes sparkled. The mad passion characteristic of capable scholars.

	"Of course, it's not confirmed yet. But the scale of the ruins, the location, the architectural style... everything fits. According to First Age chronology, there are records of large-scale civil engineering projects in the emperor's final years, and analyzing population movement patterns in the north at that time..."

	"I see."

	"So I cannot rule out the possibility that this is not simply a noble tomb but an imperial mausoleum. If my hypothesis is correct, this would be the greatest in the Empire's history..."

	"I understand."

	"...discovery, and not only in academic value but depending on the preservation state of the artifacts..."

	"I said I understand!"

	Only then did he close his mouth.

	He seemed slightly hurt in his pride, trembling a bit, but...

	"I'll allocate additional personnel and budget. Speed up the exploration."

	His face brightened completely. An easy person to read.

	"Thank you, Excellency!"

	He bowed deeply and left.

	"He's an exhausting person to deal with."

	"Well, it's good that he's passionate. Though it makes me slightly more tired."

	I shook the empty glass.

	"Elizabeth, bring me another cup."

	"Y-yes!"

	The sound of her rushing footsteps.

	Meanwhile, I ran calculations in my head.

	Elizabeth returned with a new glass. Ice floating on black liquid.

	I took it and downed it in one shot.

	With caffeine entering consecutively, it was a strange feeling of being both hazy and clear.

	I scanned the map once more.

	Three sealed areas. Five or more underground floors. Possibility of an emperor-grade mausoleum.

	Definitely worth exploring.

	Perhaps there might be the kind of treasure I'm after.

	"Young Master, it's almost time for training with Sir Karl."

	I nodded.

	I folded the map and put it in the drawer.

	Dungeon exploration, budget—I had to get permission first.

	**

	Training was the same as always.

	Genuine child abuse in name and reality.

	Sir Karl swung his wooden sword, adjusting only the force and angle enough not to cripple me, and I desperately blocked because I hated pain.

	Thwack.

	The first strike aimed for my shoulder. I raised my arm to block, but the impact traveled through my palm to my collarbone.

	Thwack. Thwack.

	Second. Waist.

	I barely blocked it. My wrist tingled. The sword nearly slipped.

	"Your elbow is too high!"

	Third. Shoulder.

	Fourth. Side.

	Fifth. Crown of the head.

	Block, deflect, dodge.

	Between each, corrections pierced my ears. Center is shaking. Breathing is shallow. Eyes only on the sword. Feet are stiff. Too much tension in the shoulders.

	Sweat got in my eyes. Saltiness spread on my tongue tip.

	Each time the wooden swords clashed, impact accumulated in my palms. My shoulder ached, my wrist throbbed.

	But it was different from a few months ago.

	Back then, I couldn't last past three strikes before rolling on the ground. Now I remained standing past ten.

	I managed to block the attacks.

	Of course, I didn't know whether the standard for "managed" was Sir Karl's or mine.

	The fifteenth attack grazed below my chin.

	I dodged, but lost my balance. Pushed back one step. Two steps. Three steps.

	Eventually I fell on my rear.

	I squeezed my eyes shut. My body instinctively curled up.

	I had too many memories of getting hit with follow-up strikes when I fell.

	But...

	"That's enough for today."

	Sir Karl stood there, lowering his wooden sword. Apparently he didn't intend to hit me.

	"However, you must never close your eyes until the very last moment."

	It was a rebuke.

	But better than a wooden sword.

	"I'll keep that in mind."

	A towel flew at me.

	I didn't have time to catch it, so it hit me square in the face.

	The dry cloth covered my nose and mouth.

	I just gasped for breath in that state for a while.

	"I have... something to tell you."

	I barely opened my mouth. My words broke from breathlessness.

	"Speak."

	I wiped my face with the towel and got up. My legs trembled, but I stood anyway.

	"It's about the dungeon exploration. I think I need to check it directly. I'll need to skip training during the exploration period."

	I thought I'd be refused.

	There was no way this training maniac would agree to skipping training.

	He'd tell me to forget about dungeons and just train.

	So I had prepared excuses accordingly.

	But.

	"It's been a while since a dungeon exploration."

	What?

	"Have you been to dungeons before, Sir?"

	"A few times when I was young. I accompanied His Grace the Duke."

	A few times?

	Not once, but several times?

	Well... it wasn't that strange. There was nothing odd about a wandering mercenary company doing some dungeon exploration.

	Originally, the boundary between mercenaries and adventurers was always blurred.

	"It had a different flavor from battlefields. Enemies that could pop out at any moment in the darkness. Passages where you couldn't see an inch ahead. The tension of advancing trusting only your comrade's back."

	Should I call it fervor? Or perhaps nostalgia?

	Either way, it was an expression I'd never seen before.

	Don't tell me...

	"This can also be part of training. I'll accompany you as well."

	"Wait, Sir. That's..."

	"Why? Is there a problem?"

	"There's no need for you to accompany us directly..."

	"There is a need."

	Sir Karl slung the wooden sword over his shoulder.

	"Dungeons are dangerous. Even more so if it's a First Age ruin. If the Little Duke is going directly, I must go as well. Training... we can continue in the dungeon."

	A beaming smile.

	That smile was frightening.

	Training in a dungeon. Was he planning to make me practice against monsters?

	Or rather, wasn't he planning actual combat, not practice?

	"Understood."

	But I didn't have the courage to ask that question.
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	"We've arrived."

	The dungeon entrance spread out before my eyes.

	It was a different entrance from last time. One of several entrances discovered during exploration. I'd heard the archaeologists had barely managed to revive it by supplying power.

	"Seven adventurers went in to activate one entrance. Three died."

	The archaeologist spoke matter-of-factly.

	"Compensation?"

	"Already paid."

	His voice continued as he bowed his head.

	"Including the cost of supplying power, there were quite substantial expenses, but they'll be covered if we excavate even one proper magic item."

	It was both a confession that there were no results yet and an excuse offered to the investor.

	I didn't bother pointing it out. The budget increase was just the other day—what could I expect?

	The complaint erupted from an unexpected source.

	"Come to think of it, the hired adventurers must have already swept away all the monsters."

	It was Sir Karl.

	"I keep forgetting. I'm a count and he's a duke, and now we're not hired adventurers but the ones who hire them."

	Though he was taciturn and contemplative, earning Father's complete trust, his essence wasn't much different from Father's. After calling me "Little Duke," he often revealed that personality even in front of me.

	Of course, if he hadn't been like that, he wouldn't have earned that trust in the first place.

	"Still, we haven't explored the really deep parts yet. We've only skimmed the surface."

	"Hehe, I know. I'll finally get to stretch properly. I haven't been moving lately and my muscles are all stiff."

	Haven't been moving?

	My whole body ached from training with him until yesterday.

	When I raised my arms, my shoulders throbbed, and when I moved my legs, my thighs pulled.

	Well, whatever... So we just need to go through that door, right?

	Large enough for ten adults to enter side by side. It wasn't just a door.

	A magical door with bluish light rippling like waves.

	First Age text covered the walls around the door.

	I'd brought about fifteen scholars.

	Each holding torches, they approached the walls.

	Some pulled out parchment, others attempted decoding while chanting magic spells.

	First Age text was fundamentally hieroglyphic.

	Even for experts, decoding wasn't easy.

	Lise scanned the wall once and opened her mouth.

	"O ye who enter, are you prepared to pay the price? Only those who bring a heart shall obtain a heart."

	An awkward silence flowed among the scholars who hadn't even read the first character yet.

	"A heart..."

	"Is it demanding a sacrifice?"

	Lise tilted her head.

	She had decoded it, but that didn't mean she understood the meaning.

	"I don't know. It could be metaphorical, or it could be a real heart. The First Age 'heart' was used in various meanings. Core, essence, magic stone... It changes depending on context."

	In other words, she didn't know.

	"I'll go first. Little Duke, follow behind me."

	Sir Karl tapped his sword hilt.

	Sir Karl stepped toward the magical door. The blue light swallowed his body.

	In an instant, his form disappeared.

	I let out a deep sigh and told the rest of the party.

	"We're going in too. Sir Karl has already gone, and since the entrance area has already been 'cleaned,' there's no need to be too tense. Still, knights go in first. Then mages. Scholars last."

	To prepare for the worst, it was right to deploy those with combat power first.

	Though the scholars also doubled as mages, their combat ability was hard to expect.

	The average scholar would gasp for breath with their mana drained after casting one Energy Bolt.

	The power of Energy Bolt? Probably a bit weaker than a knight's strong punch. A punch, not a sword.

	I stood before the magical door.

	The blue light caressed my face. Neither cold nor hot. Just light.

	I took one step forward.

	The world flipped. No, it felt like it flipped.

	A dizziness as if up and down were switching swept past.

	My vision went white, then dark again.

	And.

	"This is..."

	I lost my words at the scene spread before my eyes.

	It was a massive hall.

	The ceiling wasn't visible. No, was there even a ceiling? Even looking up, there was only endless darkness.

	The walls were covered with murals. Vivid murals whose colors hadn't faded. As vivid as if painted yesterday.

	"That's..."

	Lise, who had appeared beside me at some point, was looking at the murals.

	"It's a dragon."

	There was a dragon in the mural.

	And beneath the dragon, something was written.

	This too was First Age text, but I also knew the character at the very top.

	"Krustein."

	That name which became the origin of our family name. Originally the name of a massive dragon.

	A dragon, an existence thousands of times superior to humans.

	Among them, the silver dragon that stood at the pinnacle.

	That dragon was said to have perished together with the First Empire.

	Lise read the text below.

	"Be cursed, abominable beast... We shall not be defeated by you..."

	If these ruins were from the First Age, it would still be before that dragon fell.

	"Come to think of it, I have a question."

	Duke Sylvester said.

	"Ask anything."

	"Why is the family name Krustein? When I asked Duke Walther before, he evaded the question. Something about hearing from scholars and using a good word? But Krustein is fundamentally an evil dragon, isn't it?"

	That was certainly strange. But I didn't know the answer.

	Instead of me, it was my martial arts teacher who answered my academic teacher's question.

	"His Excellency said since it was the strongest one, it would be good to take that one's name."

	...

	...

	"That's just like our father."

	Celine let out a deep sigh.

	I raised my mana sensitivity to the maximum.

	There was something inside.

	It definitely had mana. But I didn't feel the aura characteristic of living things.

	Neither alive nor completely dead.

	Undead?

	Or a golem?

	"How is it?"

	"There's something inside. I don't know what it is, but something with mana."

	"How much mana?"

	I debated whether to say this or not, then decided to.

	"If we're just talking about quantity, it's probably above Master's level."

	The response to that was...

	"That's good. Those mercenary nobodies seem to have left the tastiest part. When we were mercenaries, we never would have left it behind."

	Sir Karl gave a speech in front of the knights.

	"Now, there are powerful enemies before you! Fight them! Be victorious! And seize it! The great heir of Krustein is watching your valor, so this is your chance to prove it!"

	Strong enemies meant valuable spoils of war, apparently.

	Well, he wasn't wrong.

	It was also true that I was watching.

	Half the knights cheered. Really.

	The other half also cheered. Fakely. Their mana was trembling.

	I could feel their heartbeats quickening.

	Should I tell them?

	No, never mind. That level is normal. Rather, if everyone had been happy, that would have been stranger.

	The mages' reactions weren't much different.

	The scholars... Hmm. Let's just pretend I didn't see.

	The passage continued.

	Duke Sylvester's light sphere illuminated ahead. Shadows on the walls flickered.

	No one spoke. Only footsteps and breathing echoed in the passage.

	How long had we walked?

	Something caught on my mana sensitivity. Not just one. Several.

	They were moving.

	"Stop."

	At my words, everyone stopped.

	"Something's coming."

	It burst out from the wall.

	No, it would be more accurate to say what had been the wall moved.

	It was a doll made of stone.

	A golem. Not just one. Two, three, four. Four forms separated from both walls of the passage.

	"Formation!"

	Sir Karl shouted.

	The knights moved instinctively. Three in front raised shields to form a wall, and the rest drew swords behind them.

	Thud. Thud. Thud.

	The golems' footsteps shook the passage. Slow. But heavy. Each step cracked the floor.

	"Mages, ready!"

	The mage commander's order fell.

	The mages began chanting spells from the rear. I felt mana gathering. Several light spheres rose into the air.

	The first golem crashed into the shield wall.

	Bang.

	One knight was pushed back. Sparks flew as his feet scraped the floor.

	"Fire!"

	Three fireballs flew.

	The first hit the golem's shoulder. Explosion. Stone fragments scattered. But the golem didn't stop.

	The second and third hit consecutively.

	Only then did the first golem kneel. Not only fire magic but blade magic also struck directly, destroying one of the golem's arms. Still, it struck down at a knight with its other arm.

	"Urgh!"

	The shield crumpled. The knight fell backward.

	The second golem rushed into that gap.

	In that moment, Sir Karl moved.

	"You idiots! And you call yourselves knights of Krustein!"

	The golem's head flew off.

	I wondered if cutting off the head would stop it, but with this type of golem, the power source or control device was often in the head.

	The headless golem stopped in place. Its knees buckled and it fell forward.

	Sir Karl didn't stop.

	Taking one more step forward, he cut down another golem. A strike piercing through the chest.

	"Behind!"

	Someone shouted.

	Without turning his head, Sir Karl thrust his sword backward.

	The sword embedded in the golem's chest. Precisely in the center.

	"I knew."

	A calm voice.

	When he twisted the sword, the golem split in two.

	It didn't take long for all the golems to fall.

	But.

	"Wounded!"

	A cry was heard.

	Two knights who had held the shield wall were down.

	"Healing!"

	One mage rushed over.

	I looked at the fallen golems.

	While maintaining mana sensitivity.

	These golems' mana was minimal. The level of ordinary magical devices. Not strong.

	Yet two knights were injured.

	The thing inside.

	Its mana was incomparable to these.

	"How is it?"

	Sir Karl asked, brushing stone dust off his sword.

	"Small fry. Compared to what's inside, that is."

	A brief silence flowed.

	Sir Karl laughed.

	"That's good."

	That madness somehow felt reassuring.
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	Mana flowed from three different directions.

	The right side was warm.

	The front was cold.

	The bottom was... hard to describe.

	It seemed both alive and dead at the same time.

	Lise scanned the hieroglyphs on the wall.

	I'd studied quite a bit, but deciphering them was still difficult for me.

	The First Era did have phonetic writing, which was used in books, but the ruins invariably had hieroglyphs carved into them.

	"What does it say?"

	"The Room of Healing is to the east. The Room of Contract is to the north. The Room of Judgment is below."

	"Which way will you go?"

	Duke Sylvester asked.

	East, obviously. Treating disabilities. Wasn't that why we came here in the first place?

	"East."

	The eastern passage was wider than the others.

	Wide enough for a decent carriage procession to pass through. No, maybe even wider than that.

	The ceiling was high too. Even when Duke Sylvester's light sphere illuminated above, the end wasn't visible.

	The walls were covered with murals. Pictures of the sick lying down. Pictures of light shining down on them. Pictures of people standing up. Content befitting the name "Room of Healing."

	Lise read the text below the murals.

	"Only those who bring payment shall obtain what they desire."

	Payment...

	Duke Sylvester stopped in front of a mural.

	Where his gaze fell was a different picture. Not a sick person, but a healthy person lying down. And another person standing beside them.

	"This is..."

	"One person lies down, one person stands. And something is flowing out of the lying person into the standing person."

	Sir Karl narrowed his eyes.

	"Equivalent exchange."

	"Equivalent exchange?"

	It was a term that reminded me of a certain masterpiece manga about alchemist brothers.

	"Among the First Era's healing magic, there were such types. Methods that took from someone and gave to someone else. Transferring lifespan, transferring health. Of course, most are lost techniques."

	Duke Sylvester continued.

	"There were ethical issues, but frankly speaking, that wasn't the only reason."

	I nodded.

	If the privileged class had a way to extend their lifespan by even a year by sacrificing the lives of the ruled, there's no way they wouldn't do it.

	"Then the 'payment' required here is also..."

	"Considering the scale and location of this ruin, and the inscription at the entrance... 'Only those who bring a heart shall obtain a heart.' Do you remember?"

	I remembered.

	"It would be wise not to rule out the possibility that 'heart' means exactly what it says."

	"What? So we have to kill someone?"

	Celine frowned.

	"It's just a possibility. We'll only know everything once we get there."

	We had to go see for ourselves.

	Of course, I didn't think it would be smooth sailing.

	I'd expected there would be some problem when we arrived.

	Those ominous phrases about equivalent exchange and payment weren't there for nothing.

	But I hadn't thought there would be problems along the way.

	At most, additional monster groups. A few more golems like the one earlier.

	Sir Karl would handle that much on his own.

	That's what I was thinking as we walked...

	The passage was blocked.

	Part of the ceiling seemed to have collapsed.

	Massive boulders were blocking the path.

	About 10 meters high. The width filled the entire passage.

	"Damn."

	Sir Karl clicked his tongue.

	The good news was that there were gaps.

	Through the spaces between the stones, we could see the darkness beyond. It wasn't completely blocked.

	The path continued.

	"Shall I try pushing it?"

	Sir Karl said, rolling his shoulders.

	"You mustn't!"

	One of the scholars was horrified.

	"If you force it, a secondary collapse could occur. The ceiling structure is already unstable. If we're not careful, we could all..."

	"Then what do you suggest? Just sit here twiddling our thumbs?"

	"W-well..."

	The scholar trailed off.

	There was a power dynamic and a huge difference in combat ability, so the poor scholar had no choice but to become dejected despite being right.

	Duke Sylvester stepped forward between them.

	"Let me try."

	Standing before the pile of stones, he reached out and lightly touched the largest boulder.

	He closed his eyes.

	"Om kalima safirot lu seperu akirot."

	Elvish. But slightly different from what I knew.

	Something older.

	An ancient language as difficult to learn as First Era Imperial, or perhaps even more so.

	Like First Era Imperial, a great language where the words themselves became magic if spoken fluently enough. Each syllable vibrated the air.

	Mana began to move.

	It wasn't flashy. No explosions, no flashes. Just the surface of the stone beginning to tremble faintly.

	And the result was...

	"This won't work."

	Giving up.

	Of course, it wasn't complete abandonment. With additional manpower, excavation work could continue.

	But the deflation was unavoidable.

	"Wait a moment."

	Lise stepped forward. She was holding a bundle of parchment.

	It was densely filled with notes written at some point.

	The characters on the walls we'd passed, the pictures, the structural features. She seemed to have recorded everything.

	"Did you find something?"

	"There might not be a need to go east specifically."

	Lise said, showing the parchment.

	"This ruin has a radial structure centered on the central hall. The three rooms aren't completely separate... they're connected inside. The Room of Healing, the Room of Contract, the Room of Judgment. All three lead to the 'center.'"

	Which meant.

	"If east is blocked, we can go around another way?"

	"Yes. Whether north or below, we can eventually reach the same place. Though we'll have to go further around, of course."

	Duke Sylvester nodded.

	"Remarkable."

	His gaze swept over Lise's bundle of parchment.

	"Are ruins like this rare?"

	"No. What's remarkable isn't the ruin, but you. Though we lump it together as First Era Imperial, there are actually many different dialectal styles, and even I don't know some parts well. But Miss Lise's studies seem remarkably deep."

	"U-uh..."

	"You're as interesting as Regent Adrian."

	"Hi... hic."

	"For a 13-year-old girl to learn First Era Imperial alone is worthy of being called a genius. But to be fluent in different dialectal styles too? Where on earth did you learn this?"

	Lise's shoulders stiffened.

	"Th-that's..."

	"Did you perhaps have a special teacher? Or..."

	"We northerners are naturally capable."

	It was Sir Karl. He was standing between them before anyone noticed. His expression was as indifferent as usual.

	Duke Sylvester's eyebrow moved slightly.

	"Weren't you from Sicilena Island in the south, Sir?"

	"I'm a northerner."

	He stated flatly.

	Duke Sylvester nodded.

	"I see."

	That settled it for now.

	But the questions hadn't disappeared.

	Lise's ancient language skills. That was definitely strange.

	For a 13-year-old girl to read First Era Imperial alone was already miraculous.

	But different dialectal styles too?

	An area that even an elf scholar who'd lived 1,800 years admitted to "not knowing well"?

	Could something have happened during the experiments in the Imperial capital? The process of creating enhanced humans?

	It was possible.

	People generally think magic declined after the First Era. That's not wrong. Many fields can't reproduce ancient techniques.

	But that wasn't entirely true either.

	There were definitely areas of progress. Magic trains were a prime example.

	A magic system that didn't exist in the First Era, developed purely in modern times.

	Not unidirectional decline, but a mixture where some areas declined and others advanced. That was the reality for mages in this world.

	The possibility that something was implanted in Lise. Or an ability gained as a byproduct of the experimental process.

	Elizabeth suddenly came to mind.

	A being from the Imperial capital. A girl who might be an Imperial Princess.

	Should I casually ask her?

	But I soon shook my head. I wasn't even certain she was really a princess.

	Even if she was a real princess, it was still a problem.

	Would a young princess who ran away know about the Empire's secret experiments?

	What would an elementary school-aged daughter of a conglomerate family know if you asked her about her company's latest technology?

	"Which room do you plan to go to?"

	At Duke Sylvester's question, I thought for a moment. The Room of Judgment. The Room of Contract. If I had to choose one.

	"The Room of Contract would be better."

	The word "contract" felt slightly less ominous than the word "judgment."

	Of course, we'd only know the reality once we saw it.

	The group began moving again.

	We returned to the junction and entered the northern passage. The atmosphere was different from the east. The murals on the walls were different. Two beings clasping hands. A human and something not human.

	"Befitting the name Room of Contract."

	Lise murmured.

	How long had we walked like that?

	"Damn."

	Sir Karl stopped walking.

	The way ahead was blocked. Same as the east. Traces of part of the ceiling collapsing. Massive boulders blocking the passage.

	"This place is blocked too."

	Duke Sylvester said calmly.

	In the end, only one place remained.

	The Room of Judgment.

	The group's gazes all turned toward me at once. Sir Karl. Duke Sylvester. Lise. Celine. The knights. The mages. The scholars.

	Everyone was silently looking only at me.

	Right... I was the decision-maker.

	"Let's just go."

	What else could we do? We'd come this far.

	But, honestly speaking, I hoped very slightly that place would be blocked too.

	If all three places were blocked, it couldn't be helped, right?

	We could come back after finishing excavation work next time.

	But.

	When stairs leading downward appeared, that hope was shattered.

	It wasn't blocked. The stairs continued endlessly into the darkness.

	One step. Two steps. Three steps.

	The air changed as we descended. It wasn't getting colder. A feeling of heaviness. A density that seemed to press on the lungs.

	And I felt it.

	The energy flowing from below. Much closer than when I first detected it with mana sensitivity. That much clearer.

	And... more powerful than I'd expected.

	My heart began to race.
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	A massive door.

	Behind that door was 'it.'

	I thought it grew stronger as I got closer, but that wasn't it.

	The closer I got, the more 'properly' I could feel its immensity.

	To put it in perspective, it was like this:

	From far away, I thought it was just a mountain, but when I got closer, I realized it wasn't a mountain—it was a giant's foot.

	The energy flowing from beyond the door pressed down on my lungs.

	Something neither alive nor dead.

	It was different from golems. Different from undead.

	The golems we'd faced earlier were just rocks moved by magic. They had no 'presence.'

	But this was different.

	It was compressed.

	Like something enormous forcibly crammed into a small vessel.

	Mana swollen taut like a balloon about to burst.

	Yet even that 'small vessel' was larger than Sir Karl's total mana capacity.

	"Do you sense something?"

	"Yes."

	"How strong is it?"

	"Above you, Sir."

	Unease rippled through the knights.

	"Moreover..."

	"Moreover?"

	"It's not just one. There are two. Inside there. Two of them."

	Silence descended.

	Then he laughed.

	"I'll open it."

	"What?"

	"I have items prepared in advance, so the Little Duke can escape in an emergency."

	No... even so, opening it so recklessly like that...

	A thought suddenly struck me. Maybe this man was more similar to 'Walther Von Krustein' than I'd ever imagined.

	It's just that normally he served as second-in-command to someone even more reckless than himself, so he only seemed relatively sensible by comparison. Something like that.

	Actually, it was more certainty than thought.

	Clunk!

	The door opened.

	I gripped my sword and stepped back.

	The knights raised their shields. Mana condensed at the mages' fingertips.

	And.

	Nothing came out.

	Time passed in the tension filling the corridor.

	"Strange."

	Duke Sylvester muttered.

	It was more than strange.

	On the way here, there had been golems and traps. We'd been ambushed several times even on the stairs leading down to the Chamber of Judgment.

	Yet here, where the strongest energy could be felt, there was nothing?

	Sir Karl stepped into the doorway with his sword drawn.

	Several minutes passed.

	"All clear."

	Only then did I exhale and follow.

	It was a spacious chamber. The walls were covered with First Era murals. A being holding scales. Kneeling humans. Content befitting the name Chamber of Judgment.

	But my gaze was fixed elsewhere.

	The center.

	Three altars were arranged in a triangle.

	On two of the altars sat fist-sized stones.

	They looked like ordinary rocks at first glance. But through mana sensitivity, they were completely different.

	Those were the source.

	That immense energy was flowing from those two stones.

	"And that one."

	The altar right in front of me.

	It was empty.

	Only traces of something that had been placed there remained.

	A circular mark free of dust. The size seemed similar to the other two stones.

	"There were originally three."

	Duke Sylvester said.

	"Judging from the murals, the stone assigned to the Chamber of Judgment is that empty one. The other two stones seem to lead to different entrances."

	"Since there are three hearts... Ah! I think they call those stones hearts."

	Lise interjected.

	So one of the three hearts that were originally here had disappeared.

	Someone had already taken it.

	"When do you think it was taken?"

	Celine asked.

	"Unknown. Based on the dust pattern, it seems to be at least several hundred years old. Perhaps over a thousand years. Or maybe the stone was taken before the end of the First Era. This is quite a significant archaeological discovery!"

	Heat filled his voice.

	The end of the First Era. Even for that elf, who was closer to an ancient than a modern person, it was an ancient event, so his excitement wasn't strange.

	Fist-sized stones.

	They looked ordinary at first glance. Nothing special except for a slightly bluish tint.

	But through mana sensitivity, they were completely different.

	Duke Sylvester knelt before a stone and lightly touched it with his outstretched hand. He closed his eyes.

	How much time passed?

	He opened his eyes.

	"They're sealed spirits."

	"Spirits?"

	Sir Karl asked.

	"High Spirits at that. No, perhaps even beyond that."

	High Spirits?

	I didn't know much about spirit arts, but I knew how rare High Spirits were. I'd heard that successfully contracting one gave you combat power equivalent to a Swordmaster.

	"Can High Spirits be sealed?"

	"The humans of the First Era could. Though the technique has been lost now."

	He walked to the second stone and repeated the same process.

	"This one's the same. A sealed spirit. Different attribute, but similar rank."

	Two sealed High Spirits.

	"I have a question. How strong do you feel their energy? Precisely."

	Sir Karl spoke up.

	I hesitated for a moment.

	Should I be honest? Or should I gloss over it?

	But this was a situation that required accurate information.

	"In their sealed state, they're smaller than Father. But if the seal is broken, they'll be greater than Father."

	Walther Von Krustein.

	The strongest in this territory—no, frankly, in this empire.

	Stones containing mana even stronger than him.

	"Hehehehe. What a tremendous discovery. Perhaps there's a clue for the Commander to reach the next level."

	Sir Karl strode toward the altar. There was no hesitation.

	The moment his hand reached for the stone, veins bulged on his forearm. He was exerting force.

	"Urrrrgh!"

	He even shouted, unlike himself.

	But the stone didn't budge.

	"Hmm."

	With a short sigh, he withdrew his hand.

	"I'll try using my aura."

	He reached out again. This time was different.

	A bluish light bloomed from his fingertips.

	The secret technique of a man evaluated as half a step before Swordmaster. That light enveloped the stone.

	The pressure felt through mana sensitivity was tremendous.

	The entire room seemed to vibrate. No, it was actually vibrating.

	Dust on the floor trembled faintly. Murals on the walls shook.

	Stone powder pattered down from the ceiling.

	But the stone remained in place.

	Some knights were flustered.

	"To think Count would fail."

	"Then Duke must come..."

	Others...

	"I'll try!"

	Approached with a confident expression.

	Even though they must know they couldn't succeed when Sir Karl had failed.

	I didn't not understand.

	Young knights still. Knights who harbored fantasies about having tremendous potential.

	Moreover, what did they have to lose?

	"Permission granted."

	A knight approached the altar and touched the stone. The moment he exerted force, his face reddened. It grew redder and redder, then finally turned blue.

	Labored breathing leaked out.

	The result was the same. Failure.

	"I'll try too."

	Another knight stepped forward. Also failed.

	"Me too!"

	Failed.

	"It's too firm. It's like trying to lift the entire continent."

	One knight said while rubbing his wrist.

	"I'll attempt a dispelling spell."

	The mages stepped forward. Incantations echoed. Mana enveloped the stone.

	But again, failure.

	"Then what if we break the base? If we destroy the altar, won't the stone fall?"

	Duke Sylvester shook his head.

	"That won't do. We don't know what might happen."

	Lise examined the wall again. Her fingers traced the letters.

	"There's an additional phrase. 'The heart to one who has a heart.'"

	"What does that mean?"

	Celine asked.

	"I don't know. It's still ambiguous."

	First Era people, really frustrating.

	Why did they leave everything so cryptic?

	"I'll try too."

	Celine approached the altar. She reached out her hand. Exerted force.

	Well, the result was obvious.

	"Annoying."

	Celine grumbled as she stepped back.

	The atmosphere grew heavy.

	Sir Karl had failed. The knights had failed. The mages had failed. Celine had failed.

	Did we come all this way to return empty-handed?

	"I think that's all for today. Further research is needed. We need to analyze the wall text more and search for other documents."

	Duke Sylvester sighed.

	A mood of withdrawal settled in.

	The scholars gave the murals one last look.

	The sound of scribbling on parchment could be heard.

	I stopped in front of the altar.

	I looked down at the stone without a word.

	A fist-sized stone with a bluish tint.

	A High Spirit was sealed inside it.

	One that would become stronger than Father if unsealed.

	My hand slowly reached toward the stone.

	I didn't know why. I just wanted to try.

	My hand touched the stone.

	It was cold. And smooth.

	A surface countless hands must have brushed over the long years. But it hadn't worn down.

	I exerted force.

	"Ugh!"

	And...

	Pop.

	The stone was in my hand.

	The thing that hadn't budged despite Sir Karl's best efforts.

	I had exerted some force, but it lifted.

	The knights stared at me blankly.

	The mages were the same.

	I also stared blankly down at the stone in my hand.

	What just happened?

	"L-Little Duke..."

	Someone tried to speak but couldn't complete the sentence.

	Sir Karl looked back and forth between the altar and my hand. His mouth was half open.

	"Hey. What did you do?"

	Celine approached.

	"I don't know either."

	It was an honest answer.

	I really didn't know. Why was I the only one who could?

	Mana sensitivity?

	Let's put that on the list of candidates for now.

	But was that all?

	Something else. Something only I had. Something others didn't have.

	Actually, it didn't need to be everyone.

	Only the knights had directly tried to lift it, and the mages had attempted magic instead of trying to take it directly.

	In that case...

	An interesting hypothesis formed.

	My gaze turned to Duke Sylvester. Then to Lise.

	"Lise."

	"Yes?"

	"Go over there and try to take that."

	I pointed to the second stone on the other altar.

	Lise blinked.

	"Me?"

	"Yeah. You."

	All eyes turned to Lise at once.

	She hesitated for a moment, then slowly walked to the second altar.

	Her footsteps echoed in the quiet chamber.

	Lise stood before the altar and looked down at the stone.

	Then she looked back at me once.

	I nodded to her.

	Her hand reached toward the stone.
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	Lise's fingertips were trembling slightly.

	Even though she'd gained confidence from several successes, she still had a timid side in situations like this.

	She squeezed her eyes shut. Like a child right before getting a shot.

	Then she applied force.

	Or rather, tried to apply force.

	It lifted.

	Too easily. Much lighter than when I'd lifted it. Like picking up an empty cup.

	It was the picture I'd expected. But she apparently hadn't expected it.

	"Hoe..."

	A dumb sound leaked from Lise's mouth.

	Opening her eyes, she stared blankly down at the stone in her hand.

	The knights' mouths hung half-open. The mages and scholars were the same.

	All eyes turned to me at once.

	The knights. The mages. The scholars. Celine. Duke Sylvester.

	All of them together.

	"How did you know she would be able to lift that?"

	It was Sir Karl.

	"Well, that's..."

	The principle wasn't particularly difficult.

	But explaining this was a bit...

	What exactly should I say?

	Before I could prepare an answer, murmuring erupted.

	"We couldn't do it?"

	"That little maid?"

	"What the hell?"

	"Even Count Excellency couldn't lift it."

	"We tried our hardest and couldn't."

	"But she just lifted it."

	"Without even straining?"

	Questions poured in from all directions. But all the questions led to one destination.

	How did I know?

	"How did you know she could lift the stone?"

	Even Duke Sylvester asked.

	I couldn't deflect anymore.

	Yeah, whose attention am I worried about? I'm the commander here!

	"Do you know the Gong Gondramiya Ruins?"

	"I do."

	"What about the Lekopan Ruins?"

	"Those as well..."

	His eyes widened.

	"Ah!"

	That was enough. The old man had realized it too.

	But the others were different.

	"Don't just talk amongst yourselves—explain it properly!"

	It was Sir Karl. Irritation dripped from his voice.

	Well, I understood. A young maid had easily picked up a stone he couldn't lift, yet instead of explaining, we were acting like only we knew what was going on.

	I glanced at Duke Sylvester, but he too seemed reluctant to say this out loud.

	No choice. I decided to give up and just say it.

	"I read in a book about ruins that test a person's intelligence, so I thought this might be similar and experimented."

	"Intelligence?"

	"Yes. The mages didn't try to lift it directly, the scholars didn't even attempt it, and the knights, while certainly brave and powerful... ahem... ahem..."

	I trailed off.

	To be honest, it was like this:

	You guys are dumb.

	This is a stone dumb people can't lift.

	That's why you couldn't lift it.

	I worried the knights might get offended or demoralized.

	Just as I was about to say something to soothe their feelings—

	"So that's what it was."

	"Nothing special then."

	...What?

	The knights' reaction was the complete opposite of my expectation.

	No disappointment, no anger. Rather, they seemed relieved.

	"So we just couldn't lift it because we're dumb."

	"Of course. If it was about strength, Count Excellency would've lifted it."

	"Right. Even Count Excellency couldn't."

	"It was a different kind of test from the start."

	The knights nodded.

	These guys...

	Well, whatever.

	Yeah, as long as knights fight well, what else matters?

	They were Krustein's knights.

	Not people who'd dwell on intellectual inferiority.

	A simple, clear value system: being good with a sword is all that matters.

	I'd inherited Walther Von Krustein's genes, but others had inherited his life philosophy.

	Of course, there was one exception.

	"I was called the brains of our mercenary company, but I guess that was my limit."

	A slightly disappointed voice.

	But only for a moment.

	"Well, as long as the hand holding the sword is faster than the hand turning pages."

	He shrugged and laughed.

	Right. If a mere mercenary received a count title with that, that was good enough.

	"An interesting hypothesis, but I think differently. The items from the ruins the Regent mentioned were honestly trivial things. That's why such methods could work."

	"You're saying this stone is different."

	"It's a treasure with at least a High Spirit sealed within. Actually, at this level, I suspect something other than a High Spirit might be sealed inside."

	Something else...

	He didn't specify. Probably because it was too powerful an existence.

	It would be embarrassing if it turned out to be premature excitement.

	But even that was enough to understand what he meant.

	"Then you think there's a different reason the Regent and Lise could lift the stone?"

	"I'm merely raising a question. Unlike the Regent who has a hypothesis, I don't even have one."

	He paused before adding:

	"However, becoming too fixated on a particular hypothesis often leads to great embarrassment. Haha, my occupational hazard as a scholar is showing."

	Well, there were many such cases.

	Falling in love with a hypothesis or theory is dangerous.

	Scholars who fell in love with theories they championed... or theories they followed, ignoring clear evidence. They ended up becoming laughingstocks for future generations.

	The knights seemed to have already lost interest.

	They'd been pestering one scholar about what meaning such exploration had, and when he said they might uncover lost mana cultivation methods, they'd stuck to him.

	Even Sir Karl.

	Well, it wasn't complete nonsense.

	But doubt remained in my mind.

	The commonality between Lise and me.

	Silver hair?

	No, surely not that.

	If not that...

	Could Lise also be a reincarnator?

	My gaze naturally turned to her. The silver-haired girl was still looking down at the stone in her hand with fascination.

	"Young Master, why are you looking at me like that?"

	"No, it's nothing."

	I answered, but the question remained unresolved. I couldn't be certain of anything yet.

	But that wasn't what mattered now.

	Reincarnator or not, I'd have a chance to ask later.

	There was a problem to solve right now.

	"More importantly, do these stones have healing abilities?"

	I approached Duke Sylvester and asked.

	This was the main point. The reason we'd come here in the first place.

	"Precisely, it's not the stone itself but the ability of the sealed spirit. You must break the seal and form a proper contract to use that power. This one likely has healing attributes, but..."

	His gaze moved from the stone in my hand to Lise's stone.

	"Actually, with this much power, it might be able to manifest abilities outside its specialty."

	"Then how do we break the seal?"

	"You need someone with mana as powerful as the sealed spirit's power."

	Mana powerful enough to overwhelm the sealed spirit.

	As far as I knew, there was only one such human in the Hardenberg Empire.

	Technically there had been a few. Two or three until a few years ago.

	But I understood they'd all been killed by him.

	"I'll need to take it to Father."

	"Indeed."

	Duke Sylvester nodded.

	Sir Karl approached. He looked satisfied.

	"I'll collect the stones. We need to store them safely after returning."

	Lise looked slightly disappointed but obediently handed over the stone. I did the same.

	We couldn't use them right now anyway.

	At least we'd achieved the primary objective of the dungeon exploration. Secured two stones. Identified the unsealing method.

	**

	We ate heartily.

	When we'd first started exploring the dungeon, we'd conserved food not knowing how far it would go. But now we just had to retrace our steps.

	Of course, in my case, I'd eaten heartily even on the way in.

	The reason was simple. I was the virtually acknowledged heir.

	Especially Sir Karl paid attention to my meals inside as he had outside.

	Very fortunately, his food philosophy didn't differ much from mine.

	"Meat! You must eat lots of meat!"

	Incidentally, he didn't count things like jerky as meat.

	Only fresh meat was meat he acknowledged, which was why he'd brought preservation-spelled fresh meat in already limited luggage.

	That meat was a special meal permitted only to me, but now it was allowed to others too.

	Knights, mages, and archaeologists sat around the cooking fire.

	At first they'd been awkward with each other.

	Sword-wielders and book-readers. An unlikely combination.

	But after going deep into the dungeon and coming back out, the atmosphere had changed.

	"So what that mural means is this. First Era emperors believed they'd unite with spirits when they died. That's why they sealed spirits in their tombs."

	"So there's a spirit inside that stone?"

	"Exactly!"

	It was thanks to the archaeologists' pitch that "lost sword manuals might emerge from these ruins."

	The mood was harmonious.

	Everything seemed fine.

	We'd excavated an item with the potential to cure disabilities—or rather, with even greater potential—and there was possibility for additional excavation.

	But that harmony stopped the moment we emerged above ground.

	**

	The dungeon entrance.

	Several retainers of the family were waiting at the entrance.

	"You're here!"

	"You've returned!"

	They'd apparently been waiting for us.

	"What's the matter?"

	At my question, one retainer opened his mouth then stopped. He seemed to have difficulty speaking.

	"The Little Duke has asked you—how can you not speak!"

	It was Sir Karl. Frost mixed with his voice. His hand moved toward his sword hilt.

	Only then did the retainer speak. Head bowed. Voice trembling.

	"Our forces were routed by rebels in the South."
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	I couldn't understand it.

	When had Walther Von Krstein ever been someone who could be defeated?

	He was someone who hated using his brain, but there was a good reason for that.

	He didn't need to use his brain.

	He was the best on the continent. No, he was the only one on the continent.

	I'd heard that during the civil war a few years ago, there were a few people who could match him.

	Of course, whether they truly matched him in the real sense—that was another story.

	The knights slaughtered by the Knight Slayer weren't just Experts.

	He'd wiped out every Swordmaster-level fighter except himself.

	When swords clashed, he was always the one who won in the end, and I'd even heard he had a record of killing a Swordmaster with a throwing axe he'd hurled in a surprise attack before their blades even met.

	And now he'd been routed?

	It was as unbalanced a story as hearing that a UFC heavyweight champion had been seriously injured while playing war games with elementary school kids.

	Before I could open my mouth, someone else moved first.

	"What nonsense are you spouting!"

	Sir Karl's hand grabbed the retainer by the collar. The retainer's feet left the ground.

	He'd lifted a grown man with one hand.

	"Kh, khk!"

	The retainer's face turned red. No, it was gradually turning blue.

	The other retainers around them trembled and stepped back.

	Not a single one tried to stop him.

	In Krustein, military officials ranked higher than civil officials.

	Moreover, Sir Karl wasn't just any military official.

	Father's most trusted second-in-command. A man who'd even been granted a count title.

	In a sense, he was probably an object of terror to them even more than I was.

	Because I wouldn't immediately draw my sword first.

	"Sir Karl."

	He didn't seem to hear my voice. His grip tightened further.

	Foam began forming at the retainer's mouth.

	At this rate, he'd kill the man.

	"Sir Karl!"

	Only at my second call did he flinch.

	"Let him go."

	"But!"

	"If you kill him, we won't be able to hear the details."

	Only then did the strength leave his hand.

	The retainer collapsed to the floor. He clutched his throat, coughing violently.

	I slowly approached him.

	"Speak slowly."

	The retainer raised his head. Tears welled in his eyes.

	Whether from fear or from having his throat squeezed, I couldn't tell.

	"He was poisoned."

	"Father, who could be called immune to a hundred poisons, was poisoned? How did this happen?"

	I kept my voice as gentle as possible.

	I surveyed the surroundings.

	Just moments ago, the atmosphere had been nothing but cheerful.

	The discovery of the century. Bonuses. Promotion possibilities.

	Knights, mages, scholars—everyone had been excited.

	But not now.

	The laughter had abruptly stopped. Everyone was just watching each other nervously.

	The retainer who'd been grabbed by the collar was still sitting on the floor. The other retainers trembled, trying to hide behind each other.

	The atmosphere was a complete mess.

	And I knew.

	"That's... that's..."

	"Speak slowly."

	That I needed to stay calm at times like this.

	I was Krustein's regent. In this situation, I was their official commander.

	Still young, so it's okay?

	It's fine to show a bit of childishness?

	Not at all.

	Did Sejo go easy on Danjong just because he was young?

	Being young was a weakness. I couldn't show that weakness.

	But fortunately, strictly speaking, I wasn't a child.

	I was a reincarnator.

	I'd lived two lives.

	What I'd learned in my first life was more than what I'd learned in this one.

	If I combined both lives, I was older than many of those here.

	And the moment I knew that, being young was no longer a weakness.

	I knew it all too well.

	The fact that adults go wild when a thirteen-year-old shows even a slightly mature side, shows even a bit of excellence.

	Hadn't precocious children used this to pose as geniuses and rake in money? I wasn't a genius either, but I had enough intelligence to do for myself what those precocious children's parents had done using them.

	That was it.

	The moment you're aware that being young is a weakness, it becomes an advantage rather than a disadvantage.

	"There's not a shred of falsehood, Little Duke. It was a special poison. They say ordinary antidotes don't work on it..."

	"Continue."

	"Th-that's all. I was just dispatched as a messenger, so there was a lot of medical and magical talk that I don't really know about."

	The retainer finished speaking.

	Looking at his face, whether I pressed or persuaded him, there seemed to be nothing more to come out.

	"We'll hear the details in the office."

	My voice was low but clear.

	"Everyone follow me. Knights, escort me, and mages and scholars follow as well. Everyone worked hard, but given the situation, it's overtime."

	I took the first step.

	Behind me, footsteps followed in unison.

	**

	What I'd been dreaming of for months had come true.

	Sword training had been suspended.

	Of course, not in the way I'd wanted.

	Reports were piled like mountains on the desk.

	Southern front situation. Supply status. Military expedition reports. Reports on Father's condition. And so on.

	There was no end.

	When I processed one, two came in. When I processed two, four piled up.

	"Here's the next one."

	A scholar came with a new stack of documents.

	I took them. Scanned them with my eyes. Stamped the approval section.

	Next.

	Scanned. Stamped.

	Next.

	Lise wasn't idle either. She was working hard as my adjutant.

	However, her document processing speed itself was slower than mine.

	Naturally. My body had been trained since my past life.

	"I wish I could process them faster."

	"You have a different role."

	There was also the matter of authority.

	It wasn't something that could be solved just by me delegating.

	It wasn't the kind of thing that could be delegated that easily.

	That was the biggest reason sword training had been temporarily suspended.

	In the end, I had to do almost everything that required authority by myself, and what Lise did was organize what I'd worked on.

	Of course, it would have been more terrible without even her.

	Meanwhile, as for Sir Karl, the only one with as much authority as me.

	Sir Karl wasn't idle either, of course. In terms of labor rather than workload, there wasn't much difference between him and me.

	"Ahem..."

	But he deciphered the current Imperial language like a skilled scholar deciphering First Age language.

	"Therefore, the situation in the south is..."

	Sir Karl holding a report and muttering. He was reading aloud. He was repeating one sentence for the third time.

	And he opened a dictionary.

	He'd occasionally boast proudly that he'd been the brain of the mercenary company.

	Well, it wasn't complete nonsense. At least he could read.

	But his reading speed and literacy were both close to dyslexia by my past life's standards. He had to read aloud, and even reading that way, he often didn't understand properly.

	Still, that level was enough to be included in the literate class.

	I felt that keenly.

	The parasites hired as civil officials weren't much better either.

	They were just positions created for local nobles, weren't they?

	Even if they'd been selected based on ability, it wouldn't have made much difference.

	You need someone who can judge ability to select based on ability, don't you?

	In an organization where the number one was Walther and number two was Karl, what exactly would they look at when selecting people? When their own perception was at the level of "black things are letters and white things are paper!"

	In the end, I made a bold move.

	"Just get out, all of you."

	The civil officials raised their heads. They just watched each other nervously.

	"Didn't you hear? I said get out."

	"Y-yes!"

	The sound of hurriedly standing up. The sound of chairs scraping. The sound of the door opening and closing.

	It wasn't that civil officials were treated poorly because Krustein was a group of idiots.

	Though I couldn't say there wasn't some of that too.

	Those bastards were just incompetent.

	Instead, I gathered the scholars, mages, and maids.

	If nothing else, weren't they confident in reading quickly and doing basic arithmetic? The maids too had been selected based only on that, not housekeeping skills.

	"You'll need to work a bit more."

	"Yes!"

	Of course, they had no experience with this kind of document processing work. But it didn't matter.

	"Starting today, we're implementing a new work method. Summarize this into one page. Just the key points."

	I slapped down a 20-page report.

	"You too!"

	I distributed the same report to two teams. For cross-verification. To prepare for any possible mistakes.

	I received two summary pages and quickly compared them.

	This way was a bit better.

	I read the reports to read, discarded the reports to discard, and signed what needed signing.

	That's how I was able to finish preparations.

	The mountain of documents was reduced by half. No, not half—about a third.

	The rest were things that could be postponed until I returned. Rather than could be postponed, they had to be postponed.

	"We depart tomorrow."

	I said, looking at Sir Karl.

	He nodded. His eyes were bloodshot too.

	I wasn't the only one who'd suffered. The short reports had been Sir Karl's share. Five lines or less, just sign and done. Even my sword instructor could handle that much.

	It was a pitiful revenge.

	In fact, without even that, it would have taken 12 more hours.

	If it had been the usual Sir Karl, his eyes would have lit up at news of departure. He would have been excited, saying he could finally draw his sword.

	But not now.

	Worry about Father. And overwork.

	I didn't know which was greater, but he just nodded his chin with a serious face.

	That's when it happened.

	"Urgent news!"

	The door burst open and a messenger rushed in. He was out of breath.

	I took the letter from his hand and unfolded it.

	It wasn't many lines. It was an amount that not only I but even Sir Karl could understand. Though I did read it aloud.

	"Regarding the rebellion of the northern Müller family and Prince Ernst..."

	"Ha... fuck..."

	Sir Karl spat out his impression as soon as I read the first sentence.

	"Damn it..."

	My impression wasn't much different.
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	I read through the proclamation written by my political rival and half-brother.

	"Subjugate the traitor Walther Krustein and..."

	I stopped reading and let out a snort of laughter.

	"Is this bastard insane?"

	Starting a rebellion was one thing. But this crossed the line.

	No matter what, weren't they father and son who shared blood?

	If Father was a traitor, then wasn't he also a traitor's son?

	What did he hope to accomplish by denying that blood himself?

	Or... did he believe that fake imperial princess wife of his would do something for him?

	But wait... if you think about it that way, then calling Father a traitor when he set out to put that imperial princess on the throne doesn't make sense either.

	Well...

	Justification is everything, but it's also nothing.

	You just slap it on and that's that.

	"Little Duke."

	I turned my head.

	Sir Karl continued with a heavy expression.

	"There were rumors that Ernst wasn't the Commander's biological son."

	"What?"

	"Of course, if you count the dates, the possibility is extremely low. But there were such rumors. And after your position suddenly jumped up, he seems to have started believing those rumors."

	Not his biological son. There were such rumors.

	I'd read almost everything in the family library. Though it was quite small compared to other noble families' libraries. I'd never seen such content.

	"That wasn't in the family library."

	"Would it be there, logically speaking?"

	That was true.

	Though having no connection to letters was the Krustein family tradition, the few books we had—naturally they would have been pre-screened.

	But that didn't explain everything.

	"Father still raised Ernst as his heir despite that."

	"First, there's something you need to know, Little Duke. The Commander never once thought of Ernst as his heir."

	"Never?"

	"Yes. Never."

	His tone was firm.

	"Actually, though I said there were rumors, given the Commander's personality, there's no way he wouldn't have confirmed it magically. He must be his biological son."

	"Then why..."

	"It's simple. He lacked talent."

	"Ah..."

	"His talent is inferior to the Commander's and even mine. Even less than Wolfram or Heinrich. The Commander said this directly. That among all of us, his talent was the most pathetic."

	Lack of talent.

	He must be talking about martial talent.

	But he was by no means mediocre. Not a genius either, but... if anything, he was closer to gifted.

	From childhood, he was clearly ahead when compared to noble children from similar backgrounds.

	And he was hardworking.

	A hardworking prodigy, so to speak.

	There was a time when we were close, so I knew.

	After his swordsmanship development stopped, he worked even harder. Until his hands holding the sword bled.

	But apparently he didn't measure up in the eyes of a true genius.

	Rather, that genius probably thought this:

	If he's stagnating despite working that hard, his talent is obvious.

	And regarding swordsmanship development, his opinion was probably fact.

	I wasn't stupid enough to argue with the top expert in that field.

	"So you mean there's a realm that can't be reached through mere effort and good teaching, not just Swordmaster but even the stage right before it."

	"Embarrassingly... yes. In the first place, I and the others were chosen because we had talent."

	I suddenly became curious.

	How much swordsmanship talent did I have?

	Father didn't choose me because of my swordsmanship talent.

	I knew that. My head just worked a bit, I had quick situational judgment, and I was lucky.

	But still.

	Could I reach this man before me? Sir Karl?

	I already roughly knew the answer.

	Yet I wanted to ask. Where my limits were.

	The question rose to my throat and stopped.

	I was afraid. And now wasn't the time for such talk.

	There was no time to indulge in useless sentimentality.

	"So what do you think we should do going forward, Sir?"

	"That's for you to judge, Little Duke."

	"I'm asking the opinion of the family's highest elder."

	He was young to be called an elder.

	But it wasn't a wrong title.

	"I'll follow the Little Duke's will."

	"Aren't you being too casual?"

	A slightly irritated voice came out. I was genuinely asking for his opinion, so why was he being so insincere?

	"Not at all. I may be your teacher in martial arts. But I can't match you in leading a group. Not just you. I couldn't even handle the maid you personally taught."

	Lise's abilities were now properly recognized. I heard talk everywhere calling her the core of next-generation power, a genius.

	The problem was all that credit came back to me. People thought she was smart because I taught her well.

	Well, Lise herself went around saying "It's all thanks to Master," so what could I say?

	But... they were wrong.

	Completely wrong.

	I was just using the convenient cheat of being a reincarnator.

	Knowledge from my past life, experience from my past life, the countless books I read in my past life.

	Combining those and packaging them plausibly.

	That was all I did.

	Lise was different.

	But there was no need to correct that.

	An outstanding family head awakening the talents of those slightly less outstanding than himself and cheering them on. Wasn't that the tradition of this short but brilliant family?

	If the man before me mistook me for someone fitting that tradition, let him be mistaken.

	"Actually, I've already made my decision. I'm just going to give a speech now."

	"The expedition?"

	"As planned. No, I'll make it even bigger than planned."

	Sir Karl's eyebrow moved slightly.

	"You're not even asking your maid."

	She was certainly better than me.

	I admitted that. Sincerely.

	But let's think about it.

	This was a judgment I was this confident about.

	It was right from every angle.

	The possibility of being wrong?

	Objectively thinking, there was none.

	Zero.

	"It's such an easy matter that there's no reason to ask my staff officer's opinion."

	"Then why did you ask mine?"

	"It was courtesy to the highest elder and my martial arts teacher."

	"Uhahahaha!"

	Sir Karl burst out laughing. I'd never seen him laugh so heartily.

	"Truly the Commander's son."

	**

	I arrived at the expedition assembly point.

	Thousands of troops were waiting for the word to fall.

	Krustein soldiers with strict military discipline.

	But they weren't very orderly.

	Murmuring could be heard from all directions. Anxiety was spreading like an epidemic.

	"A rebellion broke out in the north?"

	"Young Master Ernst raised an army?"

	"Did he draw his sword because he's losing in the succession struggle?"

	"Then what about us? Do we go south? North?"

	It wasn't just the rank-and-file soldiers. Voices were rising among the knights too.

	"We must force the expedition! His Grace the Duke is in danger!"

	"No, we need to suppress the rebellion first. What if our home gets ransacked?"

	Some were on the verge of coming to blows.

	I climbed to the highest platform. Where commanders gave pre-expedition speeches.

	"Be quiet!"

	My voice echoed across the entire assembly ground.

	The murmuring cut off abruptly.

	Thousands of gazes turned toward me at once.

	That weight pressed down on my shoulders.

	But I didn't show it.

	If you waver at times like this, it's over.

	In the silence, one knight stepped forward.

	"Little Duke, Your Grace! You must cancel the expedition! A rebellion has broken out in the north. We need to suppress that first. Isn't that the proper order?"

	I could feel sympathetic reactions around him. Some were nodding.

	But.

	"Then what about Father who collapsed from poison in the south? Should we pretend not to see? Our liege who fell coughing blood. Should we abandon him?"

	"Th-that's..."

	It was obvious. This was so obvious it wasn't even worth pondering.

	I turned my gaze to scan everyone.

	"Listen, all of you. A rebellion broke out in the north. That's true. That idiot Ernst raised an army. That's also true."

	The stirring grew louder.

	"But so what? Are you scared of Ernst?"

	No one answered.

	"Good. Those who are scared, stay here."

	I raised my hand and pointed north.

	"Go there and kneel before Ernst. Beg him to spare you. Maybe he will."

	I paused for a beat.

	"But if you're a Krustein knight, and if you're a soldier, follow me."

	I caught my breath briefly and continued.

	"Not just you! The minimal defense forces left at the castle! Even the guards! Call them all in!"

	"What?"

	"What on earth are you..."

	One knight stepped forward. His face had gone pale.

	"Little Duke, Your Grace! That's too dangerous! Are you saying you'll completely empty the castle's defenses?"

	"Correct."

	I answered calmly.

	Murmuring spread like a storm.

	"Empty the castle?"

	"What if the rebels attack?"

	I could hear it all. But it didn't matter.

	"We'll also double the supply quantities! We'll mobilize everything we can mobilize!"

	Silence descended.

	Thousands of eyes looked at me. There was doubt in them, fear, and perhaps even contempt mixed in.

	A child's recklessness.

	But so what?

	We had to set out anyway. Father collapsed from poison. The southern front was collapsing. And behind us, Ernst was sharpening his blade.

	The worst situation.

	But thinking about it, the answer was clear.

	Could we stop Ernst with the remaining defense forces?

	No.

	If that bastard really attacked, the meager forces would be torn like paper.

	Then?

	There was only one answer. We had to bet everything.

	Redirect the forces meant for defense to offense. Don't spare supplies either. Go south with full strength, rescue Father, and turn the tide.

	That was the only way to survive.

	Rather than half-defending and half-failing, it was better to bet everything and settle it.

	"The opponent is Müller anyway."

	The moment I spat out that name, a subtle change occurred among the soldiers.

	It wasn't fear.

	Something closer to contempt.

	"That idiot who was demoted from duke to count. And whatever that grandson of his does, we just need to go and come back. Like when we first came here."

	I spoke of events from before I was even born.

	Müller had talked big back then too. The result?

	He knelt before Father and sold out three relatives.

	Some still had dubious expressions.

	But...

	"Müller? Those rat bastards acting up again?"

	"Guess they forgot we crushed them last time."

	"Wonder if they'll even keep their count title this time."

	"That's why Ernst got abandoned."

	Laughter spread. At first, snickering sounds. Then it grew louder.

	Someone shouted. That voice became the catalyst.

	"Waaaaaaah!"

	A roar erupted. Thousands of voices merged into one.

	The die was cast.


Ch.81 10,000 Footsteps

	A great army of ten thousand.

	It was a force I'd scraped together, scraping and scraping again to command.

	The cavalry, including the knight order, numbered just over a thousand, with the rest being infantry.

	Someone might scoff that this hardly qualifies as a great army.

	Indeed, for East Asians accustomed to the Romance of the Three Kingdoms, it's not a particularly impressive number. They've been conditioned by figures like 800,000 at the Battle of Red Cliffs or 700,000 at the Battle of Yiling.

	But that's a misconception.

	First of all, the Romance of the Three Kingdoms is full of exaggerations.

	After all, it's a novel written by Chinese people who love big numbers, and its origins lie more in opera than literature. The tendency to throw around figures like 100,000 or a million to build atmosphere carried over into the novel.

	Strip away those characteristic exaggerations, and the actual history never reached those numbers.

	Of course, even accounting for that, their ability to mobilize soldiers was tremendous compared to other cultures of the same era, but in reality, most were just farmers barely given spears rather than proper armies.

	In contrast, those following behind me now were different. Even if not complete elites, they were professional soldiers. Ten thousand of such men. More than enough force to challenge a decent kingdom.

	Of course, mobilizing this many troops left our main base completely empty, but whatever.

	If I lose here, that's the end for me anyway.

	Ah, so my second life ends here—I'd either commit suicide or give up everything and go live in some mountain valley with Lise.

	That's right. I was gambling with my life on the line.

	But... the feeling of leading a great army was pretty damn exhilarating.

	The sound of hoofbeats shook the earth.

	Dust rose. The clang of armor, the rumble of wagon wheels, the rough breathing of warhorses. I finally understood what kind of sound ten thousand actually makes when it moves.

	"Little Duke, at this pace we can arrive half a day earlier than scheduled."

	I nodded.

	We continued our march.

	Something caught on my mana sensitivity.

	"Halt."

	At my command, a messenger waved the flag. The march of ten thousand stopped in unison.

	"Something's coming."

	"How many?"

	"Just a moment..."

	I closed my eyes. Concentrated.

	Waves of mana approaching from afar. Not just one. Dozens, hundreds... no, nearly a thousand.

	And the identity of that energy becoming clearer.

	Cavalry.

	"Roughly a thousand. All mounted."

	Before long, a dust cloud began to appear. Above it, fluttering banners.

	"Count Müller's forces."

	Lise muttered.

	No mistake. That tacky coat of arms. The symbol of a family that had sold out their allies three times during the rebellion twenty years ago.

	"Trying to stop us with just a thousand. Very Müller-like. Can't tell if they're stupid or gutsy."

	Sir Karl snorted.

	"They're not trying to stop us. They're trying to delay us."

	"Delay?"

	"A thousand can't beat ten thousand. Even comparing just cavalry, we're equal in numbers. And in terms of skill, we're ten times better. Müller knows that much. But they can delay us."

	I nodded as well.

	They're all cavalry.

	In a head-on clash, they'd naturally lose.

	But if they don't clash directly and just circle around harassing us, we're pinned down.

	Moreover, their cavalry were all light cavalry wearing almost no armor.

	They had the mobility advantage over our cavalry, which was mostly heavy cavalry.

	"But there's something strange."

	"What?"

	"Doesn't Müller lack that many cavalry?"

	It was a valid question, but Sir Karl dismissed it with a single phrase.

	"Mercenaries, probably."

	There were two options.

	Break through. Ten thousand pushing against one thousand wins.

	But it takes time.

	Detour. Go around them by another route.

	But that also takes time.

	And there's no guarantee they'll just sit still while we detour.

	However...

	"I can't avoid a fight that Müller picked."

	"The problem is whether they'll accept the fight."

	**

	Her prediction was correct.

	As we approached, Müller's cavalry slowly retreated.

	Avoiding direct confrontation while maintaining distance.

	Chase them and they flee, stop and they approach again.

	The typical pattern of delaying tactics.

	So they plan to drag out time like this.

	Just as I was thinking that, my mana sensitivity caught another presence.

	"They're doing something interesting."

	I muttered, pointing far to the right toward the grassland.

	"There's an army ambushed over there."

	"How many?"

	"About three thousand."

	"Three thousand? Even for an ambush, that's too few. Even with a surprise attack, we'd take more casualties."

	Sir Karl's words weren't wrong.

	Krustein had never lost to Müller.

	Of course, much credit went to that outstanding human weapon Walther Von Krustein, but even in battles without him, Krustein won handily.

	More importantly, while many of Müller's soldiers were newly recruited, Krustein's were mostly battle-hardened veterans.

	"What on earth are they thinking..."

	Lise seemed to be pondering deeply.

	But.

	"No need to think too deeply about what idiots are thinking."

	I shrugged.

	It's a mistake smart people sometimes make.

	They assume the opponent is at least somewhat intelligent, if not as much as themselves.

	But the world is a place where idiots also get by, and even the upper echelons of armies aren't exempt from this.

	"Of course, there's no reason to play along with idiots' games either."

	They might have a scheme.

	But even if they do, they couldn't imagine I have the supernatural ability to detect ambushes. No reason to worry. Worrying would only mess things up.

	I raised my hand and pointed toward the archer unit.

	"Just burn them to death with a volley. Since they're hiding in grassland, it'll catch fire easily. With the mages we brought supporting, the fire will spread even better."

	A simple solution.

	Set fire before the ambush force emerges. When grass and trees burn, those hiding will have to rush out, and then they'll melt under the rain of arrows and magic.

	"It might be better to play along a little."

	But Lise offered a different solution.

	"What do you mean?"

	"The ambushed forces are sacrificial pawns anyway. Of course, eliminating just them would let the enemy cavalry escape, but wiping them all out here reduces variables. Look at this. It's terrain along a river. The cavalry that approached us can't easily escape either."

	I nodded.

	"Considering that, the enemy is luring us into this gorge, but we know. That there's an ambush over there."

	Ah.

	I understood.

	"What if the enemy notices?"

	Sir Karl asked.

	"Then we just burn the ambush force as originally planned. Nothing to lose."

	Sir Karl's lips curved upward.

	"I like it."

	I nodded as well.

	Nothing to lose. That's the key.

	Success means profit, failure means breaking even.

	This kind of gamble is worth taking any day.

	"Adopted."

	**

	We played along with the enemy's lure for now.

	When we advanced, they retreated. When we stopped, they stopped.

	Maintaining a constant distance as if tied by string.

	I looked up at the sky.

	The sun blazed. Being the north it wasn't hot, but it hadn't rained for days.

	The grass would be bone dry.

	The weather's on our side.

	We continued marching.

	The direction the enemy was leading us became increasingly clear.

	A gorge along the river. A narrow passage blocked by hills on both sides.

	When we exit that gorge, the three thousand ambushed in the grassland and the thousand cavalry following would join forces to strike us.

	Sandwiched front and back.

	A very orthodox ambush tactic. Basic of basics that would appear in chapter one of any military manual.

	Would we have fallen for it if we truly didn't know?

	Well. It's so blatant I'm not sure.

	Even without mana sensitivity, I feel like I might have noticed, or maybe not.

	I suddenly looked to the side.

	Lise was quietly watching the front from atop her horse.

	Even if it weren't me, she would have known.

	Sensing my gaze, she turned her head. Our eyes met.

	"What?"

	"Nothing. It's nothing."

	Lise smiled slightly.

	Anyway, even if I wanted to fall for it now, I couldn't.

	Western grassland. I could clearly sense three thousand troops hiding there. Through mana sensitivity.

	I raised my hand.

	"Halt."

	The march of ten thousand stopped in unison. Tension spread among the soldiers.

	Most didn't know why we were stopping.

	I pointed to the western grassland.

	"Archers! Mages!"

	The relevant units snapped to attention.

	"Attack the western grassland! Fire arrows and magic! The enemy is ambushed in the grassland!"

	Some tilted their heads.

	"Enemy ambushed in the grassland?"

	"I don't sense anything like that."

	But it was the Little Duke's order.

	As the command fell, archers began lighting their arrowheads.

	Incantations flowed from the mages' lips.

	What the mages cast wasn't fireballs. It was magic that summoned oil in sphere form and launched it.

	The summoned oil wasn't permanent. It would disappear after about a minute. Eating it would cause stomach upset.

	But for now, that was enough.

	Following the oil, flaming arrows poured toward the grassland in arcs.

	Oil masses and fire arrows rained down, encircling quite a wide area.

	Grass dried crisp under the blazing sun.

	Whoosh.

	It took less than a second to ignite.

	Black smoke rose. And red flames.

	Wind blew. The fire spread instantly. The dry grass was no different from kindling.

	Screams erupted from within the grassland.

	"Aaaagh!"

	"Fire! Fire!"

	"Run!"

	Those who'd been hiding began rushing out.

	Three thousand ambush troops.

	Those who'd set a textbook trap and waited had fallen into their own trap.

	Murmurs spread through our forces.

	"They really were ambushed!"

	"How did the Little Duke know?"

	The knights who'd been briefed beforehand weren't flustered.

	They just watched the scene with pleased eyes.

	Sir Karl drew his sword.

	"Now, it's our turn."


Ch.82 1,000 Vs 10,000

	The knights were sharpening their swords.

	Their eyes watching the enemies bursting out from the flames looked like starving wolves.

	But it wasn't their turn yet.

	"Fire!"

	Swooooosh.

	Arrows poured down like rain.

	This time, regular arrows without fire.

	There was no need to light them.

	The enemies were already burning enough.

	After the arrow rain passed, the number of those crawling out from the grass noticeably decreased.

	The survivors had nowhere to go.

	Fire behind them. Arrows ahead. Arrows to the sides.

	And waiting for those who barely managed to move forward were armed knights.

	The knights didn't have many enemies to face.

	Only those who barely survived the arrow rain.

	Their armor was scorched by fire, their formation was a mess, and their morale had hit rock bottom.

	A one-sided slaughter.

	There was nothing more to see.

	The place to look was elsewhere.

	The cavalry at the front.

	About a thousand. Those who had been delaying and luring us were wavering.

	Naturally. They were watching their own trap burn in reverse right before their eyes.

	Now, what will you do?

	If they retreat from that situation?

	The gorge is narrow. But we're busy dealing with the remnants crawling out from over there. We won't bother chasing them, and they'll have enough time to retreat.

	If it were me, I would have retreated.

	It's better to preserve the thousand. The three thousand are already finished, so it's rational to save the remaining forces and plan for next time.

	However.

	People don't always make the right choice.

	From mingling with knights several times, I could tell.

	Knights were, on average, dumber than one would think.

	Of course, veteran knights who survived numerous wars were a different story, but even they weren't necessarily sharp-minded.

	Rather than brains, how should I put it...

	Should I say their instincts were enhanced?

	The overall commander is probably leading the cavalry.

	They couldn't do anything and lost most of their infantry.

	They just watched thousands of troops burn to death.

	And now retreat with the remaining thousand?

	A defeated general.

	Their career would be completely ruined.

	Whether a knight of Müller or a mercenary captain, it would be a major disqualification.

	That's why they'll try something.

	Like someone who lost 5,000 coins and grabbed barely a million won, then goes 10x leverage on a shitcoin.

	Of course, I didn't think the possibility itself was that high.

	"Those bastards are charging!"

	But it actually happened.

	Even better.

	A reckless choice. Never the right choice.

	But I understood.

	From their perspective, they had to achieve some results somehow. They had to kill even one more person. Only then could they make excuses. "Most burned to death, but I also inflicted damage on the enemy."

	Of course, the stakes included not only their subordinates' lives but their own life as well, but there were quite a few reckless people among knights.

	"Spearmen to the front! Meet the cavalry charge!"

	The soldiers began to move.

	One thousand charging.

	Ten thousand waiting.

	The outcome was already decided.

	It wasn't just because of numbers.

	Though they called it a thousand cavalry, when I scanned with mana sensitivity, there were only a handful of Expert-level knights. Most were just soldiers on horses.

	Befitting southern cavalry, their horsemanship was clumsy.

	They were different from the Kuman tribe born in the north and raised on horseback, or the Krustein knights who trained like real combat every day. It felt like the horses and riders were separate.

	In comparison, our spearmen were elite.

	They weren't perfectly accustomed to the long spear formation, but they could manage it reasonably well.

	And above all.

	We were waiting, knowing they were coming.

	Crash!

	The first collision.

	The cavalry's vanguard crashed into the spear formation.

	Horses' screams. People's screams. The sound of spears breaking. The sound of armor tearing. Everything mixed together at once.

	But the formation didn't break.

	Dozens of cavalry at the front were impaled on spears and fell, and those following behind lost speed, tripping over corpses.

	A cavalry's strength is speed.

	Cavalry that loses speed is just mounted infantry.

	And before they could do anything.

	Whiiiiing!

	Arrow rain fell.

	It was our archer unit. Their help was no longer needed to kill the ambush troops on the left. Most of them weren't even thinking of coming to our formation anymore. Of course, this meant many ambush troops would escape, but it didn't matter.

	The cavalry before our eyes was more urgent than fleeing infantry.

	Several Experts on the enemy side were gathering in one place.

	The scattered elites were clustering together.

	Like tank forces assembling before breaking through the front line.

	Their intention was obvious.

	If skilled fighters of that level concentrated on one point, they could break through a spear formation.

	They were trying to create some variable through that gap.

	But...

	I could clearly see their movements.

	"Archer unit!"

	I raised my hand and pointed in the direction.

	"Fire arrows in this direction, volley fire! Mage unit, load oil magic once more!"

	As the order fell, the archers began lighting their arrowheads all at once.

	Kwaaaaang!

	The flames burst satisfyingly.

	Of course, that wouldn't kill trained Expert-level swordsmen.

	But that was enough.

	"You bastards, charge!"

	Sir Karl shouted vigorously.

	At that one word, our knight order moved.

	In terms of mana quantity, our knight order clearly overwhelmed the enemy.

	Those elite troops floundering in the flames over there, even the stronger ones among them were only about as strong as the weaker ones among our knights.

	That was comparing just mana quantity.

	And comparing aspects other than mana quantity.

	"Our side fights well."

	"Indeed."

	Really, they fought well.

	It wasn't just that they were strong. They were efficient. There was no waste.

	When one person cut down an enemy, a comrade beside them naturally filled that gap. Like a single organism.

	It was natural if you thought about it.

	The most senior knights trained directly by a Swordmaster. And the lower knights trained by those senior knights.

	Especially Sir Karl fought well.

	He was entangled with enemies in the distance, so I couldn't see with my eyes.

	But I could feel it.

	Wherever he passed, it was like a bomb had dropped.

	Four or five enemy mana signatures clustered together disappeared in an instant.

	Normally they don't disappear that instantly.

	When seriously injured, mana weakens sharply. It wavers, scatters, and gradually fades. That's the typical pattern.

	But four or five disappeared instantly?

	Not weakened but just vanished?

	It meant four or five cavalry died in an instant.

	It meant he displayed the skill of beheading them directly or splitting their bodies in two.

	Another three or four mana clusters disappeared.

	Three or four each time he passed by.

	That speed showed no signs of slowing.

	"He's nothing short of a monster."

	**

	Battlefield cleanup began.

	The soldiers moved with familiarity. Clearing corpses, gathering useful items.

	"Our casualties are minor. 13 dead. 29 wounded. All regular soldiers."

	Well, there were still some casualties.

	Even so, considering we directly crossed swords and spears with a charging cavalry, ending with this much was an excellent defense.

	"The enemy?"

	"Confirmed kills are approximately 300. However, we didn't bother confirming the ambush troops in the grass."

	"No need to confirm. Time is precious."

	More than half the enemy succeeded in fleeing. But unless we achieved perfect encirclement and annihilation, this was actually normal.

	But there was no reason to chase them.

	This was sufficiently a one-sided victory.

	Cheers erupted among the soldiers.

	"Long live the Little Duke!"

	"Long live Krustein!"

	The first battle after deployment ended in victory.

	An overwhelming victory at that.

	With this level of morale boost, the slight loss of regular soldiers could be considered recovered.

	While catching my breath on horseback listening to the soldiers' cheers.

	Sir Karl brought someone over.

	A knight missing one arm.

	Blood was still flowing from the severed end. It had just been cut.

	His face was pale, and his armor was covered in blood and dust.

	"Who is that?"

	"Hehehehe... A somewhat famous fellow."

	"A big catch?"

	Looking closely, I noticed the crest engraved on the armor.

	It wasn't the Müller family.

	An unfamiliar crest.

	"His name?"

	Sir Karl grabbed the prisoner's hair and lifted it.

	"A guy called Count Roden. Supposedly quite famous, but it was just empty rumors."

	"Count Roden?"

	It was a name I'd never heard.

	"Then he's not a Müller knight or hired mercenary?"

	Of course, the Müller family was special even among count families, so it wouldn't be strange to have a count as a vassal, but from Sir Karl's reaction, that wasn't the case.

	"Originally a noble from the capital. A rebel bastard."

	"You're the rebels!"

	The one-armed count shouted vigorously.

	But there was no particular dignity.

	It was hard to discuss dignity with the appearance of being dragged by the hair after losing an arm.

	"Noisy."

	Sir Karl lightly struck the count's back of the head.

	Thud.

	The count's head bent forward.

	"I am an imperial noble. I demand treatment befitting that."

	Chivalry. The etiquette of war. Customary treatment of noble prisoners.

	He probably wanted to talk about such things.

	But...

	"Those who used poison discussing chivalry. Preposterous."

	Count Roden's mouth opened.

	As if trying to refute something.

	But words didn't seem to come out.

	Well, it would be hard to refute.

	Or perhaps the pain from his severed arm was belatedly rushing in.

	Cold sweat ran down his pale face.

	Well, it doesn't matter.

	I had no intention of accepting it even if he refuted.

	A noble from the capital.

	And a commander-level one who led cavalry.

	His information value is sufficient.

	I looked at Lise.

	She nodded slightly.

	She seemed to have the same thought. I turned my head toward Sir Karl and smiled.

	"Let's torture him."


Ch.83 Eunuch

	The torture didn't stop the army's advance.

	Regardless of the torture, the army continued to move.

	If an ordinary person had been ordered to do it, they would have needed a suitable chamber and various tools.

	But Krustein had the right talent for the job.

	Even Sir Karl had said, "If it's torture, leave it to that fellow"—that's how talented he was.

	He performed his specialized profession of torture splendidly without a chamber, and he seemed to always carry his tools with him.

	"Aaaaaaaargh!"

	That scream was proof of it.

	Count Roden was transported on a supply wagon.

	The screams of the rather high-ranking count were talked about among the soldiers for about the first day, but by the second day, they'd become indifferent.

	I had no hobby of watching or listening to such things either, so I tuned it out.

	But Lise was different.

	She would occasionally walk toward the supply wagon, stay there for a while, then return.

	She wouldn't have been stealing supplies. It must have been to watch the torture.

	"Is it fun?"

	"It's not fun. It's studying."

	I swallowed the thought that they were the same thing.

	But logically, if it wasn't fun, there'd be no reason to study something like that.

	People become soccer players because kicking a ball is fun, and they become knights because swinging a sword is fun.

	So then...

	Could this child be a natural-born psychopath?

	She wasn't entirely without such tendencies.

	Hmm...

	...

	...

	Well, as long as she's docile only to me, that's fine.

	After all, wasn't I in a position where war was my profession?

	Just grow up healthy.

	"What's wrong?"

	"It's nothing."

	By the time I'd grown accustomed enough to hum along to the rhythm of Count Roden's screams, a man appeared before me, grinning to reveal his yellowed teeth.

	He seemed to be a knight as well.

	But he was missing one hand.

	A man who, in the very old days, had fought directly with sword and spear, but had now turned in a different direction.

	This man was the chief of the torturers and the one currently teaching Lise various things.

	"It's complete, Your Grace the Little Duke."

	There was something dark red stuck under the fingernails of his remaining hand, but I didn't pay it any mind.

	I could roughly understand what was happening just from the audio alone.

	It wasn't as if there was a Geneva Convention.

	"Summarize it."

	"The Duke is said to be at Lantheim Castle in the south."

	Lantheim. I'd heard the name before. One of the strategic points near the capital.

	"Continue."

	"He was poisoned and retreated once, but he still has more than half his forces intact."

	More than half his forces intact...

	"That's not good news."

	I spoke bluntly.

	"That's true. It seems there were considerable casualties."

	"Are Sir Heinrich and Sir Wolfram safe?"

	"He doesn't seem to know that much."

	I nodded.

	"Is there any possibility he lied?"

	"We cross-verified multiple times."

	As you could guess from the speech pattern, it was Lise who answered.

	"We confirmed three times, changing the order of questions. The answers were consistent, and there were no signs of lying."

	"And it's not particularly important information anyway. We can verify it ourselves as we go. Whether Lantheim Castle is under siege or not, we'll know when we get there."

	She wasn't wrong.

	It was where we had to go anyway. Whether false or true, we could verify it ourselves.

	Our destination was south anyway. Getting to Lantheim wouldn't be difficult.

	"But there's a problem."

	Sir Karl, who had been listening quietly, spoke.

	"A problem?"

	"There's a family on the way that has bad relations with Krustein. You know the Grantz ducal family, don't you?"

	The Grantz ducal family.

	I knew of them.

	There weren't that many ducal families in the Empire, so I'd memorized them all.

	Especially the Grantz ducal family had a small connection with Krustein.

	That connection had continued since before Krustein existed as a family.

	And that connection was a bitter one, and they seemed to feel it more deeply.

	"I heard they've been enemies since the mercenary company days."

	"Yes, as you already know, Grantz tried to cheat us out of our mercenary fees. They only paid the down payment, made us work, then tried not to pay the balance."

	"A common story."

	"Yes. It was a common story. Up to that point. The problem was that His Grace wasn't the type to let it slide."

	Walther Von Krustein.

	They said he was rougher in his youth than he is now.

	Now that he'd received a noble title and had some dignity to maintain, he'd supposedly mellowed out—was that it?

	If that mellowed version was like this, I couldn't even imagine what his prime was like, but one fragment that showed it was the Grantz Duke torture incident.

	"In the end, the captain switched sides. It was an unfavorable battle, but an easy one. We won. And we captured Duke Grantz. And then..."

	"His Grace personally tortured him. It was magnificent. I was there at the torture scene myself."

	The yellow-toothed torturer also nodded.

	A strange nostalgia appeared in the man's eyes.

	This torturer seemed to have been a member since the mercenary company days too.

	Did he walk the path of a torturer after losing his arm?

	Perhaps Father's torture that day determined this man's career path?

	"Duke Grantz, who had been a promising swordsman, became a cripple after that day. He said he'd pay the money, pay several times over, but the captain—no, His Grace—didn't stop. He made him into a body that could never use mana again."

	"Was there no retaliation after that?"

	"They couldn't. His Grace became too strong. From mercenary captain to royal knight commander, from knight commander to duke. Grantz became someone they couldn't touch. Even as fellow dukes, we're superior in both quality and quantity of forces."

	Sir Karl answered Lise's question.

	"But this time will be different, won't it?"

	"That's right."

	"I hope they just let us pass..."

	I felt that possibility was slim.

	Let's think from Grantz's perspective.

	Of course, he was the one who first provided the cause for trouble, but the man who had been predicted to become a future Swordmaster lost everything in just one night of torture.

	His mana hole was destroyed, and according to rumors...

	"Is the rumor that he was castrated true?"

	"Hmm... It depends on the dictionary definition of castration, but the testicles were removed."

	The torturer spoke matter-of-factly.

	What was even more infuriating was that the one who did that to him prospered.

	He couldn't dare touch him.

	An enemy he'd long considered but had to endure due to being overpowered.

	An enemy he thought he could never take revenge on.

	But now?

	That enemy was in the worst situation.

	How many cowards would hesitate to draw their sword with such thoughts?

	Even if they were cowards, they'd muster their last courage in that situation.

	"What about a detour?"

	"It'll take two more weeks."

	But that was their situation.

	I had no intention of detouring to avoid someone like Grantz either.

	"Then we head toward Grantz territory."

	**

	It was the morning of the fourth day of the march.

	"Young Master."

	I woke to a hand shaking my shoulder. It was Lise.

	Inside the carriage was still dark. It seemed to be before sunrise.

	"What is it?"

	"The scouts have returned."

	There was an unusual tension mixed in her voice. I was instantly wide awake.

	"A large army ahead! Their numbers reach ten thousand!"

	I closed my eyes. Concentrated.

	Waves of mana approaching from afar. Not just one. Hundreds, thousands.

	"They're all infantry. Almost no cavalry."

	Lise muttered.

	What I sensed, she sensed too. We were the only two in the world who shared this ability.

	I stepped out of the carriage.

	Dawn was breaking. The cold morning air pierced my lungs.

	Tension was spreading among the soldiers. Murmuring. Anxious glances.

	Ten thousand versus ten thousand. Everyone must be calculating that the numbers were even.

	Before long, a dust cloud began to appear.

	An earthen curtain rising above the horizon. Flags fluttering above it.

	"It's the Grantz ducal family crest!"

	Sir Karl shouted.

	Time passed as both sides faced off.

	The first to move was their side.

	A knight emerged from the Grantz camp. Holding a white flag, he slowly approached.

	A messenger.

	"Hear this, army of Krustein! This is Grantz ducal territory! Passing through the domain without the Duke's permission is considered an act of invasion! Withdraw immediately. This is His Grace the Duke's command."

	Murmuring spread among the soldiers.

	It was an expected message.

	Withdraw. Of course they'd say that.

	From their perspective, fighting would be a bit much too.

	But I had no intention of withdrawing either.

	"I'll go."

	I rode forward.

	As the distance to the messenger narrowed, his expression changed.

	Bewilderment. Surprise. And bewilderment again.

	He seemed to have difficulty accepting that a child of such young age was the commander of an army of ten thousand.

	Well, I understood. I would have too.

	"I have one proposal."

	"A proposal?"

	"Tell your duke."

	I looked back.

	Lise was already moving.

	She nodded silently, took a few soldiers, and headed toward the supply wagons.

	As if she already knew what needed to be brought out.

	There were times when words weren't necessary between her and me.

	Shortly after, a heavy box was placed before me.

	I opened the lid.

	It was gold.

	Yellow lumps filling it gleamed in the dawn sunlight.

	I heard the messenger's breath catch.

	When we left Krustein territory, we'd brought almost everything valuable.

	Things that could be converted to cash, things that could be transported, things that preserved their value.

	Among them, gold was special.

	When the Empire shook, gold prices rose—that was a law of history.

	It was true in my past life, and it was the same in this world.

	So I'd been steadily collecting it. Both as my personal assets and at the family level.

	"If you let us pass, I'll give you this. Just permit us passage. Isn't this enough?"

	The messenger's eyes wavered.

	Now, what will you do?

	Actually, what he'd do was obvious.

	Naturally, a mere messenger wouldn't have the authority to decide.

	A situation where he could neither accept nor refuse.

	"I-I will convey this to His Grace the Duke."

	Of course, one box of gold was considerable money.

	But if I could buy time with money, that was the right choice.


Ch.84 Your Excellency!

	The meeting was arranged swiftly.

	Of course, given the circumstances, it wasn't a proper meeting.

	Ten thousand troops faced each other, and the other party and I stood on horseback, maintaining a safe distance.

	Murmuring came from the enemy lines.

	Too far to hear clearly, but it was obvious what they were saying.

	They were whispering about my age.

	That kid is the commander? Something like that.

	Undisciplined bunch.

	But that wasn't what mattered.

	"You're younger than I expected."

	That man trying to maintain an air of authority.

	Ornate armor. Fluttering cloak. Imposing posture.

	On the surface, he was the perfect duke. His swordsmanship level was also mid-level Sword Expert. Not quite top-tier, but stronger than the rumors suggested.

	That's right.

	He's a fake.

	The moment I scanned him with mana sensitivity, I was certain.

	A man once predicted to be a Swordmaster candidate in his youth.

	A man whose mana hole was shattered and both testicles crushed after a single night of torture.

	There's no way such a man could be this intact.

	Healed with good medicine? If so, they would have spread that fact far and wide.

	There was only one conclusion.

	That man is not Duke Grantz.

	"You came yourself. I acknowledge your courage, bastard."

	Acting this way when you're a fake?

	An overbearing attitude. He never intended to accept from the start.

	Then what was his purpose?

	To break off negotiations?

	No. If that were the goal, he wouldn't have come here in the first place.

	A single messenger saying "I refuse" would have sufficed.

	The reason for going so far as to use a body double.

	To buy time.

	Should I test him?

	"So are the negotiations broken off?"

	I asked directly.

	The corners of the fake duke's mouth rose.

	"You're impatient."

	After a brief pause, he continued.

	"I want to make a new proposal."

	"A new proposal?"

	"That's right. I'll be honest. I want to kill you and your father. But I can't ignore an army of ten thousand, and I acknowledge your achievements so far."

	He paused for a beat.

	"Therefore, I propose a marriage alliance."

	The surroundings suddenly went quiet.

	"What did you say?"

	"I have a niece. She's still young but clever. I cannot continue the family line. That child will inherit Grantz."

	But naturally, the reaction around us was tremendous.

	"A marriage alliance?"

	"Grantz would go that far?"

	"Could they be serious?"

	Murmuring spread. They had certainly achieved their intended purpose.

	Buying time.

	Though hard to hear from a distance, the Grantz side was equally flustered.

	It seemed to be a proposal not shared in advance.

	Naturally.

	That was improvised acting to buy time.

	Stall for time somehow. Make some absurd proposal to prevent them from going to rescue Duke Krustein.

	That must have been the order he received.

	But playing along wouldn't be bad right now.

	Because I'm the one holding the key.

	"How old is your niece?"

	I asked calmly.

	The fake duke's expression hardened.

	I didn't need to guess his thoughts with mana sensitivity. It was written all over his face.

	Being a powerful knight doesn't mean you're good at everything.

	Swordsmanship and acting are different domains.

	It's not like he attended acting school, and isn't it a knight's duty to do as their lord commands?

	"Nineteen."

	That was the answer that finally came out.

	At least he knew his lord's niece's age.

	Lucky for him.

	If he'd said he didn't know, his cover would have been blown right here.

	"Nineteen. Quite an age difference."

	The fake duke cleared his throat.

	"The age difference shouldn't be a problem. It's common in noble society."

	"Of course. But I'm curious about something."

	"What."

	"If I'm thirteen and your niece is nineteen... when were you thinking of holding the wedding?"

	"That... that..."

	Of course he'd never thought about it. How could there be a specific schedule for an improvised proposal?

	"That, that's something the two families should discuss."

	That was the answer that barely came out.

	He seemed to have forgotten that he himself was the head of one of those families.

	I nodded.

	"I see. Then roughly how many years from now are you thinking?"

	"Three or four years would be appropriate."

	The calculation didn't add up.

	Three or four years from now, his niece would be twenty-two or twenty-three. Quite late by noble lady standards.

	If he were the real duke, he would never have answered that way.

	But I didn't bother pointing it out.

	"Then what are your niece's hobbies?"

	No answer seemed to be coming.

	Naturally. Forget noble etiquette—how would a close knight know the duke's niece's hobbies?

	An awkward silence flowed. Only the sound of wind could be heard.

	I didn't rush him. I just waited leisurely.

	"That, that's something to discuss when you meet..."

	That was the answer that finally came out.

	I smiled.

	"Ah, of course. There's no need to rush."

	Meanwhile, the reactions of the Grantz attendants began to split.

	Those close enough to see their expressions. Two seemed to think they'd succeeded in buying time as planned. Gleeful. That expression fit perfectly.

	But one was different. His mana was fluctuating unstably.

	He'd intuited that something was going wrong.

	That one's the smartest. The other two are idiots.

	Well, it doesn't matter. One person with a working brain doesn't change the situation.

	"What are your thoughts on the wedding ceremony procedures?"

	I threw out the next question.

	The fake duke's face hardened again.

	"I think it will work out somehow."

	He's starting to give up on proper answers.

	"What about her appearance? Does she take after her mother or father?"

	The fake duke's eyes wavered. He seemed confused about who the niece's parents even were.

	After a moment, an answer barely came out.

	"She takes after her mother."

	"Ah, I see."

	There was no way to verify if it was true or false.

	But that wasn't what mattered.

	What mattered was that he was speaking less and less.

	"What education has your niece received?"

	"Naturally, the finest education."

	An immediate answer. But that wasn't really an answer.

	"The finest education." What does that even mean?

	"Specifically, which academy?"

	Three seconds.

	Three seconds of silence passed.

	"She received private education within the family."

	He didn't seem to know any suitable academy.

	Probably a self-made knight.

	Well, fine. I'd already seen enough.

	"Good. Let me confirm just one more condition."

	"Sp-speak!"

	Before answering, I took a deep breath and infused mana into my vocal cords. A technique I learned from Sir Karl.

	Lion's Roar.

	Originally a technique for delivering commands to allies on the battlefield.

	A skill that infuses mana into one's voice to transmit it clearly hundreds of meters away.

	Right now, the purpose was slightly different.

	Both armies needed to hear this.

	The Krustein soldiers. And the Grantz soldiers.

	"Where is the real duke! Not the Shadow Warrior—the real one!"

	My voice spread across the plain.

	The wind seemed to stop.

	No, it might have actually stopped.

	Twenty thousand people held their breath simultaneously.

	And shortly after.

	"Shadow Warrior?"

	"That man is a fake?"

	Murmuring spread among the soldiers.

	The Grantz side was worse.

	The color drained from the fake duke's face.

	One of the attendants whose brain was working gritted his teeth.

	But it was already too late.

	"Wh-what are you saying! I am the real duke!"

	For a shout, it lacked power. His hands were trembling.

	That's when it happened.

	A cavalryman rushed over from the Grantz camp.

	A messenger.

	The messenger approached the fake duke and whispered something.

	Instantly, the fake duke's face turned ashen.

	"You... you... wh-what have you done?"

	I used Lion's Roar again. My throat hurt. But both armies needed to hear this conversation.

	"What have I done, you mean. I'm the heir to a ducal house, and you're just a knight."

	The fake duke couldn't say anything. His mouth just gaped open.

	Natural.

	The duke would have given various instructions.

	Buy time.

	If exposed, respond like this.

	There would have been instructions up to that point.

	But. Being exposed while simultaneously having himself kidnapped by the enemy?

	There wouldn't have been instructions for that. There couldn't be.

	"Th-this bastard is using cheap tricks."

	He was saying things like that, trying to claim a mental victory, but to anyone watching, he looked strange.

	And the decisive blow was rapidly approaching.

	Lise and about a dozen knights. They were bringing along a presence.

	A small presence. And a terribly broken presence.

	When I'd scanned the battlefield earlier, it was a presence that had quite a few escorts.

	In a visible position. At a distance. At a safe distance that wouldn't get caught up in battle. A broken presence could be felt?

	Whose presence that was was all too obvious.

	Lise had moved while I was dealing with the fake duke.

	Even though I hadn't given any orders.

	And now.

	"Young Master! I'm sorry for moving without orders!"

	Lise's voice, covered in dust, could be heard.

	A smile formed.

	"No, you did well!"

	The detachment revealed itself.

	What they'd brought was a man bloated with fat.

	Fancy clothes. But covered in dirt. Bound and dragged along—a pitiful sight.

	Pale face. Trembling lips. And above all, almost no mana could be felt. The empty feeling characteristic of someone whose mana hole had been destroyed.

	The eyes of the bloated Duke Grantz and the imposing Duke Grantz on horseback met.

	And from the mouth of the imposing duke burst a sound like a scream.

	"Your Excellency!"

	Silence. Then murmuring.

	The man before them who should be "Your Excellency" had called the fat man being dragged "Your Excellency."

	Could there be clearer proof than this?


Ch.85 Save Me, Please!

	I drew my sword.

	I brought the blade's tip to the neck of the plump Duke.

	I had no intention of drawing blood, but even the slightest graze caused red to seep out.

	Perhaps when there's more flesh, there's more blood too.

	The Duke's body trembled.

	But his eyes were different. They weren't broken. Eyes that still had something left in them.

	"Y-you bastard..."

	Don't tell me.

	Is this man planning to shout, "I cannot surrender to the son of the man who made me like this! I'd rather die, so charge at once!"?

	After all, wasn't he a man once considered to have the qualities of a Swordmaster?

	That's not something achieved through talent alone, nor through grit alone. It's a realm that only heroes possessing both talent and grit could even attempt to reach.

	Of course, he was simply unlucky enough to encounter a monster with even greater talent and grit, which ruined everything, but that doesn't mean what he originally possessed disappeared.

	If that were the case, my plan would fall apart.

	Even if I captured the Duke, if he resolved himself to death, a hostage's value drops.

	And with those eyes, he seemed fully capable of that.

	The Duke's lips trembled and slowly parted.

	And then...

	"Please spare me."

	Out came the legendary line supposedly spoken by the last Emperor of the Eastern Roman Empire.

	Let's overlook the fact that he never actually said such a thing, since that's not particularly fun, cool, or sexy.

	I inwardly breathed a sigh of relief. But I didn't change my expression.

	"Hahaha!"

	Sir Karl's hearty laughter burst forth.

	"That's the kind of man he's always been. Those rumors about having the qualities to become a Swordmaster—he spread all of them himself. Even when he was in good shape, his skills weren't at that level."

	The Duke's eyes blazed. His lips parted as if to refute something.

	But when his eyes met Sir Karl's, it was the Duke who looked away first.

	"If you'd just quietly accepted the gold when it was offered, none of this would have happened, would it? Explain what scheme you were trying to pull by stalling for time."

	My first thought was simple.

	Was he trying to prevent me from going to Lantheim Castle in the south to rescue Father?

	But that thought was quickly dismissed.

	At most he could delay us by a day or two—the cost-benefit ratio wasn't good.

	"You lot, spill everything!"

	The Duke shouted at his retinue, including the fake duke.

	"But Your Excellency, you didn't give us detailed explanations."

	"Spill it! Just spill it anyway!"

	"I'm just a mercenary to begin with. You didn't tell me anything specific."

	The fake duke said.

	"Just spill it anyway! Do your best according to the contract!"

	Ah, this bastard.

	"Speak yourself, you bastard."

	The informal speech came out naturally.

	According to noble etiquette, as the heir of a ducal house, I should use honorifics with an active duke.

	But I couldn't show respect after witnessing this disgrace.

	The Duke's eyes widened.

	"Y-you illegitimate brat!"

	I put force into the blade's tip. A bit more blood seeped out.

	"You don't seem to grasp the situation. With just a little pressure on my sword, you die. And my soldiers will crush your rabble!"

	House Grantz was never particularly known for strong military forces to begin with.

	The fake duke before me was also a mercenary. Likely a significant portion of that 10,000-strong army was hastily gathered mercenaries too.

	In fact, from what I could sense in the distance, the army was already collapsing from the rear, and deserters were trickling out, albeit slowly.

	If 10,000 clashed with 10,000 in this state, we'd take some casualties, but we'd definitely win.

	"Fine! Fine! I'll talk! No, I will speak!"

	A thought suddenly occurred to me. Walther Von Krustein, who ended things by destroying just one mana hole and two semen holes without killing such trash—wasn't he a kind of saint?

	As one who inherited a saint's blood, I exercised my own patience and refined my words.

	"I'll ask one last time. What scheme were you plotting?"

	"From the south! From the south! Reinforcements were supposed to come! If we could somehow tie you down for about 4 days, we'd attack you together with them in a pincer movement!"

	Informal and formal speech were mixed together strangely.

	But I didn't particularly care about that. That wasn't what mattered now.

	"Four days means..."

	"Yes. One day has already passed."

	"What's the size of the reinforcements?"

	"F-five thousand. But unlike us, they're elite troops."

	Five thousand. Well, I didn't think combining this rabble with 5,000 could defeat us, but if they were truly elite, they could at least tie us down.

	"Who's the commander?"

	...

	...

	Duke Grantz spilled every piece of information as asked. Of course, there was no guarantee it was all true, but judging from how he shook his head and his subordinates' expressions, it didn't seem like lies either.

	I was able to extract most of the information this way. Now I just needed to cross-check it in various ways to confirm its accuracy.

	But I was curious about more.

	"I understood your house maintained neutrality. You suddenly acted like this because you thought you could land a blow on Father, right?"

	"Y-yes, that's right."

	The answer came quickly.

	"With troops like that? They don't seem very well-trained."

	The enemy camp's situation as sensed through mana perception.

	The rear collapse was intensifying even more than I'd felt earlier.

	The mana of deserters was moving away one by one.

	"A significant number are just serfs holding spears and wearing leftover armor."

	The interjection didn't come from the Duke. It was the mercenary captain who'd been pretending to be the duke until just now.

	I turned my gaze.

	Contempt filled his eyes as he looked at the Duke.

	Well, I understood. A man who became an idiot trying to cheat mercenaries out of their pay.

	What mercenary would want to risk their life for such a person?

	House Grantz was famous for being despised by mercenaries.

	Yet it was a house that had no choice but to depend on mercenaries for national defense.

	Their neutrality was probably maintained not because they wanted to, but because they had no choice.

	"Should I call you Your Excellency?"

	I asked in a deliberately sarcastic tone.

	The mercenary captain dismounted. Then he knelt.

	"Please spare my life. I've always admired Krustein's lofty name!"

	It was a quick judgment.

	"Fine. How many mercenaries do you command?"

	"500 men. Besides that, there are about 1,500 mercenaries led by others. Of the 10,000, 2,000 are mercenaries, 1,000 are standing army, and the remaining 7,000 are peasant rabble."

	"I-if you tell them that, what will..."

	I brought the sword closer.

	"Ah! No! Let him continue speaking!"

	The effect was perfect.

	The mercenary captain's gaze turned to the Duke. It held even more blatant contempt than before.

	"Are the other mercenary captains here too?"

	"Yes!"

	With his answer, the mercenary captain gestured. Shortly after, three people came forward in turn. Two men and one woman. All three wore similar expressions.

	Well, I understand. I would have done the same.

	I turned my gaze to Duke Grantz.

	"Your Excellency will surrender, correct?"

	"O-of course."

	That was enough.

	I sheathed my sword.

	Only when the blade left his neck did a sigh of relief escape him.

	It was a pathetically pitiful sound.

	I turned my gaze to the mercenary captains.

	"Well, it wasn't a house that kept faith to begin with. But with this man's surrender, you're no longer obligated to keep faith either. Therefore, I make a counter-proposal. Be employed by me."

	A brief silence flowed. The mercenary captains looked at each other. They seemed to exchange something through their gazes.

	"As for money, well, I have plenty. Far more than the gold I showed earlier."

	Before those words finished, all four mercenary captains knelt in unison.

	It was a quick decision.

	I'd been thinking for a while that it would be good to hire additional mercenaries.

	But reality was harsh.

	With war breaking out in the south, all the capable mercenaries had been sucked in that direction.

	Even if some remained, there was no time to conduct hiring negotiations and write contracts.

	But suddenly 2,000 mercenaries had rolled right in.

	Lucky.

	Of course, they weren't trustworthy. They were enemies just moments ago, weren't they?

	Our house's reputation is supposedly high among mercenaries. Because of the "successful former mercenary" label attached to us.

	But trusting that alone and turning our backs on them was still premature.

	Well, it's fine.

	Soon they'll be in a position where they can't betray us.

	"Lise. Bring parchment and a map of the area."

	"Yes!"

	She moved quickly. Shortly after, two sheets of paper were in my hands.

	I picked up a pen and marked a specific point on the map. Then I thrust it at the Duke.

	"The enemy is stationed at this location. Send a letter telling them to come quickly, ambush, and launch a surprise attack. If the full army is difficult, tell them to send at least the cavalry first."

	The Duke's face contorted.

	But what could he do? He nodded.

	That was enough.

	I turned my gaze to the mercenary captains.

	"This is your first battle after being hired. And I'll pay additional income based on enemy heads taken."

	At those words, the corners of the mercenary captains' mouths rose.

	Money. In the end, that's what moved them.

	And one more thing.

	If they cut down enemies in battle, they won't be able to betray us anymore.


Ch.86 Prey Reversal

	The special detachment commander, who had rushed over after receiving Duke Grantz's letter, sneered as he looked down from the mountain.

	"They said the Knight Slayer's son was a prodigy. Turns out it was just empty rumors."

	The enemy had set up camp at the base of the mountain.

	Silver dragon banners fluttered, tents lined up in rows, and a few soldiers could be seen moving about.

	It was exactly as Duke Grantz's letter had described.

	<The enemy is moving faster than expected. Currently stationed at Mount Kron. Send cavalry ahead to ambush and launch a surprise attack.>

	Honestly, he'd been skeptical.

	How much could he trust information sent by someone who'd become a cripple?

	But seeing it with his own eyes, it was true.

	And that wasn't all he confirmed.

	Open ground on three sides. Only the rear backed against a forest. They hadn't even secured the high ground, and their defenses were sloppy.

	And that forest.

	Dried grass and trees extended right up to the backs of the tents.

	What if they shot fire arrows from there?

	"Don't they know the basics of military strategy?"

	"Rumors are always exaggerated."

	His aide chimed in agreement with his muttering.

	"But still, this is too much. They call this kid an undefeated commander."

	"Does it even make sense to call someone not even 15 an undefeated commander?"

	Another aide spoke mockingly.

	"It's probably just military achievements spoon-fed to him by Krustein's strong soldiers."

	At first, he'd wondered if it might be a trap.

	But the more he listened to his aides, the more certain he became.

	Hesitating here would be the real foolishness.

	"Capturing the Knight Slayer himself was a merit shared among many. But capturing his son is a different story. Of course, just tying them down would be merit enough. But tell me, are you satisfied with just that?"

	"Of course not."

	"We need to achieve greater merit."

	The special detachment commander looked around at his subordinates. They were all thinking the same thing he was.

	Winning the civil war was important, but equally important was achieving great merit.

	And this battlefield looked perfect for earning such merit.

	"Good. We'll ambush in that reed bed over there. We'll set everything ablaze at once with mages and fire arrows. Then the enemy will start trickling out. When a child emerges, we kill or capture him. How's that?"

	"A perfect plan."

	"It's only perfect because the enemy is foolish."

	"Isn't a great commander originally one who doesn't use clever schemes but rather exploits the enemy's mistakes well?"

	The special detachment commander chuckled at his subordinate's flattery.

	He liked that line.

	And when they arrived at the reed bed, he was certain.

	He'd worried the enemy might notice, but despite nearly a thousand soldiers moving, the enemy hadn't caught on.

	Surely, no matter how overrated...

	Surely, even if the achievements were spoon-fed...

	Just as he was thinking that surely someone with several officially confirmed military merits couldn't be unaware of even this, a thought flashed through his mind.

	"Maybe that brat is exhausted from the forced march."

	"Or maybe, as Duke Grantz said, the brat has fallen ill."

	"Didn't Duke Grantz say he wasn't certain about that?"

	The letter had contained an excessive amount of good information. So he hadn't completely believed it either. But... now that he'd come and seen for himself, he understood why Duke Grantz had written such a letter.

	"Well, it's not unusual for a 13-year-old to suddenly drop dead."

	"Hehehehe. Walther must be sick to his stomach. I heard he cherished that child."

	"What's there to be sick about? That guy is on death's door right now."

	The atmosphere was good because everyone was confident of success.

	Almost no one doubted it.

	Of course, they didn't know if they could capture Adrian Von Krustein or not, but it seemed certain they could deal him a blow.

	The backs of the tents were clearly visible.

	The distance was well within arrow range. The wind was blowing toward the tents.

	Perfect.

	"Prepare fire arrows. Mages, prepare oil magic too!"

	As the order fell, the soldiers moved in unison.

	A thousand flames flickered in the dim reeds.

	"Fire."

	Oil magic and fire arrows flew simultaneously.

	Red parabolas cut through the sky and poured down over the tents.

	Whoosh.

	It took less than a second for the fire to catch.

	'Did tents always catch fire that easily? I was planning to use magic to spread the flames to the forest behind them?'

	He set that thought aside for a moment.

	'Well, if it's dry cloth, it could happen...'

	Dry cloth blazed, black smoke rose, and flames spread in all directions. One, two, three... more than ten tents began burning.

	The corner of the special detachment commander's mouth lifted.

	Now those bastards would come running out to escape the fire.

	That's when they'd charge.

	They'd ambush and ravage the enemy in confusion.

	It was a perfect plan.

	But...

	...

	...

	...

	"The enemy isn't coming out."

	The adjutant spoke cautiously.

	He was right.

	Except for a few soldiers who'd been walking around initially and fled in surprise, no one was coming out.

	No screams. No confusion. No soldiers rushing out.

	Just the tents burning.

	"What the..."

	The special detachment commander's brow furrowed.

	Could it be? Empty tents?

	Then what were all those banners and movements?

	He'd definitely seen soldiers moving about.

	The moment his thoughts reached that point.

	Bang!

	Something exploded beneath their feet.

	"Aaaagh!"

	A scream erupted. This time from their own side.

	Bang! Bang! Bang!

	Explosions continued in a chain. The ground split, dirt and stones flew up.

	"Th-this is...!"

	He couldn't understand what was happening. Explosions from the ground? Why? How?

	"It's a magic trap!"

	The mage adjutant shouted with a pale face.

	"Pre-installed magic traps! The kind that explode when a signal is sent from a distance!"

	"Magic traps?"

	The special detachment commander's mind went blank.

	That meant.

	"They knew we'd come here?"

	There was no answer.

	Instead, shouts erupted from outside the forest.

	"Fire! Burn the reed bed!"

	Thousands of voices rang out.

	From the east. From the west. From the south.

	Krustein's banners fluttered.

	"It was a trap..."

	Someone's muttering could be heard.

	Right.

	It was a trap.

	From the beginning.

	Empty tents. Lure. Ambush. And magic traps.

	All of it was bait.

	No, rather than bait.

	"We were the prey."

	The special detachment commander gritted his teeth.

	"Retreat! Retreat!"

	**

	"They're moving just as expected."

	The battlefield sensed through mana sensitivity.

	Those who'd sneaked into the reed bed thinking they were ambushing were being torn apart immediately.

	As the traps exploded in a chain, several points with mana weakened drastically.

	Some unlucky bastard must have been caught directly in a trap, as they vanished on the spot.

	And they were converging on one point on the map.

	Not knowing that was yet another trap.

	No, even if they knew, there wouldn't have been much they could do.

	"There's nowhere else to run."

	I nodded at Lise's words.

	Three sides were blocked by archer units, and one side had spreading flames.

	The only place to flee was the river, but the problem was who was waiting beyond that river.

	"The mercenaries are doing well too."

	"Right."

	The task of dealing with fleeing soldiers was left to the newly hired mercenaries.

	Since the enemy was also elite soldiers, many of them knights, they normally wouldn't have been easy opponents.

	But killing bastards who couldn't even maintain formation and came swimming across desperately was something even conscripts could do.

	Much more so for experienced mercenaries. The only concern with mercenaries was that they didn't fight earnestly, but even that wasn't a worry.

	"They're fighting harder than expected."

	"I said I'd give them extra money based on heads taken."

	They'd be cutting down a considerable number of knights, so regardless of whatever schemes the mercenaries originally had, they'd have no choice but to belong to us now after this.

	Hands stained with enemy blood don't wash clean easily.

	Normally I'd have to supervise that scene directly, but it was such easy work and both I and Lise had long-range surveillance abilities.

	We could feel they were doing well even from afar, and where we'd come was somewhere more interesting.

	Hooves struck the earth.

	"Charge!"

	With the shout, 300 knights moved.

	The objective was simple. The warhorses the enemies had left behind when they went to ambush.

	The defending force was less than 100.

	The rest had all crawled into the reed bed to shoot fire arrows.

	Bastards who knew how to fight on horseback abandoning their horses to play infantry.

	I was curious what was going through the head of the commander who made that decision.

	"E-enemy!"

	"When did they get here!"

	Crash!

	The leading knights collided with the enemy defensive line.

	It was embarrassing to even call it a collision.

	Most of the enemies were infantry who didn't even know how to ride horses. They held spears but had no proper formation, and morale was already rock bottom.

	On the other hand, our entire force was knights. Beings not far from being called superhuman.

	300 versus 100. The qualitative difference was greater than the numerical difference.

	It was one-sided slaughter.

	The sound of spears breaking. Screams. The sound of being trampled by hooves.

	It didn't even take a minute.

	The enemy guard was annihilated, and the armored warhorses fell entirely into our hands.

	"Casualties?"

	"None!"

	"A natural result, if you think about it."

	"Of course!"

	We didn't take prisoners. There weren't any worth taking prisoner in the first place, and most died in the first clash. The few who tried to flee had their backs pierced by knights' spears.

	Rather than such things, I was more interested in the horses.

	Claiming spoils of war was always pleasant.

	Those bastards who'd left their warhorses to fewer than 100 soldiers while sneaking off to ambush. Thanks to them, we obtained horses as easily as flipping a palm.

	"These are all wearing horse armor."

	Lise muttered as she walked among the horses.

	Right. They weren't simple warhorses. They were all horses for heavy cavalry equipped with horse armor.

	That must be why they left the horses behind. They couldn't ambush with things like these.

	"We might be able to use these."

	"Of course we can use them."

	"That's not what I mean."

	Lise turned her head.

	"You know the enemy infantry following behind? That infantry won't even think their cavalry has been annihilated."

	Ah.

	I understood.

	Horses wearing enemy cavalry's armor. Enemy cavalry's banners. Enemy cavalry's uniforms.

	If we appeared before the infantry equipped with those?

	"Disguise."

	"Yes. We strike when they let their guard down thinking we're allies."

	A smile formed.

	I looked around at the knights.

	Faces not even breathing hard.

	"This was too easy for you all to even count as a warm-up!"

	"Yes!"

	300 voices rang as one.

	"Good! Additional mission!"

	"Yes!"

	This cheer was even louder than before. Morale was sky-high.


Ch.87 Dragon Slaying Poison (1)

	I've lived two lives, and there's something I've learned.

	Some things are better thought through carefully.

	Like deciding on an important life path.

	Or crafting crucial national policies.

	Those kinds of things.

	But most things are different.

	Think too deeply and you'll ruin them instead.

	Even if it's a bit clumsy, even if it's a bit lacking, making quick decisions is often the right choice.

	The reason is simple.

	Most choices have a deadline. And that deadline is usually tight.

	An opportunity that passes doesn't come back. You might think you let it pass without making a choice, but in reality, you've made the choice to "just let it pass."

	This was one of those times.

	The enemy's detached force had been annihilated.

	We'd captured a considerable amount of horses, armor, and weapons.

	So far, so good.

	The problem was what came next.

	The enemy infantry following behind. Five thousand. Elite troops, they said?

	They'd be on a completely different level from Grantz's rabble.

	We could win in a head-on fight.

	But the casualties would be heavy.

	But leaving them alone without fighting didn't sit well with me either.

	Then the solution was simple.

	Disguise ourselves with the captured enemy equipment.

	Approach pretending to be allies.

	Strike when they let their guard down.

	Simple. But effective precisely because it was simple.

	We had to act before news of the defeat reached the enemy.

	I commanded the 300 knights from earlier plus about 3,000 additional soldiers.

	Among them was a cavalry unit. About 500 men.

	Cavalry, but not knights.

	"Change your equipment! Knights only! Put on the horses and armor we just captured! Cavalry stays as is!"

	"You want us to wear enemy armor?"

	It was a natural reaction.

	To a knight, armor isn't just protective gear. It's a symbol of honor engraved with their family crest. And now I was telling them to take it off and wear enemy armor.

	"It's an order. Follow it!"

	One senior knight moved first. He picked up a piece from the pile of captured armor and began removing his own without hesitation.

	That was enough.

	The other knights began following suit one by one.

	"Change the flags too."

	Lise added.

	The silver dragon banner came down. In its place went up a flag bearing the enemy's crest.

	From a distance, it was perfect. We'd look like enemy troops.

	While the armor-changing operation was in full swing.

	"May I ask something?"

	One knight raised his hand.

	"Speak."

	"If we're all changing, why aren't they changing too?"

	He was pointing at the 500 cavalry. The knights were wearing enemy armor, but the cavalry still wore Krustein equipment.

	Do I really have to explain even this basic stuff?

	Well, fine. I had to explain the operation anyway.

	My eyes met Lise's. The corner of her mouth lifted slightly. Mine probably did the same.

	"Fine. But first, let me ask you something. What do you think is the foundation of military strategy?"

	"What is it?"

	"Deception."

	**

	The Count wiped the sweat from his forehead atop his horse.

	Third day leading 5,000 infantry north.

	"The detached force commander is late."

	"Indeed he is."

	His adjutant chimed in from beside him.

	The detached force commander leading the cavalry had left two days ago.

	"No contact makes me uneasy. Just infantry sitting here without cavalry support. Maybe he's rushing for glory? Being a mercenary and all."

	"Probably."

	The Count snorted.

	The detached force commander's background was no secret. A lowborn mercenary.

	Everyone knew he was aiming for a promotion by making a big splash in this war.

	"Lowborns are always impatient. They don't know their place. In that way, he's like that Walther fellow. Wasn't he also a mercenary? A man who just swung swords rose all the way to Duke. But in the end, he fell to a single dose of poison."

	"Indeed."

	"He's probably groaning in bed right now. That's the limit of mercenaries. No matter how high they climb, if their roots are base, they eventually crumble. Still, at least we gave him an artistic poison for his final exit, so he should be satisfied, shouldn't he?"

	"Wise words. A man who compared himself to a dragon and even named his house Krustein..."

	The adjutant was about to say more when—

	A scout rushed over.

	"Count! Enemy cavalry ahead! Estimated between 300 and 500!"

	Cavalry. Of all times, now?

	Facing cavalry without cavalry? On open ground?

	This was an absolutely disadvantageous fight.

	"Deploy spearmen to the front! Switch to defensive formation!"

	As the order fell, soldiers began moving.

	But their movements were sluggish. Exhausted from the march.

	"Of all times. Of all times, at this moment."

	"Sir! Look over there!"

	The adjutant pointed in the opposite direction.

	A dust cloud was rising. Above it, fluttering flags.

	"That's?"

	"Friendly forces! Friendly cavalry!"

	Relief mixed into the adjutant's voice.

	"Where's the detached force commander?"

	"He seems to be at the front!"

	Were they coming to join up after dealing with the enemy? Or had the mission failed?

	What mattered was that right now, at this moment, friendly cavalry was here.

	"Good. They'll hold off the enemy cavalry."

	A sense of relief spread through the soldiers. The spearmen's movements grew lax.

	Tension had eased. The Count felt the same.

	He looked ahead.

	The enemy cavalry was approaching, raising dust.

	And from the opposite side, friendly cavalry too.

	Dust clouds rose from both sides. They'd clash soon.

	The friendly cavalry advanced toward the enemy.

	The enemy cavalry advanced too.

	The distance closed.

	But just before collision, both sides turned. They avoided each other.

	"A feint?"

	"Seems so. After all, our forces and the enemy's are about the same size."

	Meanwhile, enemy infantry came into view. Slowly, but steadily advancing.

	The enemy cavalry made a wide turn. Toward the left flank of the friendly infantry.

	"They're targeting the flank."

	"Our cavalry will block them."

	The friendly cavalry moved. But.

	"What's that?"

	The words slipped out before I knew it.

	The friendly cavalry was heading right.

	The enemy to the left.

	Friendlies to the right.

	Complete opposites.

	"Why are they going the opposite way?"

	"Who knows. Maybe they're circling around to hit the enemy's rear?"

	"Fool! If that were the case, they should have gone wider!"

	I tried to read the intent. But couldn't.

	Maybe the detached force commander had some other plan?

	The enemy cavalry kept moving left. As if targeting the infantry's flank.

	And the friendly cavalry kept going right.

	No time to ponder.

	"Spearmen! Turn left! Face the enemy cavalry head-on!"

	The infantry began moving. This would make blocking the enemy infantry harder, but there was no other choice.

	The formation slowly rotated. Spear points raised toward the left.

	The enemy cavalry drew closer.

	And then.

	"Waaaaaaah!"

	The cavalry they'd believed to be friendly turned their spear points toward them.

	"Krustein!"

	In that moment, everything became clear.

	They weren't allies. They were enemies wearing allied armor, carrying allied flags, pretending to be allies.

	"Front! Block the rear!"

	The Count shouted. But it was too late.

	Crash!

	Screams erupted. The formation collapsed. Blood sprayed.

	From atop his horse, he watched the scene.

	Deceived. From start to finish.

	The moment that thought crossed his mind, another battle cry rang out.

	"Waaaaaaah!"

	The enemy infantry that had been steadily advancing and the cavalry on the left flank.

	**

	"Charge!"

	I shouted.

	Of course, I didn't charge personally. My swordsmanship had improved somewhat, but it was still too dangerous to jump into actual combat.

	No, it was strange for a supreme commander to jump into combat in the first place.

	In my past life, Iskandar aka Alexander the Great. In this life, someone like Walther—only inhuman weapons of that caliber could do such things. Obviously, I wasn't at that level.

	I was a morale-boosting totem.

	Shouting from behind, standing by the flag, occasionally waving my hand. That was my role.

	But that alone was enough.

	I swept the battlefield with mana sensitivity.

	The enemy's mana was rapidly scattering from the rear.

	Sandwiched from three sides.

	Infantry pushing from the front, cavalry stabbing from the left, knights butchering from the rear.

	"Waaaaaaah!"

	Battle cries covered the battlefield.

	There wasn't even proper resistance. The rear collapsed before they could form a proper formation, and the command structure shattered.

	One-sided slaughter.

	No, it should be called a hunt.

	At the end of the hunt, we caught a trophy—no, a prisoner.

	"Enemy commander, Count Wallenstein."

	The name sounded vaguely familiar, but maybe not.

	He didn't seem to be that important a figure.

	He'd lost nearly half his forces in an instant and the rest had fled. Moreover, he probably had a rough idea what had happened to his cavalry.

	But as soon as he saw my face...

	"Hehehehe."

	He laughed.

	"What's so funny? Is it funny that you lost to a child?"

	"No. I was thinking your life is quite tragic too."

	"What?"

	"The Baby Dragon, just as rumored. In a few years you could soar high, but your nest is collapsing so you won't be able to grow."

	"What are you talking about?"

	Instead of answering my question, he asked a new one.

	"Do you know what poison struck your father?"

	I didn't.

	That he'd been poisoned, that he'd retreated because of it. I only knew that much.

	The specific details hadn't been conveyed yet.

	"How pitiful. Not even knowing what happened to your father."

	"Speak."

	"So impatient."

	The Count slowly adjusted his posture. The maximum leisure he could manage with bound hands.

	"Ever heard of Dragonsbane Poison?"

	"Dragonsbane Poison?"

	"Poison that kills dragons. Literally."

	"Dragons?"

	"Yes. Dragons. Poison created to kill the strongest beings on this continent. And they used it on a human."

	My heart skipped a beat.

	Poison that kills dragons.

	Used on a human?

	"Your house compares itself to dragons. Upstarts without tradition, so you try to elevate yourselves that way. Hehehehe... But yes, at least your end comes from poison meant to kill dragons!"

	"Don't lie!"

	One knight shouted.

	"Why would I lie? The battle's already lost. Anyway, your father has less than a week left."


Ch.88 Dragon Slaying Poison (2)

	Dragonsbane Poison.

	I'd heard of it before.

	A poison invented to kill dragons, not humans.

	There was even a legend that Krustein, the origin of our family name, had fallen to that very poison.

	Of course, there were various theories about that evil dragon's demise, and this was just one of them. Even Duke Sylvester didn't know which version was correct.

	Even by his standards as an ancient being, this was apparently the realm of distant ancient history.

	One thing was certain.

	After continental hegemony passed from dragons to humans, that poison was lost.

	The reason was simple.

	When the First Empire fell, the world's level regressed.

	Just as the early Middle Ages entered a dark age after Rome's fall, most of the First Empire's legacy—which had perished alongside the dragons—disappeared.

	Technology. Knowledge. And poison.

	But there was an even more decisive reason.

	When I'd asked about dragonsbane poison before, Duke Sylvester had said this:

	"Even creatures like drakes or two-headed ogres die instantly from weaker poisons. In other words, it's more accurate to say they didn't make it because they didn't need to. That's why the technique was lost. It's not like the old days when dragons ran rampant—at best, the occasional one wakes from slumber and rampages, but that's usually outside Imperial territory."

	And yet they used such a thing on Father?

	"How did you even obtain such a thing?"

	"Hehe... I acquired the genuine article from an ancient dungeon."

	Ancient dungeons were certainly treasure troves where any kind of treasure might be sleeping.

	We weren't the only ones to obtain treasures.

	"You're talking nonsense."

	It was Lise who interjected.

	Her usual "~yo" speech pattern had disappeared.

	Her voice was different too. Low, firm, almost mocking in tone.

	"What's nonsensical, you one-eyed brat?"

	"Did you not know that His Excellency always carries an antidote made from shaving a dragon's heart?"

	"What?"

	"Of course, it may have dealt some damage. But since we brought back Tears of Healing from the ancient ruins, he'll recover quickly."

	"You heard we excavated poison from ancient ruins and you're just making things up!"

	The count shouted.

	But his gaze wasn't directed at Lise—it was aimed elsewhere.

	At the surrounding knights. His eyes expected them to waver.

	There was no way the knights wouldn't be shaken by such absurd claims.

	However, the knights' expressions remained calm.

	Confusion flashed in the count's eyes.

	Ah.

	I understood.

	I understood Lise's strategy.

	First, tell a lie. An absurd lie. Dragon heart antidote.

	Then tell the truth.

	This truth was also close to a lie.

	Something obtained from raiding ancient ruins that cures all ailments.

	An opponent who's entered rebuttal mode will shout "Lies!" at the next statement too.

	But the knights here knew it was true.

	Hadn't some of them gone deep into the dungeon with her and me to retrieve that very treasure?

	As a result, the opponent ended up denying even the truth.

	That was why the knights didn't waver. Whatever that count denied, he'd already lost their trust.

	I didn't change my expression. Just nodded slowly.

	"Take him to the main force for now."

	As we dragged the count past the soldiers, I heard murmuring.

	"That bastard doesn't seem to know anything about what we excavated."

	Soldiers drunk on Krustein pride.

	"Of course he doesn't. We didn't even know about the antidote His Excellency carries around."

	It was a heartwarming sight, but there was a problem.

	I didn't know about the antidote either.

	In other words...

	There was no such thing.

	An acting show mixing lies and truth. It prevented morale from dropping.

	Of course, the reason it worked was because the foundation was solid.

	Since deploying, we'd won everything. Not just won—dominated.

	Combined with my previous exploits, rather exaggerated legends had attached themselves to me.

	The orcs burned to death had somehow grown to five thousand, and there were people claiming the surrendered Kuman tribe numbered in the tens of thousands.

	The undefeated Little Duke. Krustein's baby dragon. The silver genius.

	Nicknames kept multiplying, and rumors kept inflating.

	But thinking coldly, all these legends would be meaningless if Father fell. The family was maintained because Father existed.

	At least for now.

	**

	As soon as we returned to the main force, I convened a meeting.

	Sir Karl's face caught my eye.

	Different from usual. Cracks had appeared in his normally ironclad poker face.

	Someone who didn't know him might think his face was frozen as usual, but having worked closely with him quite often, I could tell the quality of that rigidity was different.

	It must be because I'd called him beforehand to tell him about the dragonsbane poison.

	"How long to Lantheim?"

	"Ten days by forced march."

	Ten days.

	The dragonsbane poison's time limit was one week.

	Of course, I couldn't trust 100% what the guy screaming in the next room said.

	But even so, hurrying was the right choice.

	"What if we move with just the cavalry?"

	"Are you serious?"

	Sir Karl asked in surprise.

	A natural reaction.

	Separating infantry and cavalry was a dangerous choice. We could be defeated in detail.

	I knew that too. Wasn't I just returning from defeating in detail enemies who'd made that very choice?

	"Aaaaargh!"

	Another scream leaked from the next room. Sir Karl's gaze briefly turned that way before returning.

	"Little Duke, Your Excellency. His Excellency is not someone who would ever fall. Even if the dragonsbane poison is real, he will endure. Without fail."

	It was a tone closer to prayer than conviction.

	"I believe so as well."

	I said I believed it, but honestly, I wasn't certain.

	A poison that kills dragons. Used on a human.

	Of course, a Swordmaster was comparable to a dragon, and no one would deny that Walther Von Krustein was exceptional even among them.

	But didn't even that Krustein he so wanted to emulate—whose name he embedded in the family name—have legends of falling to that poison?

	...

	...

	...

	Silence passed for a while.

	"We've essentially annihilated the armies checking us."

	It was Lise who broke the silence.

	She didn't use her "yo" speech. She seemed to have judged it wasn't time to maintain the act.

	"What do you mean?"

	"The central and southern regions are in chaos right now. Moving separately. There are many forces checking us, but they're all acting independently. In other words, except for those directly bordering us, they can't devote all their attention to us. No, we'll be relegated to secondary priority."

	I nodded.

	Anyone who'd played RTS games would know.

	A 1v1 match was completely different from a 1v1v1 match.

	Even more so for 1v1v1v1v1.

	Everyone guards against everyone. If anyone moves first, they could be stabbed in the back.

	Focusing on just one enemy was the fast track to ruin.

	"Right."

	Sir Karl agreed as well.

	"The two major forces directly bordering Krustein are Count Brandt and Count Hohenberg."

	Lise held up two fingers, then folded one.

	"We can exclude Brandt. He's a delusional patient who jumped into this chaos because one grandson carries royal blood. Even scraping together all his forces, he barely exceeds five thousand."

	"So the real problem is Hohenberg."

	"Yes. Though he's a count, his power is greater than most dukes. Of course, he can't compare to Krustein. Plus, he's pulled in some forces like Grantz who'd maintained neutrality, using the pretext of opposing us."

	"So shouldn't we check them?"

	"But they won't move further. Just by dispatching a force of five thousand and winning over Grantz, they've essentially done all the checking of us they need to."

	"Then?"

	"From now on, they'll send at most 500-unit forces or smaller scouts. Infantry alone can handle that much."

	**

	It was sound logic.

	But the world didn't flow on logic alone.

	Departure for Lantheim. One day had passed.

	"Urgent report!"

	A messenger came running, gasping for breath.

	"What is it?"

	"Count Brandt has moved!"

	Brandt?

	The weaker of the two forces facing us. A force so weak we hadn't even paid attention to it. And those bastards moved?

	I tilted my head.

	"Did he send scouts?"

	"No! Five thousand! He emptied his castle and led his entire force!"

	Five thousand.

	Nearly everything Brandt could scrape together.

	"What? He emptied his castle?"

	"Yes! He deployed mobilizing all his forces! According to rumors, he said that since Krustein's greenhorn emptied his castle, he could do the same!"

	Is that bastard insane?

	His situation is completely different from mine.

	And yet he's imitating me?

	I looked at Lise. Perhaps she might have a sharp solution...

	An unusual expression. Her mouth was half-open. Her one eye was wide.

	Bewilderment.

	I could count on one hand the times I'd seen that expression on Lise.

	She certainly had rather poor predictive ability when it came to the actions of humans more seriously stupid than herself.

	Of course, I hadn't predicted it either.

	To empty his entire castle and go all-in.

	"Should we retreat?"

	Sir Karl asked.

	I shook my head.

	"No. Sir, please continue leading the cavalry with Lise."

	"Then..."

	"I'll go back alone and command the infantry. I'll depart right now."

	Sir Karl nodded. However...

	"I'll attach at least fifty knights."

	"Five is enough."

	"Fifty. I cannot compromise on this."

	There was no time. But there was even less time to bicker here.

	In the end, I nodded as well.


Ch.89 Dividing In Two

	A few more days passed.

	I woke to the rattling vibration of the carriage.

	Normally, I would have heard a familiar voice by now.

	*Young Master, are you awaaake?*

	But that voice didn't come. Instead, I heard a cautious knock.

	"Little Duke. It's time to wake up."

	It was Elizabeth. The second most senior after Lise.

	My shoulders were stiff.

	It was only natural after sleeping in a carriage for several days.

	"Come in."

	The door opened and Elizabeth entered.

	In her hands were a wet towel and a stack of documents.

	Looking out the window, the sun was already high in the sky.

	If it had been Lise, she would have woken me before sunrise.

	Gently but firmly. Sometimes by yanking the blanket away.

	"I woke up later than usual."

	"You were sleeping so soundly. I couldn't wake the Little Duke the way the Head Maid does."

	Elizabeth said as she handed me the wet towel.

	While I washed up and changed clothes, Elizabeth was organizing documents.

	"What's that?"

	"Reports the scouts brought in overnight. I've compiled them."

	Normally this would have been Lise's job. Enemy movements, supply situations, troop morale. Condensing dozens of reports into a single page to present to me.

	I skimmed through the summary Elizabeth handed me.

	Not bad. It contained all the key points. But it was different from Lise's.

	Lise's summaries had interpretations woven between the numbers. Things like 'this figure is suspicious' or 'this report may be exaggerated.'

	Elizabeth's summary was clean, but lacked that intuition.

	Well, that was only natural.

	"What about Brandt's movements?"

	"Still a day's distance away. They don't seem to be increasing their speed."

	"Troop composition?"

	"Mostly infantry, they say. Almost no cavalry."

	"That's fortunate."

	A brief silence passed.

	"But Little Duke, I have one question."

	Elizabeth carefully opened her mouth.

	"What is it?"

	"Leaving their main base without even cavalry. What could they be thinking to make such a decision? Could they possibly think they can defeat our army?"

	"Who knows. I don't know either."

	"You don't know?"

	"Trying to understand fools' thinking is just a waste of our time."

	History had proven that.

	"But even so, he's a count..."

	"The concentration of human stupidity is higher than you'd think. Those in high positions may have slightly lower levels, but it's still high. Especially if they occupy that position through bloodline alone."

	"I think the Little Duke is truly remarkable."

	It was an out-of-the-blue comment.

	"What is?"

	"That you can judge so calmly even in this situation. If it were me, my mind would already be blank."

	"You're smart for your age. But when it comes to using your head, Lise is better than me."

	At those words, Elizabeth's expression changed subtly.

	She looked like she had something to say.

	"Why? If you have something to say, say it."

	She seemed to hesitate for a moment. But soon opened her mouth.

	"More than the Little Duke trusts the Head Maid, she worships the Little Duke."

	Worship?

	Wasn't that a bit excessive?

	"Of course, most of the Little Duke's subordinates are like that. But the Head Maid is like the high priestess among those worshippers."

	High priestess. I almost laughed.

	"It's just flattery toward someone of higher status."

	"No."

	Elizabeth's voice became firm.

	"It's not because of high status. I've worked under various nobles, but flattery and worship from the heart are completely different."

	"Different?"

	"Yes. Those who flatter change their attitude when the master isn't watching. But the Head Maid is the same even when the Little Duke isn't there. No, she's even more so."

	The carriage rattled once more. Dust rose outside the window.

	"When she talks about the Little Duke, we feel like we're listening to a sermon."

	A bit of mischief stirred in me.

	"It seems you've served other high-ranking people before."

	"Pardon?"

	"Or you're connected to them in some other way."

	Elizabeth's expression changed moment by moment.

	Confusion. Wariness. And something like resignation.

	It was quite a sight to see. But my interest quickly faded.

	Just as I was turning my gaze back to the reports.

	"Stop treating me like a fool when you know everything."

	Her manner of speech had changed. The honorifics were gone. Her voice was different too.

	She wasn't the respectful maid from moments ago.

	This confirmed it. Her status was higher than mine.

	Elizabeth was looking straight at me. Not with a servant's eyes.

	Of course, that was only for a brief moment... the instant our eyes met, she lowered her gaze again.

	"Oh?"

	It became slightly more interesting.

	It would have been more interesting if she'd kept looking me straight in the eye, but it didn't go that far.

	Of course, I still didn't think her existence itself was a significant variable.

	"I wasn't particularly certain. Though Lise seemed to be."

	"It wasn't just that you valued my bloodline. The Head Maid used to say so. That the Little Duke doesn't view Hardenberg's future very positively."

	I couldn't really deny it. It was true.

	If I'd valued the legitimacy of Hardenberg that much, I would have tried to find out somehow and wouldn't have left it alone like this.

	Perhaps I would have acted like Ernst, who bragged everywhere after marrying a fake.

	But this world is more meritocratic than you'd think.

	The Hardenberg royal family, which doesn't have a very long history, ultimately seized the empire through ability, not some grand legitimacy, and now that it's rotting away, seeking legitimacy there wasn't very wise.

	"In the end, it's going as you predicted. My father was poisoned to death, but your father is still this country's greatest power."

	"My father is also in danger from poison."

	"I know. Dragonsbane poison, right?"

	Elizabeth shook her head.

	"But that's not what's important. I can't live outside my family. I'm like a fish that dies when taken out of water. But you, Little Duke, are like a frog."

	"A frog?"

	"Even knowing the Duke is critically ill, those people aren't panicking much because the Little Duke is here."

	"You're overestimating me too much. Frogs also dry up and die if they go too long without moisture."

	It was fun at first, but I was getting tired.

	In the end, she was just like the others, overestimating me while missing the point.

	I missed Lise.

	Of course, she also overestimated me, but her overestimation felt good.

	Most of all...

	She always exceeded my expectations.

	Meanwhile, Elizabeth continued speaking.

	"You deliberately minimize yourself when you speak, but in truth, you consider even the Head Maid, whom you regard as somewhat of an equal, to be a step below you."

	What was she even saying?

	Just as I was about to open my mouth to refute...

	"Ah..."

	I felt it.

	Outside. At the very edge of my detection range.

	Mana waves began to ripple. Not just one. Dozens, hundreds, thousands.

	"Let's talk later."

	"Later?"

	"Have them bring my armor."

	Like a well-educated young lady, she was quick to catch on, even if not enough to exceed my expectations.

	"Is it the enemy?"

	There were already more people who knew about my abilities than didn't. It was no longer the kind of thing I could hide.

	"Yeah. Seems like there are more than expected."

	The scouts said five thousand.

	But feeling the actual mana, there were far more than that.

	It looked like seven thousand.

	The scouts might have made a mistake, or they might have joined up with mercenary units along the way. Either way, the situation hadn't improved.

	Outside the carriage, the soldiers' footsteps were quickening.

	It seemed the news was starting to spread.

	"What will you do?"

	"Isn't it obvious?"

	By numbers alone, we were evenly matched. But qualitatively we had the advantage, and especially my ability wasn't the kind you could defend against if you didn't know about it.

	It was when we'd finished preparing for battle with Brandt.

	"Urgent news!"

	A messenger practically fell off his horse. His breathing was rough.

	"Where are you from?"

	"From Lantheim!"

	My heart skipped a beat.

	"Speak."

	"Our forces were victorious! They broke through the enemy siege and entered the castle! The enemy suffered losses and retreated!"

	Cheers erupted around us.

	"They did it!"

	"As expected of Sir Karl!"

	But the messenger's face wasn't bright. He had the expression of someone with more to say.

	"Is there more?"

	"Duke Excellency has lost consciousness. The possibility of recovery is slim."

	"Since when?"

	"He deteriorated rapidly starting two days ago. The medics say there's nothing they can do."

	Two days ago would be right after I departed.

	"What about the magic item excavated from the ruins?"

	"It had no effect."

	My chest sank. My legs felt like they might give out.

	But I didn't collapse.

	Because Elizabeth's words came to mind.

	*Even knowing the Duke is critically ill, those people aren't panicking much because the Little Duke is here.*

	I looked around.

	The soldiers' faces came into view. Anxiety. Agitation. Fear. It was all there.

	But they weren't collapsing.

	Their gazes were directed at me.

	As if waiting for the next order. As if believing I could do something.

	Relying on a mere thirteen-year-old kid. How ridiculous.

	But I wasn't a child on the inside.

	I'd lived two lives. Once I died ordinarily, and once I was still alive. One thing I'd learned during those two lives was that when a leader wavers in a crisis, everything ends.

	I took a deep breath. Exhaled.

	Strength returned to my trembling legs.

	"Announce to all troops!"

	I infused my voice with mana.

	"Duke Excellency is unwell! But our cavalry has won! They broke through the enemy siege and entered Lantheim! And now, before us stand Brandt's rabble of seven thousand!"

	I paused for a moment.

	"But let's be honest. Are you afraid of them, who don't even have proper combat experience?"

	After a moment, someone shouted.

	"We are not afraid!"

	When one shouted, ten followed. When ten shouted, a hundred followed.

	"We are not afraid!"

	"We are not afraid!"

	The roar covered the battlefield.

	I drew my sword. I infused it with mana as Sir Karl had taught me.

	"Good! Then let's teach those fools! What real war is! The tuition will be their lives!"
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	Have you ever thought about this?

	If you gained a special ability of your own, how would you use it?

	It was a thought I'd had countless times since my past life. But in my past life, I died without achieving my goals.

	And then came my second life.

	I finally obtained it.

	My own superpower.

	Of course, strictly speaking, this ability wasn't mine alone.

	Lise felt the same thing. So did Shore, who taught us this ability.

	But I wasn't disappointed. If you think about it, how many heroes in the world possess truly unique superpowers of their own?

	Put another way, it meant I'd been working alongside subordinates who shared this ability—subordinates smarter and more loyal than me. That was actually better.

	What I thought about most was, naturally, military applications.

	Especially battles.

	In large-scale combat where thousands, tens of thousands clash—how would I use this ability?

	I'd racked my brain countless times thinking about and discussing it.

	In most battles, cavalry determined victory or defeat.

	Find the enemy's weak point and strike it with cavalry.

	Flank around to hit their rear.

	Pursue fleeing enemies to annihilate them.

	Mobility equals initiative.

	That's why most of the simulations I'd heatedly discussed with Lise ultimately focused on how well we could utilize cavalry.

	We'd never once discussed what to do with only infantry.

	But right now, all I had were foot soldiers.

	I did have 50 knights, but they were all for escort purposes.

	They weren't keen on leaving my side.

	The rest were all two-legged walkers.

	The cavalry had headed to Lantheim Castle under Karl and Lise's command. What remained were about 7,000 infantry.

	The enemy was Brandt's 7,000.

	Numbers were even.

	Their cavalry strength was slightly better than ours, but fundamentally both sides were infantry masses. Flashy mobile warfare wasn't something to expect.

	In the end, we had no choice but to clash head-on.

	Line battle.

	Combat where infantry and infantry form horizontal lines and collide frontally.

	The way to win is simple. Find the enemy's weak point and concentrate your attack there. Once one spot collapses, the battle line crumbles from there. Like dominoes.

	The problem is how to find that "weak point."

	From a distance, the enemy formation is just a long line.

	Where are the elites and where are the rabble, where are the commanders and where are the gaps? Unless you're a god or have superpowers, how could you know?

	But.

	I was different.

	I could see where the strong points and weak points were.

	The problem was how to convey that to my subordinates.

	I couldn't say "strike where the mana is thin." I couldn't assume others could see what only I could see.

	Tell them to strike a point 15cm to the right when viewed from this distance?

	...

	As if that would work.

	So I came up with a method.

	Without Lise. By myself over the past few days.

	Seven flags were raised along the battle line.

	Red. Orange. Yellow. Green. Blue. Indigo. Violet.

	A rainbow forming a horizontal line.

	Drums sounded.

	Both armies began advancing slowly. The enemy's line drew closer. Spearheads flashed in the sunlight.

	As the distance closed, tension mounted.

	And then.

	Crash!

	Line met line.

	The roar of metal clashing. Screams. Shouts. The entire front became entangled.

	Meanwhile, I surveyed the enemy cavalry.

	Fewer than 100.

	The quality of their mana wasn't particularly high either, and looking through my telescope, their horsemanship was thoroughly unimpressive.

	"They think they can use hammer and anvil with that?"

	I almost laughed.

	A classic cavalry tactic. Infantry holds the enemy while cavalry strikes the flank or rear. Like a hammer pounding iron on an anvil.

	But with that level of cavalry, it was hopeless.

	Overall troop quality favored our side.

	But in this kind of line battle, a moderate advantage doesn't let you push through the enemy instantly. The enemy wasn't just a rabble either.

	That's when it happened.

	The enemy's 100-odd cavalry began circling to the right.

	"Those bastards are going for the flank after all."

	Even poor cavalry hurts if they stab your flank.

	It wouldn't be fatal, but a considerable number of soldiers would be wounded.

	I already had a countermeasure.

	"Archer captain."

	"Yes!"

	"Pin down that cavalry. No need to kill them. Just keep them from advancing."

	"Understood!"

	As the order fell, a rain of arrows blocked the enemy cavalry's path.

	The enemy cavalry's advance stopped. Even when they tried to circle around, arrows followed.

	Perfect containment.

	Meanwhile, I scanned the enemy line again.

	The mana distribution was changing. Places where fatigue had accumulated as the battle dragged on. Places with heavy casualties. Places where commanders had fallen.

	The indigo flag's direction.

	I turned my gaze.

	There was a special unit.

	A unit assembled from mercenaries who couldn't ride horses but had reached high levels of mastery.

	Total strength: about 50 men.

	I'd tried to fill out a 100-man unit including knights, but they stubbornly insisted on focusing on my escort.

	"Ready?"

	"Yes!"

	Fifty voices rang out as one.

	I raised my hand and pointed in one direction.

	Where the indigo flag fluttered.

	The place facing the enemy's weakest point.

	I infused my voice with mana.

	"Target the indigo flag!"

	Their weapons were standardized.

	Swords.

	Of course, swords were the most common weapon for knights.

	Mercenaries often used them too.

	But their swords were a bit different.

	Uncomfortably large greatswords. The kind you had to grip with both hands, and when you swung them, your whole body followed.

	Of course, this was also a fairly commonly used weapon.

	But this time, the purpose was different.

	"Follow the strategy!"

	At my command, the 50-man strike force charged toward the enemy's weakest section, where the indigo flag stood.

	Fifty superhuman mercenaries who used mana. Blue or crimson sword auras wreathed their blades.

	Their strategy wasn't to directly cut down enemies.

	They broke the enemy's spears.

	Crack. Thud. Snap.

	Sword auras carried by greatswords split spear shafts in two.

	"What the!"

	"Sword auras!"

	A soldier who lost his spear was just a scarecrow with arms.

	That was enough.

	Our forces began advancing from the indigo flag section.

	They pushed through the collapsed gap.

	Soldiers with long spears mercilessly stabbed the faces of those with broken spears.

	The ripple effect was instantaneous.

	It spread to the blue flag and violet flag sections—the far end of the right wing.

	The enemy's entire flank began collapsing completely.

	The enemy commander was naturally flustered, it seemed. The movements of the enemy headquarters I sensed through mana sensitivity became urgent.

	"The enemy cavalry is charging recklessly."

	One of the escort knights said.

	Fewer than 100 cavalry charging recklessly?

	It was tantamount to suicide. But from their perspective, they had to do something.

	I turned my gaze. The knights surrounding me came into view.

	"Are you still planning to only escort?"

	Subtle agitation spread among the knights.

	"Leave five and eliminate them."

	At those words, the knights' eyes changed.

	Relief that they could finally fight. No, it was closer to anticipation.

	"We obey!"

	Following the order, 45 knights mounted their horses and charged out.

	Hoofbeats shook the earth. Dust rose.

	The enemy cavalry, having been hit by the arrow rain, was already considerably damaged. Horses had fallen in places, and riders struck by arrows were staggering.

	In that state, they received the knight order's charge.

	Crash!

	The first collision sound rang out.

	The result was obvious.

	Whether in stamina or actual skill, they were no match for the knight order.

	The collapse was instantaneous.

	This wasn't just the cavalry engagement.

	The infantry formation's collapse was even more rapid.

	Once one spot crumbled, the whole line began giving way like dominoes.

	Red, orange, yellow, green, blue, indigo, violet.

	All seven flags struck directly and the enemy retreated.

	No... they collapsed.

	Those trying to flee, those trying to surrender—all mixed together in chaos.

	And beyond that chaos, I felt the enemy headquarters wavering.

	Scanning with mana sensitivity, the mana near the commander was rapidly dispersing.

	Were they preparing to flee, or had they already started running?

	Either way, it didn't matter.

	The battle was over.

	"Victory, then."

	One of the five escorts said. The hand gripping his sword hilt was moving minutely. He seemed itchy to fight too.

	"Not as clean a victory as usual."

	I turned my head to survey the battlefield.

	Our fallen soldiers scattered here and there. Blood. Groaning. Unlike our usual victories where we annihilated enemies with almost no casualties, this was different.

	"Still, to achieve this much with our main force absent. It's impressive."

	I nodded at the knight's words.

	There was no need to dampen morale by arguing the point.

	"Do you intend to pursue the fleeing enemy?"

	Another one asked. Expectation colored his voice.

	There's no easier prey than cutting down fleeing backs.

	I shook my head.

	"Have you forgotten what situation Father is in?"

	The knight's face hardened.

	"Ah, my apologies."

	The knight dismounted and knelt. His face visible beneath his helmet was pale.

	"Stand up."

	"Sir?"

	"No need to apologize. Seeing the big picture isn't your job—it's mine. You just need to follow my orders well."

	I lectured while pretending not to lecture.

	The knight stood. The other escorts straightened their postures.

	I turned my horse's head.

	Destination: Lantheim Castle.

	Where Father lay fallen.
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	The road to Lantheim was quiet.

	There were no enemies. Neither the remnants of Brandt's defeated forces nor any other opportunistic foes.

	Morale was not high.

	We had won. We had clearly won. Yet the soldiers' steps carried a heavy weight.

	The Duke had fallen.

	That single fact was enough to suppress the joy of victory.

	I felt the same way.

	Honestly speaking, if Father passed away like this, I couldn't handle it either.

	Ernst's rebellion. The remaining enemies in the south. Duke Clara. The ice dragon's southward advance.

	Not a single one of these could be resolved without Walther.

	I walked while swallowing such thoughts.

	About half a day later, a commotion arose at the front.

	It was a pile of corpses.

	They were stacked on both sides of the road. High enough to be called hills. The stench of blood rode the wind and stabbed at my nose.

	I dismounted and approached closer.

	I examined the armor. I checked the military banners.

	Nine out of ten belonged to the enemy.

	Allied corpses could be counted on one hand.

	"An overwhelming victory."

	I nodded at Celine's words.

	The cavalry led by Sir Karl and Lise. These traces were left by them as they passed through this road, having rushed ahead to Lantheim.

	Murmurs spread among the soldiers.

	"Those are all enemies."

	"Are they crazy? All of them?"

	"We won too, and Sir Karl won as well."

	Shoulders that had been drooping began to straighten.

	And then.

	Lantheim Castle came into view.

	Above the castle walls, the silver dragon banner fluttered in the wind.

	Krustein's banner.

	Our banner.

	There wasn't just one. Dozens of silver dragon banners hung along the entire castle wall.

	"Hurrah!"

	"Long live Krustein!"

	When one person started, it spread like a wave.

	"Hurrah! Hurrah!"

	Seven thousand voices merged into one.

	I too turned to look at them and grinned.

	Of course, I knew.

	This morale boost was temporary.

	No matter how many banners hung on the castle walls, they couldn't replace the Duke lying in bed.

	But for now, this was enough.

	As we drew closer, the castle gate opened.

	The heavy iron gate slowly parted, and beyond it stood three men.

	Sir Karl.

	Sir Heinrich.

	Sir Wolfram.

	All three were in armor.

	"You've worked hard."

	"You as well, Young Master."

	"Where is Father?"

	"He's on the third floor."

	I didn't ask more. Sir Karl didn't say more either.

	That alone was enough to guess his condition.

	I followed Sir Karl up the stairs.

	As I entered the castle, Lise was waiting.

	She too was in armor.

	Our eyes met. Lise only bowed her head slightly. I nodded as well. That was enough.

	Lise, Celine, Duke Sylvester, Sir Heinrich, and Sir Wolfram followed behind.

	With each step on the stone stairs, footsteps echoed.

	Only the sound of footsteps climbing the stairs continued.

	But then...

	Lise tilted her head.

	It was a subtle movement. She tilted her head just slightly to one side. Anyone else would have missed it.

	But I didn't miss it.

	Because I felt the same thing.

	"Who is with Father?"

	"The Lady is nursing him."

	The Lady.

	The Lady referred to here was not Ernst's mother.

	The daughter of Count Müller and the legitimate wife of Krustein.

	The moment Ernst raised his rebellion, that title was naturally stripped away.

	The Lady Sir Karl spoke of was none other than my birth mother.

	Walther Von Krustein.

	My biological father.

	It wasn't easy to summarize my relationship with him in one word.

	But after awakening my past life memories, we'd had quite a bit of interaction.

	On the other hand.

	My birth mother.

	As for her...

	Nothing came to mind.

	The reason was simple. I'd been wandering around fighting since I was ten, and she had no particular interest in me either.

	Before and after regaining my memories, my interactions with her were close to zero.

	What I knew about her was only rumors.

	That she was a beauty. Not just any beauty, but one whose name was mentioned even outside the ducal house.

	She's a seductress. A fox transformed into human form.

	Such rumors circulated.

	When I first received support, what I heard was that Walther Von Krustein was pushing his concubine's son.

	No, even before that, the reason Ernst paid attention to his relationship with me, if no other illegitimate children, was because I was that concubine's son.

	As a result, I received Lise as a gift.

	My mother had not even 0.1g of interest in me, but her background had given me various benefits.

	When I looked at her portrait, I certainly understood.

	Silver hair. A long, slender neckline. The angle of her slightly upturned lips.

	In a word, she resembled Lise.

	In other words, an overwhelming beauty.

	Of course, there was an age difference, so I couldn't say they were exactly the same.

	But the impression from their features overlapped.

	However, that was only the story of the portrait.

	I had never seen her in person.

	The painter might have included flattery, or time might have changed her.

	There was a good possibility the real person was completely different.

	Isn't that what portraits are like?

	The corridor leading to the third floor felt short.

	My feet stopped in front of the door.

	It was brief. One second, or even shorter.

	Then I reached out.

	When I opened the door, the smell of medicine stung my nose.

	The first thing I saw was Father on the bed.

	Walther Von Krustein.

	His face had turned black.

	Was it called dragonsbane poison?

	Traces of the poison spreading through his blood vessels were visible like a net on his neck and arms.

	Beneath his skin, dark purple tendrils writhed as if alive.

	How tremendous.

	I could feel the energy from the poison itself.

	It wasn't alive. But it contained mana within itself.

	At a level comparable to a decent knight.

	That mana was waging war inside one person's body. It was traveling through blood vessels, constricting organs, and burrowing inch by inch toward the heart.

	This was no different from a knight-level worm gnawing at the body from within, and it was almost successful.

	But thinking about it the other way. The fact that he was still breathing after being hit with that level of poison was itself abnormal.

	An ordinary person would have died that same day.

	No, they would have died instantly.

	And beside him sat a woman.

	My mother.

	I knew her name.

	More precisely, her pet name.

	Kirisins.

	The name of the dragon that invaded the borders of the northern Kuman tribe. They said Father himself had given her this name, saying that if she was Krustein's lover, she should be at least that much?

	Since she had lost her memories, no one knew her real name precisely, so that became her real name.

	This was the first time I was seeing her in person.

	She was different from the portrait.

	I looked at Lise beside me.

	She resembled her far more than I'd thought.

	The woman raised her head.

	Our eyes met.

	There were no words.

	The woman looked me over once.

	Then she lowered her head again. While holding Walther's hand.

	That was all.

	Duke Sylvester approached the bed.

	Long fingers rested on Father's forehead.

	He remained like that for a while with his eyes closed.

	"His condition is worse than I thought."

	"What do you mean?"

	Sir Karl said.

	"This is one of the higher-grade dragonsbane poisons. It wasn't made for ordinary dragons, but to kill progenitor dragons. How they obtained such a precious item..."

	"Then what should we do?"

	"What do you mean what should we do? The fact that a human is alive after being hit with that is itself abnormal."

	"Still, isn't there some method? Don't people call you the world's greatest sage?"

	"Krustein. You know about the dragon that gave this family name its origin, don't you?"

	"Of course."

	"There's a record of another progenitor dragon of the same rank as her dying from this poison. Killing not an ordinary dragon but a progenitor dragon. In other words, it's no different from killing a god."

	The brutal metaphor of killing a god.

	Sir Karl asked in a low voice.

	"What about the dungeon stone?"

	"Theoretically, it's possible. If we activate the power of the sealed spirit, detoxification might be possible. The problem is, the only person with enough mana to activate that stone is the one lying in that bed."

	The contradiction of having the patient save himself with his own power.

	But in this empire, there wasn't even anyone comparable to him.

	That was right. That's what I had known.

	But... I'd been feeling it since the moment I entered this room.

	What had been vaguely blurry from afar was unmistakably clear in this room.

	Tremendous mana.

	That mana was calm.

	Like a pond. Deep, wide, without a single ripple on the surface.

	But the depth was the problem.

	It was greater than Walther Von Krustein in his prime.

	Of course, quantity wasn't everything. If it came to an actual fight, I didn't think Walther would lose.

	The quality of Walther's mana was superior, and combat instinct couldn't be converted into quantity.

	Still. In terms of quantity alone, this side was superior.

	The woman sitting in the chair beside the bed.

	Silver hair hung down long below her back.

	I'd thought the painter had included flattery, but no. If anything, it was insufficient.

	But there was something more important than that.

	"There is one person who can activate it."

	All eyes turned. Duke Sylvester's gaze turned to me.

	I approached Duke Sylvester and received the spirit stone.

	The stone was the size of a fist. A faint light flickered inside like a pulse.

	When I placed it on my palm, lukewarm warmth was transmitted.

	I turned around.

	I stood before the woman, before my birth mother.

	The silver-haired woman looked up. The same eyes as before. Unreadable eyes.

	I held out the spirit stone to her.

	"Mother."

	This was the first time I'd spoken this form of address. The sensation of it rolling around in my mouth was strange. Whether it was because I wasn't used to it or for some other reason, I didn't know.

	"Please activate this."

	Duke Sylvester's eyes moved between her and me.

	But I was only looking at her.

	The silver-haired woman didn't look at the spirit stone.

	She didn't look at my hand either.

	She was looking at me.

	It was different from before.

	"Do you know who you're making demands of, and what you're demanding?"
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	Kirisins.

	A pet name her father had personally given her.

	Didn't he say that to be Krustein's lover, one had to be at least that much?

	When I first heard it, I thought it was just a pretentious nickname.

	To give a woman a dragon's name.

	I thought it was just typical showmanship from Walther Von Krustein.

	After all, naming his own family Krustein wasn't normal to begin with.

	But at this moment.

	I had a different thought.

	Perhaps the order of events was wrong.

	"Do you know who you're making demands of?"

	Her voice was neither gentle nor cold. It was calm.

	Within that calmness was a strange pressure.

	And the mana I felt from her...

	A deep lake whose depths I couldn't fathom.

	No, rather than a lake...

	An ocean trench of mana.

	I could clearly sense it through my mana sensitivity.

	Hadn't Shore said this ability could only be learned by those with dragon blood? That his distant ancestor also had dragon blood mixed in?

	But I learned it. Lise learned it too.

	That wasn't the only strange thing.

	In the dungeon, only Lise and I could lift the stone.

	Intelligence?

	I thought so at first, but Duke Sylvester said it probably wasn't that.

	Eventually, the puzzle pieces fit together.

	She lost her memory. No one knew her real name.

	So Walther gave her a name.

	Really?

	The head of a ducal house gave the woman he loved a dragon's name?

	Because he was originally a man with excessive pride?

	No. I had to flip it around.

	Because she was a dragon, he called her by a dragon's name.

	And he didn't just pretentiously claim the name Krustein out of vanity...

	He claimed that name thinking that to be Kirisins's lover, one had to be at least that much—no, one *must* be that much.

	"I know. You are the Silver Dragon Kirisins. Yourself, correct?"

	"..."

	"..."

	"..."

	Nearly ten seconds of silence.

	It was Celine who broke that silence.

	"What kind of joke is that... If you're tired from the battlefield, just say you're tired. Suddenly saying your mother is a dragon, this is a bit..."

	"Are you serious?"

	It was Duke Sylvester.

	He hadn't cut off Celine's words.

	He just opened his mouth a beat late, but Celine's words stopped on their own.

	"Wait, why is that old man acting like that too? There's no way that lady is really a dragon..."

	"Then what would you do?"

	At Kirisins's words, the cat's eyes narrowed.

	She must have realized it wasn't a joke.

	"Of course... of course you must save the Duke."

	It was Sir Karl who answered.

	"Your companion is dying. By your side. Within your reach. This spirit stone is the only way. If you can, please save your husband. Madam!"

	"You seem to be mistaken about something."

	She said flatly.

	"Mistaken? What do you mean!"

	Sir Karl's shout bounced off the walls of the narrow room.

	The first thing that came to mind was memories from my past life.

	What kind of existence were dragons in fantasy novels?

	A race as arrogant as their lifespan and power.

	To beings who lived thousands, tens of thousands of years, a human lifetime was the blink of an eye.

	In other words, to a dragon's amusement, humans were at best like pet insects.

	Was that what she meant?

	But she told a completely different story from my delusion.

	"I made a bet with him. And I'm just about to win that bet."

	A bet.

	Just about to win.

	As expected, that man...

	Walther Von Krustein...

	Was a man who made bets on equal terms even with dragons.

	Sir Karl's voice cracked.

	"A bet? Even so, what good is a bet if he passes away!"

	"It's not without use."

	Kirisins didn't even look at Sir Karl. Her gaze remained on the bed.

	"That was the condition of the bet from the start. If that man fails to achieve his goal, his soul becomes mine."

	From the beginning. This woman had been waiting for Walther's failure from the start.

	"Don't worry too much. That man won't enter the cycle of reincarnation. He'll become my Guardian and... if not quite eternity, he'll live for a time close to it."

	Duke Sylvester murmured quietly.

	"A Dragon's Guardian..."

	I turned my head to look.

	"You know of it?"

	"Only from records. There's a legend that some powerful dragons refined the souls of powerful humans to make them servants. It's a story that only remains in First Era documents."

	"I'm hearing this for the first time."

	"It's not a very famous story. It's said that after the First Era, dragons powerful enough to create Guardians disappeared, and powerful humans worthy of their desire also disappeared."

	The corner of Kirisins's mouth moved ever so slightly.

	"I've also grown to the point where I can create a Guardian. And that man has a soul that's somewhat desirable."

	A brief silence flowed.

	It was Lise who broke that silence.

	"What exactly was the content of your bet with His Excellency the Duke?"

	There was no tremor in her voice.

	Lise's eyes turned toward Kirisins. Kirisins also looked at Lise.

	A strange sense of déjà vu passed through me.

	Similar faces indeed. Could there be a dragon among Lise's distant ancestors too?

	Hadn't Shore said it?

	That his ability could only be learned by those with dragon blood.

	Shore was a descendant of a Half-Dragon, and I was Kirisins's son.

	Then the reason Lise learned this ability was likely the same.

	One drop remaining after being diluted and diluted.

	But.

	I didn't know why, but if I had to say, Lise was prettier.

	Half a face hidden by an eyepatch.

	The cold, quiet light contained in the remaining eye.

	If Kirisins was overwhelming, Lise was mysterious.

	Perhaps my eyes were drawn because she was incomplete, or perhaps because I'd looked at her for so long.

	Either way, now wasn't the time to think about it.

	Kirisins opened her mouth.

	"If he won, I would become his mount."

	A dragon becoming a human's mount?

	Well, a Dragon Knight is a man's romance.

	"We also agreed to share life force."

	Sharing life force meant dividing a dragon's lifespan?

	Thousands of years with a dragon, perhaps even more.

	"However, according to the oath, he doesn't remember. Until recently, I thought there was a possibility he might win. But in the end, luck didn't follow him to the very end."

	It was calm. A voice where the boundary between regret and relief couldn't be seen.

	But.

	There was one thing that bothered me.

	Honorifics.

	Kirisins spoke informally to me. That was natural.

	Because I was her son.

	No, before that, it was natural for a dragon to speak informally to humans.

	She didn't particularly observe formalities with Sir Karl, Celine, or Duke Sylvester either.

	She probably didn't observe formalities with Walther either.

	Though Walther probably didn't observe formalities with Kirisins either.

	But with Lise alone, it was different.

	Why?

	Because of Lise's bloodline? Because dragon blood flows in her?

	Then what about me?

	Excluded because I'm her son?

	No, this doesn't make sense.

	Just as I was trying to organize my thoughts, Sir Karl interjected.

	"What was the content of the bet?"

	"By his own power, either ascend to Emperor or fail and die. That was the content of the bet."

	A bet as cruel as it was simple.

	"Certainly this man is the greatest hero of this era, this continent. But having lived thousands of years, I've watched for a long time. Success for the human species isn't achieved by ability alone. Especially something as great as becoming Emperor. Even if ability follows, and luck follows ten times in a row, if luck doesn't follow on the eleventh time, everything crumbles."

	The eleventh stroke of luck.

	Was the Dragonsbane Poison that?

	Sir Karl's fist was trembling on his thigh. Kirisins didn't even look that way.

	"This man was too overconfident in his ability. Of course, I can't deny he had ability worth being overconfident about, but that's like a seed. No matter how sturdy a seed is, if it can't take root in proper soil... if it doesn't receive proper water... or if it's eaten while still a sprout... it can never become a great tree. In the end, it was his fate to become my Guardian rather than a great tree."

	It was indeed a bet befitting that man.

	If he won, he'd make a dragon his mount and even share thousands of years of lifespan.

	If he lost, he'd offer his soul.

	And yet, according to the oath, unable to even remember the bet's existence, he ran toward the Emperor's throne by his own will alone.

	Did instinct remain even without memory?

	Or was he just that kind of man from the start?

	The latter, probably.

	My father was originally that kind of person.

	"By the way, the fact that the spirit stone came into your hands means the wish you want to make is within your capacity to handle. Just how big a wish are you planning to make? Walther's recovery?"

	I raised my head.

	I saw Lise.

	Half a face with an eyepatch draped under silver hair.

	I saw Celine.

	The curse of feline mixed blood—growing as fast as a cat, aging as fast as a cat. They said none lived past thirty.

	And Father on the bed.

	The continent's strongest sword, being eroded by poison that kills dragons.

	It was decided from the start.

	I had decided to be honest here.

	I didn't know myself why I made that decision.

	Perhaps it was desperation.

	But perhaps my instinct was telling me. That this was the only way.

	"Every illness of everyone in this room. Permanent injuries. Everything affecting lifespan. I'll eliminate all of it."

	Kirisins's eyes wavered.

	It was the first time.

	The first time those eyes wavered.

	Since entering this room. No, from the moment I first faced her until now.
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	Kirisins rose from her seat.

	Every gaze in the room turned to her at once.

	Naturally, most of those looks were far from friendly.

	It was understandable, but the great Dragon paid no attention whatsoever to the reactions of these lowly humans.

	She took a step closer.

	Her hand rose.

	Long, pale fingers touched my forehead.

	They were cold. A chill like pressing bare metal against skin clung to my flesh.

	Immediately after, mana flowed in.

	A one-sided intrusion. Her mana surged in like a tide, sweeping through my insides without restraint.

	"So you weren't lying."

	Her voice had changed. It wasn't the calm tone from before. I couldn't pinpoint exactly what had shifted. But the temperature was different.

	"It's truly an arrogant wish. But you possess the power to fulfill that wish."

	Does that mean I can activate the Spirit Stone?

	No, that can't be it.

	But wasn't the structure supposed to work by pouring overwhelming mana into the stone to activate it?

	In terms of sheer mana quantity, Kirisins was above me.

	The Spirit Stone had to be activated by her.

	Then "power" doesn't mean the amount of mana.

	What did she just read inside me?

	Did she only confirm the truth of my wish?

	Or did she see my past life memories too?

	If she read all of that.

	How is this woman classifying me right now?

	Son? Reincarnator? Or a foreign substance that flowed in from another world?

	I couldn't tell.

	And right now, I didn't need to know.

	At least for now, she didn't seem displeased.

	"Please activate this Spirit Stone."

	"Spirit Stone—what an amusing name. What's sealed inside is a demon."

	I turned my head. Looking at Duke Sylvester, I said:

	"Didn't you say it was a spirit?"

	"I don't know everything either."

	An elf who has lived 1,800 years doesn't know.

	Who in this world would know?

	No, wait...

	There was one person.

	"Spirit, demon—distinguishing between the two is foolish to begin with. Child, they're the same thing."

	"What do you mean spirits and demons are the same? One is a force of nature and one is evil."

	Celine interjected, but there was no response.

	"Do you mean their origins are the same?"

	At least she reacted to my question.

	"No. That's not what I'm saying. It's like the difference between bugs and insects."

	"So they're fundamentally the same."

	"No, they're just completely identical things that you humans call by different names."

	Completely identical beings.

	Spirits are demons, and demons are spirits.

	It was a statement that shook the very foundation of this world's common sense.

	Curiosity stirred, but I didn't press further.

	Father on the bed was dying even at this very moment.

	"So I am human after all."

	I said this with... a hint of sarcasm.

	"Yes. You're human. Of course, you originated from me, but just because you molded a clay doll doesn't mean it's not human."

	"That's rather harsh."

	"I apologize. You're more valuable than a clay doll. The mana sensitivity I gave you. The talent inherited from Walther. Even if not everything carried over, you should at least reach Swordmaster. If you put in reasonable effort."

	The atmosphere in the room shifted at those words.

	Sir Karl was one thing.

	He was someone who beat me daily with training as his goal.

	But... the problem was that even people who hadn't done that heard it too.

	"You'll need to train harder."

	"Sir Karl was right all along."

	What are those old men thinking?

	"Hey. So you were pretending to be weak this whole time?"

	Even Celine chimed in.

	"He's just lazy."

	Sir Karl said.

	She chuckled. But I couldn't laugh at what followed.

	"Though he won't be able to be lazy anymore."

	His eyes blazed.

	Was this a plan to make me a perfect replacement for Walther Von Krustein?

	That would be quite troublesome.

	I had one more reason to save Father.

	"Anyway, activate it quickly!"

	"Very well."

	The faint glimmer inside the fist-sized stone began to change.

	The lukewarm warmth transformed into heat.

	The mana in the room rippled.

	Kirisins poured in her mana.

	Crack.

	The Spirit Stone fractured.

	Light leaked through the split gaps.

	So bright I couldn't keep my eyes open. The entire room was dyed blue.

	The light subsided.

	No, it hadn't subsided.

	The blue light filling the room began condensing as if being sucked into a single point.

	An outline formed. It seemed human, yet not quite.

	Something that could be called an arm, something that could be called a head.

	But I couldn't be certain. The boundaries constantly rippled like waves.

	It opened its mouth.

	"It's been quite a while. Little miss."

	The words were directed at Kirisins. The form slowly swept across the room before adding:

	"And some familiar faces besides. Not particularly welcome ones, though."

	The voice was surprisingly light. A tone that didn't match the tension in the room at all—like someone dropping by an old friend's house unannounced.

	Duke Sylvester's brow furrowed.

	Familiar faces, it said? Does it know the elf too?

	But isn't this thing quite a bit older than that elf?

	Or is there something else I don't know about?

	"Really? I don't remember a lesser demon like you."

	Kirisins didn't even blink.

	"Hey! Lesser demon! By your hierarchy, I'm at least—"

	"Don't pretend we're equals. You're an inferior species that can't do anything on your own."

	"But little miss can't do what this inferior species can, right?"

	"Want to die a little at the hands of this little miss?"

	They knew each other. And for quite a long time.

	Despite comparing hierarchies and belittling each other, there was no hostility.

	"So, is that war over?"

	The frivolity peeled away from the form's voice.

	"Yeah."

	"Ah, it must be over. How much time has passed?"

	"A little under ten thousand years? Or maybe over."

	"Really? Well, quite some time then. Good thing we both survived. Me and you."

	Words that could never come from a human sense of time.

	Kirisins didn't respond.

	The form moved. Slowly. For the first time, in a direction other than Kirisins.

	Toward me.

	The moment its attention settled on me, every hair on my body stood on end.

	It was different from when Kirisins read my insides with mana.

	If hers was a scalpel, this was a tongue. Closer to licking and tasting—an instinctive, unpleasant exploration.

	"What is this, little miss? There are traces of you, but..."

	The words cut off briefly. The form's outline trembled slightly.

	"Ah, ah, ah, ah... this is."

	"As expected, you recognize it at a glance. I only realized after touching it. Is this the demon specialty?"

	At Kirisins's words, the form stammered.

	"Y-yeah. Anyway, that's not what's important."

	The voice had changed.

	The frivolity was gone, replaced by something close to trembling.

	"A contractor with this level of price... I can recover my power instantly. I can delay extinction. I can live longer!"

	The form's outline brightened. The excitement of one who found water in thirst.

	"Yes, keheheh... Bearer of the price. Tell me your wish related to recovery."

	A wish related to recovery...

	So I can't make just any wish.

	I had already decided how to phrase my wish.

	"Perfectly heal all permanent and congenital defects, all status abnormalities including damage from poison, for every being in this room."

	That's why it came out without hesitation.

	The moment it heard my words, it fell silent.

	A period of time passed that was long if you considered it long, short if you considered it short.

	Finally, the words that came from the being's mouth were stripped clean of frivolity.

	"Could you reconsider a different wish?"

	There was no time to answer.

	"As if. You can't do that."

	Kirisins cut in sharply.

	The being's outline began rippling again.

	"Aah. Damn dragon miss... this was your goal from the start."

	Come to think of it, didn't she say its essence was a demon?

	No, she said spirits themselves were completely identical to demons?

	The demons in this world's old tales were exactly like this.

	They shake the contractor's heart with all sorts of sweet talk, but they must fulfill any wish spoken aloud.

	"So what? As long as you survive, that's all that matters."

	"I'm not that selfish!"

	"But you've already exceeded your lifespan, as I understand it. Are you in a position to be picky? Maybe even more so than my boyfriend over there who's about to breathe his last."

	Kirisins pointed her chin at Father on the bed.

	Something like a sigh flowed from the being.

	I didn't know if it had lungs. But it was definitely the sound of air escaping.

	"Are you asking for my life or something?"

	The form trembled. It seemed to be laughing.

	"What would I do with a human life? Besides, I'm not depraved enough to casually kill an acquaintance's son."

	"Then what do you want?"

	"Give me your memories."

	This thing knows.

	Did it read it when it "tasted" me earlier?

	"Which memories?"

	I asked even though I knew. It was a faint hope.

	"Memories that don't belong to this world."

	As expected.

	I swallowed.

	Who am I?

	Am I Adrian Von Krustein, or the Korean who died hit by a truck?

	I'd never thought about it too seriously.

	There was no need to.

	Both were me, and both struggled to survive.

	But if one side disappeared?

	What would remain?

	Let's be honest.

	What have I done?

	I'm different from Lise.

	I merely recited knowledge stolen from another world.

	Take that away, and what's left?

	I already knew the answer.

	Nothing.

	"Or there's another way. Want to hear it?"
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	Come to think of it, I'd heard it somewhere before. A demon's whisper is sweet.

	I thought it was a cliché expression. I scoffed at it as a trope.

	But now that I was experiencing it firsthand, it wasn't wrong.

	My memories from my past life. To me, who wanted to protect them, the alternative that bastard proposed was certainly sweet.

	Since the content was sweet, even the voice sounded sweet.

	Even though I wasn't hearing it through my eardrums.

	Even though it was a vibration that traveled through my bones, scraped the inside of my skull, and carved itself directly into the center of my brain.

	Come to think of it, what's the principle behind that?

	To speak to everyone here in that manner through such vibrations.

	Is it addressing each individual person one by one... or if not that...

	Just as my thoughts were about to wander...

	No.

	I cut them off sharply.

	In a world where magic, dragons, and demons exist, pondering such things isn't particularly productive.

	More importantly, what matters right now is...

	"Tell me. What's this other method?"

	"Give me your talent."

	Talent.

	The moment that word fell, the air in the room froze.

	"To give up the talent to reach Master! Even the Commander wouldn't want that!"

	It was Sir Karl.

	"Moreover, it's not as if there are no other options."

	It was Sir Heinrich.

	"That's the one thing you mustn't give!"

	Sir Wolfram nodded as well.

	"If it wants some of the Little Duke's knowledge from the other world, give that instead!"

	Ah, these old men.

	They don't know anything.

	Well, there's no way they could.

	Was their appearance amusing? The form wavered.

	Whether it was laughing or shrugging its shoulders.

	"Talent at the level Kirisins assembled? That's not quite enough to be a significant price."

	"But isn't becoming a Master pretty impressive?"

	"It's impressive by human standards. So... for that level of price, I could extend your lifespan by about a thousand years or give you gold weighing ten thousand times your body weight."

	Wait a minute...

	That's actually incredibly impressive!

	A thousand years of life.

	Even the ruler of a decent kingdom—no, even an emperor of an empire—would cast off their crown if offered that. There would be plenty who'd give up their throne, their territory, even their children.

	Though it falls a bit short of that... what about the gold?

	The amount of gold mined in this world was limited. One could manipulate the gold market single-handedly.

	It would be no different from holding the leash of the world's economy.

	And yet that "doesn't quite amount to a significant price"?

	"The wish you mentioned isn't just at that level."

	Is curing Dragonsbane poison at that level?

	Well... if it's a poison that can bring down even top-tier dragons, it wouldn't be strange to demand that much.

	"By talent, do you mean mana sensitivity?"

	The form wavered.

	It was laughter. Definitely.

	But it wasn't laughing out of amusement.

	The kind of laugh an adult makes when a child asks a ridiculous question.

	"I told you. Something at the level Kirisins assembled isn't particularly impressive as a trade condition."

	"Then what are you talking about?"

	"I'll be blunt. Your head."

	My heart skipped a beat.

	"My head?"

	"Right. Intellectual ability. Judgment. Insight. Call it whatever you want. Give me that talent."

	It's an overestimation.

	That was my first thought.

	What have I actually done so far?

	I recited knowledge brought from another world.

	I chose from the options Lise prepared. And gave orders accordingly.

	Is that talent?

	No.

	That's just cheating.

	It's no different from someone who saw the answer key beforehand doing well on a test.

	I simply knew knowledge that people in this world didn't.

	I could simply see things that people in this world couldn't.

	If the conditions had been equal, Lise would have been better than me.

	Even if not Lise, anyone with a certain level of intelligence and proper education would have been better than me.

	The silence lengthened.

	"Why no answer?"

	The form asked. A tone closer to curiosity than urging.

	"I'm thinking."

	I swallowed the words "whether I actually have real talent."

	There's no need to show my hand unnecessarily.

	"Just keep in mind that if you think too long, your father might stop breathing."

	Words that could be either a threat or a warning.

	Of course, it could be the bastard's strategy.

	No, it definitely was a strategy.

	Making me feel pressed for time to cloud my judgment—the most basic of negotiation basics.

	But.

	I looked at Father on the bed.

	Dark violet streaks had climbed up his neck and spread below his chin. Earlier they'd stopped in the middle of his neck. Definitely. In just a few minutes, they'd risen two finger-widths more.

	At that rate...

	I couldn't completely ignore it.

	"Lies."

	It was a low voice. But it swallowed every other sound in the room.

	Kirisins.

	That woman who is my mother spoke while still sitting beside the bed.

	"Given Walther's condition, he's safe for a week. It is surprising though. I knew he was strong, but to this extent. Even dragons who survived this poison for ten days were rare. For a human, no less."

	"Kirisins! You damn dragon, what are you doing!"

	The demon shouted. Its previous slickness was completely gone.

	"What? I merely stated a fact."

	"Strictly speaking, that's a contract violation! Interfering with the summoner's negotiation!"

	"Interference? Rather, by your rules, aren't you the one who violated the contract?"

	The form trembled.

	"Tch, fine. But remember this. Just because a week is safe doesn't mean taking the full week is right. If you drag it out too long, his body could deteriorate beyond recovery."

	Even Kirisins nodded at those words.

	There is time, but it's not infinite.

	It seemed I wasn't the only one who thought so.

	Sir Karl opened his mouth.

	"I don't really understand, but if that knowledge from the other world is that impressive, now that it's been revealed the Little Duke has the talent of a Swordmaster, wouldn't it be fine to give up that level of talent?"

	Sir Heinrich nodded.

	Sir Wolfram did the same.

	I could tell from their earlier reactions that these old men weren't saying this because they took me lightly. How their eyes had looked when my Master talent was revealed. What Sir Karl's expression had been like when he ground his teeth saying he'd train me more.

	They genuinely cared for me.

	And yet they said it as if it were obvious. That talent of the head could be given away.

	That was this world's values.

	Talent with a sword. Talent with magic. That's what's real, and the rest is peripheral.

	Military strategy? Tactics? That's, well.

	Like talent for playing the violin well.

	Nice to have, but fine without. Not the core.

	Father might evaluate it a bit differently. But the fundamentals would be similar.

	"Wait. This doesn't seem right. To give up your talent for using your head! That's what those muscle-brained old men think. They're people who care about nothing but swinging swords. Go ask outside. Most people would say your head is impressive."

	Celine interjected.

	Sir Heinrich cleared his throat.

	"That is certainly true. I've admired the Little Duke's military strategy and tactics several times myself."

	Sir Wolfram nodded as well.

	"How about giving that knowledge from the other world instead? I don't know what it is or how impressive it is, but wouldn't it be less important than talent for using your head?"

	They definitely don't know.

	How ordinary my head is without knowledge from the other world.

	In their eyes, I'm a genius.

	But in the mirror's reflection, I'm closer to a plagiarist. Someone who copied others' answers.

	I didn't have the courage to voice that fact.

	Because once I acknowledged it, it felt like there'd be no going back.

	Because it felt like their gazes would change.

	But. If I hand over the talent anyway, it'll be revealed.

	Then rather than having others expose it, it's better if I say it first.

	"I'll be honest. If I seemed smart, it's thanks to knowledge stolen from another world. And the one who knew how to use it wasn't me, but Lise."

	I looked at the face with an eyepatch beneath silver hair.

	"She's the real genius. I just stamped my seal."

	Lise's eyes widened.

	"I could refute that in various ways, but first, didn't you beat me at chess?"

	It was Duke Sylvester.

	"That's..."

	I chose my words for a moment.

	"In that world, there was something like a spirit that played chess. I could practice infinitely while changing the difficulty. I played thousands of games. Against the spirit."

	"You didn't just bring knowledge from that world? There's such a spirit? Tell me more, more!"

	The 1800-year-old grandpa was excited like a boy.

	"That's enough. Don't say more. The more you speak, the more its value drops. I'll allow it for now, but there won't be a second time. Remember that."

	The demon interjected.

	It's not a demon for nothing—truly an annoying bastard.

	But I'd roughly decided.

	"If I give that talent, my head won't drop to blockhead level, right?"

	"It won't. I swear. You'll maintain intellectual talent at about the level of that youngest lady there."

	The form pointed at Celine.

	"That's above average. Plenty sufficient for daily life without problems."

	If it were at those old men's level, there might be some issues.

	But yeah, if it's Celine's level.

	Not bad.

	Just as I was about to open my mouth.

	"Nooooo!"

	A cry that felt like it would tear my eardrums.

	It was Lise.

	That child? Shouting that loudly?

	Lise rushed forward. She wedged her body between the demon and me.

	I saw her slender back.

	"You mustn't give away Young Master's talent!"

	A trembling back. Disheveled silver hair.

	It was a small back. But it looked more solid than any fortress wall.

	The demon's form rippled. As if flustered by an unexpected variable.
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	Her silver hair was disheveled. The shoulder exposed through a gap in her armor trembled faintly.

	Small shoulders. Yet strangely, they looked more solid than any fortress wall.

	"You absolutely must not listen to that demon's words!"

	The demon's form rippled.

	An unexpected variable. It was the same for me.

	"Young Master underestimates himself! I know that better than anyone!"

	But was the me she knew the real me?

	I had merely recited the plot of a book I'd read in another world.

	It was Lise who had redesigned it to match the terrain and troop numbers of the battlefield.

	Though Lise didn't seem to think so.

	Knowing that, I had to speak.

	Once I'd made up my mind, I couldn't stop.

	"Lise. Those stories I told you. The stories of Liu Bei and Cao Cao."

	"Of course. They're my very foundation."

	They're her foundation...

	My stomach churned even more.

	But I had to say it.

	"None of them were stories I created. They're not stories from this world either."

	"What?"

	There were many others in the room.

	But I was only looking at Lise.

	"I brought them from another world."

	"What are you saying?"

	Once it started, I couldn't stop.

	I didn't want to admit it.

	I knew that once I spoke it aloud, there would be no taking it back.

	"I just recited someone else's story written in a book called Romance of the Three Kingdoms."

	Yet it flowed out smoothly. Like a dam held back for too long—once it breaks, it can't be stopped.

	"Double-entry bookkeeping wasn't my invention either. Neither was the phonetic alphabet. Vertical multiplication. The multiplication table. They all already existed in that world. I just borrowed them. Do you know what's left of me if you take that away?"

	Lise's eyes trembled faintly.

	"Nothing."

	My mouth felt dry.

	It felt like standing before a mirror.

	Like stripping away the facade of genius others had seen in me and revealing for the first time the bare face of a plagiarist beneath.

	"All I did was stamp my seal on it. From beginning to end. The real genius isn't me—it's you."

	Having spoken so candidly, I felt relieved instead.

	I looked straight at her.

	Lise grinned.

	"I knew."

	What?

	"That Young Master was hiding something. There were moments that couldn't be explained by the word 'genius.'"

	"..."

	"It wasn't just once or twice. At first I thought you were simply on a different level, but I knew you were monopolizing some kind of knowledge."

	And yet she never asked?

	"Why didn't you ask?"

	"Because there was no need to. I knew Young Master wanted to keep it hidden. And honestly speaking, it wasn't really a big deal."

	Not a big deal?

	The secret that shook the foundation of my existence—to this child, it wasn't a big deal?

	"Of course, I didn't know Romance of the Three Kingdoms was a real book. I'll admit that. But what does that change?"

	"It changes everything. What I did was copy someone else's answers."

	"No."

	She said it flatly. A tone without a speck of hesitation.

	"Knowing theory and applying it to the battlefield before your eyes are completely different things. Let's say you knew about fire attack strategies. Fine. But when 500 orcs were charging through a gorge, calculating the wind direction, amount of timber, and width of the escape route all at once while executing it—was that written in the book?"

	I couldn't answer.

	It wasn't written there. I knew that much myself.

	But...

	"Young Master isn't a plagiarist. That's called 'application.'"

	But the truth was different.

	"No. I wasn't the one who applied it either. I just chose from the options you created. Every time. From beginning to end."

	Silence descended.

	The demon's form rippled slowly as if intrigued, and Kirisins remained expressionless as ever.

	"That may be true."

	Lise opened her mouth.

	It was an easier admission than expected.

	As I thought.

	"Because neither of us can do anything alone. Not me, not Young Master. But. I may have created the options. But Young Master was the one who chose the right one."

	"What's so great about picking one out of several."

	"You discarded the wrong ones. I can create options. But I can't choose for myself. That thing knows it best."

	Lise's gaze turned toward the demon.

	"Why do you think it targeted Young Master's talent as payment? Because it has that much value. That demon knows its value more accurately than you do."

	The form rippled subtly.

	It didn't deny it.

	Still, I wavered.

	"Without Young Master, I would have rotted in that warehouse. Young Master was the one who recognized me. Who told me the Romance of the Three Kingdoms stories."

	Her voice had risen a tone.

	"Ernst just happened to give you as a gift."

	"Ernst gave me as a gift? That's right."

	Lise took a step forward.

	"But if we're going by that logic, what about Ernst who had me first? He knew nothing. Young Master was the one who recognized my talent, and that's proof that Young Master has talent!"

	"That was just a trigger. You would have done well without me."

	"I couldn't have."

	"You would have. All I needed was my background. The name of being a duke's son. That's all."

	The one eye visible beneath her eyepatch glared at me.

	"Can background alone burn orcs?"

	"It was your strategy."

	"Can background alone make the Kuman tribe submit?"

	"It was Kuuluk's judgment."

	"Can background alone bring Müller to his knees?"

	"It was Father's power."

	One step.

	Lise came closer.

	"If it had been Ernst? He would have ignored it. If it had been His Excellency the Duke, he would have attempted a frontal assault. Same with those knight uncles over there."

	"That's not because those people are incompetent..."

	"Right. Not because they're incompetent. Their methods are different. And the method I needed was Young Master's."

	Silence.

	"In the end, we're at an impasse."

	Lise let out something like a sigh. Very quietly.

	"Indeed. We're at an impasse."

	That damn "indeed" attachment—on and off like it's detachable.

	Well, now wasn't the time to worry about that.

	I still hadn't made a decision.

	Not because I thought Lise was wrong.

	There were parts that were right.

	I'll acknowledge what should be acknowledged.

	But to call it 'talent'—the self I knew was too lightweight for that.

	Then.

	Something flashed in Lise's one eye.

	It wasn't a metaphor. That subtle change unique to someone recalling something—when the pupil loses focus for an instant then returns.

	"If Young Master can't believe in yourself, then believe in me who believes in Young Master!"

	There it was.

	A famous line from a certain robot anime.

	Of course, when I'd told it to Lise, I'd adapted it in various ways.

	Yet the skeleton remained.

	Come to think of it, I really had told so many stories.

	Not just Romance of the Three Kingdoms.

	Things that didn't exist in this world—I'd told them all to Lise.

	Our eyes met.

	There were no words.

	I smiled. Lise smiled too. Simultaneously.

	We both knew we were thinking of the same thing.

	What tore through that brief silence was the demon.

	Its form expanded.

	Mana that struck the walls rippled, shaking the air in the room.

	"I'll give you greater talent! I'll give you sword talent on Walther's level, so hand it over! What's yours!"

	Sir Karl's, Sir Heinrich's, Sir Wolfram's gazes all turned toward me simultaneously. These were the people who until just now had said "you can give away talent of the mind."

	To offer sword talent as payment—from those uncles' perspective, there could be no better deal.

	It didn't stop there.

	"On top of that, I can give you more if you want!"

	The smooth tone was completely gone. Only the desperation of a merchant backed into a corner remained.

	"Lifespan! I'll give you lifespan! A thousand years of life!"

	Sword talent plus lifespan.

	Deal conditions that would make Ernst have a fit if he heard them.

	No, conditions any human in this world would find hard to refuse.

	The condition was the same. Hand over the talent I possessed.

	But.

	Why did the same proposal sound so different now?

	Before, I'd agonized over it. Seriously. Not now.

	"Pfft."

	Kirisins laughed.

	"What's so funny!"

	"If you say it so blatantly, what fool would hand it over."

	Simple, but it hit the mark.

	From the start, what it wanted was my intellectual talent.

	It had tried to take it for a pittance.

	But Lise had interfered, Kirisins had exposed the time buffer, and I'd made up my mind.

	It couldn't get the proper price.

	"Damn damn dragon bitches..."

	The form distorted. The outline crumpled and straightened repeatedly, and the temperature in the room fluctuated for a beat.

	"Do you have to take everything!"

	"Hey, don't talk like you're the only one losing out. Just possessing those memories, that information, is already a massive gain for you."

	"I wanted to gain even more!"

	It was an admission.

	That the memories of my past life alone were sufficient payment. It just wanted to extort more.

	"Since your attempt seems to have failed anyway, grant my wish using my memories as the medium."

	"Let me tell you one thing."

	The tone was different.

	Neither smooth nor desperate.

	It seemed like the first time it was using an honest voice.

	"Go ahead."

	"If that wish is granted, the world as you know it will be completely shattered."

	"You mean the world will end?"

	"Not exactly that..."

	The form mumbled. It seemed to be choosing its words, or perhaps finding it bothersome to explain.

	But no words followed.

	Because Kirisins interrupted.

	"That's not for you to worry about."

	The demon's form trembled violently but couldn't refute.

	That was enough.

	The world won't end. I can think about the rest later.

	"Then stop scheming and just do it already."
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	"Yeah. I'll take it then. Your memories."

	The form moved. Slowly. But unmistakably toward me.

	It touched my left shoulder first.

	Not seeping over the armor, but ignoring the armor itself and burrowing into my flesh.

	It wasn't cold. It wasn't hot either.

	Just foreign.

	The discomfort of something that wasn't me entering inside me.

	Immediately after, the demon's outline began to turn black.

	The blue light spread like ink.

	From the arm to the torso, from the torso to what could be called a head.

	At the same time, my vision darkened from the edges.

	The walls disappeared.

	The ceiling disappeared.

	Lise and Kirisins' silver hair, Father's outline on the bed—each was swallowed by darkness one by one.

	"Why don't you think it over one more time."

	A voice echoing in the darkness.

	"After everything's been exposed, you're saying that now?"

	Lise's voice pierced through the darkness.

	I couldn't see her. But I could tell the direction.

	She didn't back down.

	The darkness deepened. Not just my vision, but my senses were being devoured.

	The feel of the stone floor beneath my feet blurred, the smell of medicine faded, and the body heat in the room extinguished one by one.

	But only Lise's presence remained.

	To the left, half a step ahead.

	The faint breathing transmitted through her armor. Small, steady breaths.

	Like a stake driven into the center of darkness.

	Right. If she's with me. Even without knowledge from another world, even without experience from another world, I can get through this.

	*Trust me, who trusts you, Young Master!*

	That's what she said.

	Without fail.

	"Do it."

	A short word.

	The darkness pulsed once like a heartbeat.

	"Hehe. Funny."

	The demon laughed.

	"What is."

	"Do you think acting so resolute will make losing it hurt less?"

	I didn't answer. No matter what it said, I had no intention of wavering.

	It began to drain away.

	The first thing to disappear was scenery.

	Seoul's night view.

	The fluorescent lights of the subway on my commute.

	Convenience store signs and triangle kimbap and sandwiches.

	Color faded first.

	Then outlines. Finally, the very sense that they had existed.

	Ah...

	It's disappearing.

	It didn't hurt. That was what made it scary.

	If you cut off an arm, at least there's pain. There's blood.

	There's a signal that you've lost something. This was different.

	It was quietly evaporating. Like a puddle drying up. When you look back at some point, it's already gone.

	Physics drained away.

	f=ma. Universal gravitation. The second law of thermodynamics.

	It's fine. They were knowledge I'd rarely use in this world anyway.

	That's how I consoled myself.

	History drained away.

	Roman history. American history. Japanese history. Korean history. Chinese history.

	Especially Romance of the Three Kingdoms.

	The first story I told Lise.

	To the silver-haired girl curled up in her room, the story I recited without much thought.

	The content was fading.

	But the fact that I had told it remained. For now.

	I was prepared for this too.

	I gritted my teeth. Not figuratively, but literally. My molars creaked.

	It's fine. It's okay.

	I agreed to give up my past life's memories.

	Knowledge draining away is a natural progression.

	But.

	The next moment, Lise's face wavered.

	Her outline began to blur like a watercolor painting soaked in water.

	The night I told her about Romance of the Three Kingdoms grew hazy.

	The moment Lise first lifted her head to look up at me.

	It tried to rise like smoke and scatter.

	"What else are you taking!"

	The contract was for past life memories. Memories not of this world.

	But memories with Lise are of this world. Things I experienced directly in this world, in this body.

	Aren't they?

	A relationship that began through Romance of the Three Kingdoms. Trust built while sharing knowledge from my past life.

	Because fragments of my past life are embedded in those memories, you're taking them wholesale?

	That's an absurd overinterpretation!

	"The contract was for memories not of this world. Memories with Lise were experienced in this world, in this body."

	"Is that so? But the root of those memories is knowledge from another world. If it's a relationship that began through those memories, then fragments of your past life are embedded in them."

	"That's overinterpretation."

	"Interpretation is free."

	A smug tone.

	But it couldn't hide a hint of anxiety.

	It's anxious.

	It's trembling in fear.

	Books I read in this world. Legends of this world.

	Stories completely unrelated to my past life, passed down through generations by people of this world.

	"When it comes to a demon's whispers. There are records left by people of this world over thousands of years. Demons deceive humans. They sway with honeyed words, extract payment, and wield transcendent power."

	I took a breath.

	"But if they break a contract, that itself becomes a fatal weakness. The foundation of their existence crumbles. Every legend says the same thing. Without exception."

	Silence.

	In the darkness, the form's outline contracted.

	"That might be true."

	The voice had changed. The smugness peeled away, revealing a raw tone.

	"Certainly. Using this as leverage, that damn dragon might crush me. Or I might suffer a fate worse than death. It's entirely possible. But you see, I've staked my life on this, kid."

	Different from the earlier desperation, smugness, or merchant's calculation. Raw fury.

	"What?"

	"I didn't like it."

	"Why is only she so successful? We're both the first creations of the same god, so why are only dragons so mighty! And to obtain someone like you on top of that. It's absurd."

	The demon's cry lingered in the darkness like an echo.

	"Obtained me? Are you talking about Kirisins? You seemed fairly close with her. I guess that was a lie."

	"If you mean that little lady, we're not particularly close. That's not it."

	"Then what?"

	The answer didn't come immediately.

	The tone changed.

	The frivolity was gone. It wasn't anger either. Much less desperation.

	Seriousness.

	"Kid. No. Child."

	The form of address changed. That alone altered the atmosphere.

	"What is it, old geezer?"

	"With our nerves connected like this, saying that won't do any good."

	"What?"

	"You've roughly figured out what happened, haven't you."

	I had an idea of what it was trying to say.

	Even though I had an idea, my mouth wouldn't open.

	In the darkness, the form's outline slowly repeated contraction and expansion.

	Nerves connected.

	I could feel its senses sweeping through my insides.

	"You're better than anyone at deceiving yourself. When in truth, you look down on everyone except yourself."

	I opened my mouth to refute.

	Nothing came out.

	No refutation came to mind.

	I couldn't have done it without Lise, I only stamped the seal.

	I said that just moments ago. I believed it was sincere.

	But what it read was what lay beneath.

	What wore the mask of humility.

	I hadn't praised Lise. I hadn't lowered myself.

	The things I said I couldn't have done without Lise. About half of those were true.

	Things that truly would have been difficult without her.

	But the other half.

	There were things I could have reached on my own if I'd thought a bit more.

	I knew that possibility and swallowed it.

	I attributed it to Lise's credit. Intentionally. Habitually.

	Why?

	Because arrogance leads to ruin.

	That was the rule I established.

	Hubris.

	Beware of arrogance. The gods punish it.

	Like the Roman emperor who kept memento mori in mind, I whispered to myself every moment. You're not great. All you did was copy.

	But.

	Wait.

	What's Rome?

	My thought grasped at empty air. It was definitely a word I just thought of.

	But it had no meaning.

	The letters were there but the meaning had evaporated, like a blank in a foreign language vocabulary list.

	Memento mori.

	Four characters. No, five? Even the number of syllables was blurring.

	What was it? Remember reincarnation? I think that's what it was. Or was it?

	Hubris.

	What was this? I definitely thought of it earlier.

	My heart raced.

	Memories with Lise still remained.

	They remained. For now.

	I grasped them.

	It was the instant I grasped them.

	I had to be honest once more.

	Not just me. Everything that was mine.

	I had intentionally underestimated it all.

	I didn't pursue fortuitous luck but prepared for fortuitous misfortune.

	I chose caution over expectation. I drew the worst before hope.

	That was the way of me, Adrian Von Krustein.

	"When except for you and the one who became the origin of your name. You don't regard anyone else as an equal."

	I had nothing to refute.

	"You've suspected from before that she might be her. And now you're saying you didn't know?"

	It was sweeping through my insides. Nerves connected. It read everything—what hypotheses I'd formed, what possibilities I'd kept.

	I couldn't deny it.

	When I learned Lise could read ancient language, I formed several hypotheses.

	Descendant of an ancient bloodline. Survivor of a past civilization. Byproduct of an experiment.

	Among them was one most absurd hypothesis.

	The dragon that became the family name. The strongest dragon.

	The philosophy that if souls don't perish, they endlessly reincarnate.

	This world definitely had that too.

	Of course, it was such an absurd thought that I pushed it to one corner, thinking *surely not*.

	But I didn't discard it.

	I wasn't someone who deleted possibilities just because the probability was low.

	When only Lise and I could lift the stone in the dungeon.

	When only Lise and I could learn mana sensitivity.

	When Kirisins used honorifics only with Lise.

	The pieces were fitting together one by one.

	Each time, I shook my head. Not enough evidence yet.

	And the moment the demon showed a reaction close to fear at Lise's intervention, the pieces fit together.

	No, they'd fit together long ago. I'd just been closing my eyes.

	Lise Von Arhen.

	Congenital defect.

	Simply one-eyed?

	No. It wouldn't be just that.

	If a dragon dwells in a human body, isn't that itself a defect?

	Reversing that.

	"My memories are the price for her complete recovery."

	The moment it left my mouth, the darkness pulsed once.

	The demon laughed. The form's outline rippled like waves.

	I laughed too.

	Then the demon's outline distorted.

	"Why are you laughing?"

	"Why indeed."

	*Trust me, who trusts you, Young Master.* Those words.

	"If she trusts me, then I trust her too."

	The demon's form stopped.

	And cracks began to form.
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	The world flickered.

	That was the exact expression for it. It didn't turn off and on—it flickered.

	Very briefly.

	When I opened my eyes, the room was the same.

	What had changed was that the form had disappeared. The blue light, the black outline, the sly voice.

	I remembered that there had been some kind of deal.

	No, rather than a deal... the sensation remained that the creature had broken its promise first.

	Not a memory, but a sensation.

	When I tried to trace the details in my mind, they scattered like sand slipping through my fingers.

	I couldn't even tell what I'd lost.

	But I was certain I had lost something.

	"It turned black and in the end... broke its promise, did it? How foolish. Well, it doesn't matter. Whatever happens to that creature, I achieved my goal in the end."

	I was still sitting in the chair. Holding Father's hand. If anything had changed, it was the corners of my mouth. They were turned up.

	"Hehehehe. Now I can finally breathe."

	The moment those words ended.

	My breath caught.

	It wasn't a metaphor. My lungs compressed as if my head had been shoved underwater.

	The air I inhaled didn't seem like air. The viscosity was different. The weight was different.

	Mana.

	The mana density in the room had risen. Tremendously.

	"Kirisins! What's going on?"

	It was all I could manage to say.

	Kirisins turned her head. She looked at me.

	"My, isn't that a bit sharp to say to your mother?"

	"It's not like you see me as your child anyway."

	Our eyes met.

	Not for long.

	She was the first to lower her gaze.

	Her eyes dropped and settled on Walther's face.

	"If I'd known you were hiding such a secret, I would have treated you more warmly."

	Such a secret.

	What secret it was, I no longer remembered.

	I only knew there had been one. I only knew it had been significant.

	And that I had given it to that creature.

	Everything else had turned to gray powder and slipped through my fingers.

	"That approach would have been exposed right away anyway. Just explain why this happened. Breathing feels strange."

	"It's all thanks to you. Because you restored such a tremendous being, the world has been corrected somewhat, I suppose."

	"Such a tremendous being?"

	"Of course, even I didn't know it would change this much. Just one person was restored, after all. Perhaps the opposing ones were also restored to some degree, so the world's balance has been somewhat established. Probably something like that."

	Something like that. Really just guessing.

	"You certainly express your ignorance quite elegantly."

	"Well, I'm young too, though not as young as you. Anyway, from now on, this level of mana density will be normal in this world."

	"Normal?"

	"Yes. You'll have to get used to it."

	"What if I suffocate first?"

	"You're not weak enough for that. Whose son are you?"

	It was hard to tell if that was a compliment or not.

	She probably didn't care about the distinction either.

	"If the mana density is this strong, won't some ordinary people suffocate?"

	Sir Heinrich spoke.

	"That won't happen. It's only because the people in this room are somewhat capable. Most won't even feel it. However, they'll die from other things, not that. Countless people will."

	"What do you mean? Specifically."

	Duke Sylvester asked.

	"Powerful demonic beasts will awaken. Ancient things that were sleeping will open their eyes. The level of magic that can be used will rise. The limits humans can reach will also rise."

	Each one was information that could overturn the Empire's landscape.

	"Of course, that's not just about humans. Demonic beasts, dragons, and everything else. What you call the First Era! No, a return to the fundamental era before that!"

	Duke Sylvester's mouth closed.

	He probably wanted to ask more questions, but what he'd just heard was already overwhelming to digest.

	I felt the same.

	But there was something I needed to check first.

	I turned my gaze.

	I looked at Father on the bed.

	"Nnnngh...!"

	A low groan leaked out. From the bed.

	Color was definitely returning to his face.

	The dark purple veins had disappeared. The web-like patterns that had climbed up his neck, the traces of poison writhing beneath his skin. All of it. Clean.

	His breathing was different too. The breath that had been thin and about to break was now flowing evenly.

	Deep, solid, the breathing of a living person.

	He was alive.

	His consciousness hadn't returned yet, but at this rate, it was only a matter of time.

	Sir Karl strode to the bedside. His knees touched the floor.

	Those rough hands rested on Walther's hand atop the blanket.

	"My eye has returned!"

	Sir Wolfram shouted.

	The eyepatch that had always been attached to that rough bald knight's face had been removed, and beneath it were two perfectly fine eyes.

	The wish to restore all permanent and congenital defects of every being in this room.

	Sir Wolfram's lost eye had been within that scope.

	Our eyes met.

	Sir Wolfram grinned. I smiled too.

	That was enough.

	But the most noticeable change was elsewhere.

	Celine.

	Her armor was sliding off.

	The pauldron that had slipped from her shoulder had swallowed her entire arm.

	The breastplate had dropped to her thighs,

	And the gauntlets had fallen off completely and were on the floor.

	She had shrunk.

	She was a head shorter than me. No, a head and a half.

	The curse of the feline tribe mixed blood—growing as fast as a cat, aging as fast as a cat.

	That curse had been lifted.

	More precisely, it had been reversed.

	Restoration of congenital defects. As the accelerated aging was reset, her body had returned to her actual age.

	And she'd lied about being my older sister.

	"Nnnngh..."

	Floundering inside the loose armor, she looked like a youngest child who'd secretly tried on her older sister's clothes.

	"You lied about being my older sister."

	"Someone with no days left to live is still an older sister."

	Her bravado remained. Though her voice had grown younger, making her dignity close to zero.

	"Anyway, now I'm the older brother. How old are you really? Six?"

	"I'm eight!"

	Baring her molars and shouting, she really looked like a cat.

	"Then I'm definitely the older brother, right?"

	"Ugh... Fine, I'll call you Oppa from now on!"

	"I was always the older brother anyway."

	Her cat ears trembled.

	Her body was definitely eight years old. Her height, weight, and limb length too.

	But when I scanned the mana inside, her martial arts level seemed almost unchanged.

	She had to be the strongest eight-year-old in history.

	Meanwhile, next to that strongest eight-year-old was another notable figure...

	A silver-haired girl my age. An eyepatch covered one eye.

	I thought she was one-eyed, but the girl grabbed the eyepatch and threw it away.

	There was another perfectly fine red eye. Both the same color.

	When had she been standing there?

	She was beautiful.

	An outline similar to Kirisins. But prettier.

	Very familiar. But I couldn't remember who she was.

	This wasn't a face I was seeing for the first time. I definitely knew her.

	I knew her, but her name wouldn't come. The relationship wouldn't surface.

	Instead, remnants of emotions washed over me.

	Intimacy. Very deep intimacy.

	Something that should probably be called affection.

	And strangely, something like jealousy.

	My head began to ache.

	The more I tried to trace the memory, the more it scattered like sand slipping through my fingers.

	It had been there but wasn't. I had known but didn't. It was the same sensation I'd felt with the demon's deal.

	The girl approached.

	There was no sound of footsteps. Or maybe there was. It was just that my heartbeat was louder.

	Her hand rose. Long, slender fingers touched my forehead.

	The same motion Kirisins had made. But the touch was different.

	Mana flowed in. Gently, but deeply.

	Come to think of it... I couldn't sense mana from that girl.

	No, rather than not sensing it, was she hiding it?

	Was that possible?

	"Hmm. So that's how it is."

	Her manner of speech was strange. Not that of someone my age.

	Her hand fell from my forehead.

	"Well, fine. I was somewhat troubled about what to do with our relationship anyway. But if it ends this way, it might actually be better."

	I had no idea what she was talking about.

	Our relationship? I? Ends?

	This girl knew me. Definitely.

	"Lise! What are you suddenly talking about!"

	It was Celine. With her cat ears perked up inside the loose armor.

	"That girl's name is Lise?"

	Celine's mouth fell open. Her tiny mouth. With a "Huh" sound.

	The others were the same. Every gaze in the room focused on me.

	The girl called Lise wasn't flustered. Rather, she raised the corners of her mouth as if amused.

	That angle was identical to Kirisins's.

	"Well, it doesn't matter. As a reward, I'll appoint you as my Guardian."

	"What? Guardian?"

	The thing Kirisins had mentioned earlier.

	That dragons refine the souls of powerful humans to make them servants.

	Wait. Then was this girl a dragon?

	"Congratulations, Adrian. For a family that received the name Krustein to become Krustein's Guardian. That's tremendous advancement."

	Kirisins interjected.

	Krustein?

	Then that girl was Krustein?

	The dragon that became the family's name. The strongest dragon.

	My head couldn't keep up.

	I was about to open my mouth.

	"Kwahahahahaha."

	Laughter that swallowed every sound in the room.

	From the bed.

	"Walther?"

	Kirisins's voice wavered for the first time.

	Walther Von Krustein had opened his eyes.

	A face where the dark purple veins had disappeared. Skin where color had returned.

	And floating above it, laughter that seemed to summarize this entire situation in one phrase.

	"From what I'm hearing, I can't allow that."

	Those were the first words of a man who had returned from death.
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	It was resounding.

	A voice hard to believe came from the man who had been lying down just moments ago.

	No, even setting that aside, it was an objectively damn resounding and confident voice.

	If someone said they'd been hovering between life and death for months from poison and had just recovered, who would believe them?

	His face looked even healthier than when I'd checked earlier.

	Rather than poisoned, he was closer to someone who'd just woken from an afternoon nap.

	And this wasn't just any poison—it was poison meant to kill dragons.

	Though, well...

	That man doesn't regard dragons as his superiors.

	"Become a slave's slave. Moreover, asking that of a child! Pressuring a child who knows nothing into a fraudulent contract—is that a trait of the entire species?"

	Slave... does he know something?

	Well, whether he knows something or not... if he had even the slightest respect for the dragon species, he would never have said such things.

	There was no anger. Rather, it carried a nuance closer to contempt.

	"Just like what failed when attempted on me."

	Does that mean he'd been subjected to a similar contract in the past? Or at least an attempt...

	Once my thoughts reached that point, Father's reaction made sense.

	Guardian. A dragon's servant.

	If the dragon trying to create that Guardian was itself under the dominion of something else.

	A slave's slave.

	Neither the silver-haired lady Kirisins nor the silver-haired girl Krstein changed their expressions. But their gazes were fixed on him.

	Walther turned his neck once with a face that showed no concern for such stares.

	A crack sounded.

	"Dragons being a slave species—do you perhaps know something?"

	It was Duke Sylvester.

	He seemed unable to contain his curiosity.

	Truly a scholar by nature.

	However...

	Kirisins glared at him slightly.

	That was all it took. With one look, Duke Sylvester's mouth closed.

	It didn't even take 0.5 seconds.

	Kirisins had sunk one duke.

	But the other duke remained unsunk.

	A human simultaneously glaring at two dragons.

	That's why he could make an equal wager with a dragon.

	No, wait.

	Whether that man even views Kirisins as an 'equal' relationship is questionable to begin with.

	After all, in human society, Kirisins's status was nothing more than Walther Von Krustein's concubine.

	Compared to that audacious stride... no matter what she thinks of me, I who merely thought things like "at least through my maternal line I inherited better blood than the likes of Ernst" seem utterly pathetic.

	"Isn't that a bit too shameless? A child... you were big even then. Completely different from Adrian. You were even slightly older."

	"I was young regardless."

	"If you're going to call someone a child, they should at least be as cute as that on the outside, whatever's inside. You were big and hairy from age fifteen."

	The temperature of the conversation was strange.

	It seemed like they were fighting, but also not.

	"Excuse me, what exactly was the deal... or wager... between you two..."

	Duke Sylvester tried to assert his presence once more.

	Kirisins glared at him again.

	Duke Sylvester closed his mouth again.

	His second sinking.

	Well, fine.

	My gaze naturally turned.

	The silver-haired girl.

	The child called Krstein, or called Lise.

	Before taking action, there was something I needed to confirm first.

	I turned my gaze toward Celine.

	With help from Sir Wolfram and Sir Heinrich, she'd already changed clothes.

	Instead of loose armor, she'd tied someone's coat around her waist, but the sleeves still dragged on the floor.

	"Was the girl named Lise my lover?"

	Her cat ears perked up, then flattened, repeating twice.

	"What! Why are you asking me!"

	"I've lost my memory."

	Celine's face turned red. She looked like she was about to cry.

	Oh dear.

	An eight-year-old's tears are a bit much to handle.

	"Don't cry. Just answer simply."

	"I'm not crying!"

	When someone says they're not crying in a voice that sounds like crying, doesn't that mean they're about to cry?

	After working her mouth for a while, she turned her head to the side and spat out:

	"Probably... something like that..."

	Hmm. Really?

	The word "probably" was a bit concerning.

	But synthesizing this brat's reaction, I could roughly grasp it.

	The boundary between whether we were lovers or not was ambiguous.

	But at least it was something close to that.

	That was enough.

	I approached the girl called Lise, or Krstein.

	She is pretty.

	Once again, I felt a strange sensation.

	Whether it originated from the remnants of lost memories, or simply because this girl was too beautiful. I couldn't distinguish.

	Though, well.

	Does it matter?

	Either way, the result is the same.

	It was impulsive.

	But simultaneously calculated.

	I was confident this would be acceptable.

	The only problem was that the basis of my confidence was emotion rather than memory.

	Still, it was worth trying.

	I stood before the girl.

	Two red eyes looked up at me.

	I thought her beautiful. That was my current judgment, not a memory.

	Whether this emotion I'm feeling now is a remnant flowing from the past, or something newly born in this moment. Drawing a line between the two was itself meaningless.

	Is there a need to distinguish?

	Either way, it was real.

	This me wanted it.

	Therefore...

	Smooch.

	I kissed the girl's forehead.

	It was brief.

	Closing my eyes was reflex. Opening them was will.

	I stole the forehead of the greatest beauty I'd seen in my life.

	I savored her flustered red pupils.

	100% pure self-indulgence.

	"Kuhahahahaha! That's my son!"

	Father laughed.

	The girl's red eyes widened.

	"What are you doing?"

	"Expressing affection for the progenitor of my house."

	I spoke calmly.

	I was confident this was acceptable, and seeing the girl's expression, it seemed to have worked.

	Her cheeks were flushed.

	Though she herself didn't realize it.

	She stepped back and lifted her chin as if trying to establish dignity, but dignity was rather difficult for a lovely girl with red ear tips.

	"It certainly feels real that you've lost your memory."

	"What kind of personality did I have before?"

	"You were too cautious. Sometimes it frustrated even me, but you never failed. A thirteen-year-old earned the reputation of an undefeated general."

	After pausing briefly, the girl added:

	"Anyway, it's a shame. Otherwise you might have said something like 'I became a dragon!'"

	It was a silly way of speaking.

	Yet somehow it was familiar and intimate.

	I couldn't remember. Why this speech pattern was familiar, when I first heard it, how many times I'd heard it.

	But the sensation of one side of my heart being squeezed was vivid.

	Longing?

	No, more like familiarity?

	The certainty that I'd heard this speech pattern countless times. Without basis, yet impossible to doubt.

	In the place of lost memories, only emotions pooled like puddles.

	The silver-haired girl who was the source of those emotions looked up at me, then soon turned her head toward the window.

	"Well, fine. Maybe it's actually better this way."

	When she threw open the window, the night breeze rushed in.

	I looked up at the sky.

	In the place where two moons should be, there were moons.

	But they weren't the moons I knew.

	One was like what I knew. Just a bit smaller and more shabby.

	But the other was somewhat different.

	It had a bluish tint. White patterns swirled around its surface.

	Like clouds, or like mist.

	I think I used to call that something.

	I definitely knew. What that form was called.

	What those blue patterns meant.

	What the white, the green, signified.

	I knew it all, but now I don't.

	Like blank spaces in a vocabulary list where the words exist but the meanings have evaporated.

	"Are those moons' forms permanent?"

	"Of course. It's the world you'll see for the rest of your life."

	For life.

	Meaning it couldn't be reversed.

	And world?

	Behind me, Celine stood on tiptoe trying to hang onto the windowsill, then stumbled over her loose coat. Sir Wolfram caught her by the scruff.

	"Put me down! I can see by myself!"

	"It's dangerous, Princess."

	Leaving the commotion as it was, I turned my gaze back outside the window.

	"That's not a moon but a world?"

	"Correct. The small one is that world's moon, but the large one is a world."

	"Like the one we're living in?"

	The girl looked at me instead of outside the window.

	A moment of silence.

	Weight resided in the girl's gaze.

	How should I put it. Rather than measuring, it felt like she was confirming.

	The eyes of someone searching for something within me, but who'd already decided it was fine if it wasn't there.

	"Do you know about that world?"

	"Ah, of course. My boyfriend explained so much about that world to me."

	The girl's voice changed.

	Neither dignified nor archaic.

	Just gentle.

	"What history flowed there, what events occurred. He explained so much, in such great detail."

	When she repeated the phrase "so much" twice, the corners of her mouth lifted slightly. It rose without her knowing.

	Meaning she'd enjoyed the time when those stories were told.

	To be that girl's boyfriend.

	A very slight jealousy scratched somewhere in my chest.

	Whether I disliked the fact that this girl liked someone, or envied that someone could create such an expression change in this girl.

	But.

	Wait.

	Ah...

	It took 3 seconds for the puzzle to fit together.

	There was no need for jealousy.

	"That boyfriend must have known a lot about that world."

	The girl nodded.

	"He knew. Very well. No, not just well—it would be more accurate to say he came from that world."

	I felt like I'd been hit in the head.

	My gaze turned back outside the window.

	The bluish sphere. With white swirls wrapping its surface.

	I lived there?

	I had no memory. But I couldn't deny it either.

	The sensation that it was true was embedded deep in my bones.

	Without evidence or basis, yet doubting it felt more like a lie.

	The empty space of lost memories was exactly the shape that matched that sphere's outline.

	The girl said quietly:

	"That world's name is apparently 'Earth.'"

	Earth.

	Two syllables struck my eardrums.
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	He muttered to himself.

	"Earth..."

	A word that felt both familiar and distant.

	Once more.

	"Earth, huh..."

	It wasn't the first time he'd pronounced this word. He was certain of it.

	A sound he'd uttered hundreds of times, perhaps thousands.

	The count remained in the muscle memory of his tongue.

	He turned his gaze toward the window.

	A blue sphere. White swirls.

	That was supposed to be a world.

	"Can we go to that world?"

	"Well, since it's physically connected now, I suppose we can."

	Physically connected.

	He couldn't grasp exactly what that meant.

	But he had many questions.

	"Did that world appear because you recovered?"

	"No. It might be an indirect cause, but not a direct one. Even for me, this is beyond expectations."

	She paused, then the girl glanced at him cautiously.

	"Life never goes according to plan, you know. That's what makes it interesting, don't you think?"

	She seemed to be waiting for some kind of response, but he didn't know what to say.

	The girl let out a deep sigh.

	"Haah... For now, I can only form a few hypotheses."

	"Can you tell me those hypotheses?"

	"I'd rather not..."

	"Even if your cute younger boyfriend begs you?"

	She had just called him her boyfriend.

	"To be honest, you're not particularly cute right now."

	"Was there ever a time when I was?"

	"There was. For quite a while."

	A time he couldn't remember, that only this girl remembered.

	Something ached somewhere in his chest.

	A sensation he couldn't distinguish between jealousy and longing.

	If it was jealousy, the target was himself—truly pathetic. If it was longing, he was yearning for something he couldn't even remember—equally pathetic.

	Either way, it was pathetic all the same.

	While he was chewing on these thoughts, the girl suddenly approached.

	One step was enough to close the distance.

	Her hand rose.

	The same hand that had touched his forehead earlier. This time it was his chest.

	The moment her palm made contact, something was pulled out.

	It didn't hurt. Rather, it was like removing a thorn that had been lodged there.

	Only after the foreign sensation he hadn't noticed disappeared did he realize it had been there.

	Something was clutched in the girl's hand.

	A black tail. Black wings. A pitiful appearance.

	Smaller than a fist. Barely fitting between her fingers.

	A demon.

	The mana that had filled the room, the weight that had been in its voice—all gone, leaving only a pathetic remnant.

	"You... bitch Krustein!"

	For a barely squeezed-out sound, it contained quite a bit of malice.

	But that was all.

	"Haah."

	The girl's sigh was short. The kind that said she was annoyed.

	She tightened her grip.

	*Squish.*

	Even the sound was anticlimactic.

	All that remained was a black stain on the girl's palm.

	But even that stain completely disappeared in the white flames she conjured from her hand.

	"Did you dispose of it in one strike because you're a Progenitor Dragon? It must have been strong enough to restore you."

	Duke Sylvester seemed tireless.

	Krustein, who had been ignoring her all along, responded this time.

	"I need to correct something. That thing didn't restore me. It was like a kind of terminal."

	"A terminal?"

	Duke Sylvester's eyes widened.

	"I recovered because such a price was paid. The terminal didn't perform the healing."

	"So it wasn't that impressive on its own."

	"From your perspective, it might be impressive, but from mine, it's like a small, quick bug. Just difficult to catch."

	She took a breath before adding.

	"However, right now its wings were burned. That's why I could catch and kill it in one go."

	A bug.

	"Why were its wings burned?"

	"It burned itself trying to extract too much of a price. Self-inflicted."

	It was Kirisins who answered, not Krustein.

	A matter-of-fact statement.

	He didn't remember the details clearly. But the sensation that it had pulled something on him remained.

	The feeling that it had deceived, shaken, and torn something from him.

	The specific content had turned to gray powder and vanished, but the fact that he'd been had was remembered by his bones.

	Was I done in by a bug?

	It left an oddly bitter taste.

	"Then has that demon's power been extinguished? Or will a new spirit be born?"

	Duke Sylvester opened her mouth again.

	"If it had been extinguished normally, a similar creature would be born somewhere, but in this case, there's a high probability that child absorbed it."

	Krustein pointed at him with her chin.

	"Me?"

	"Yes."

	He absorbed the demon's power?

	Was that why the creature had shrunk to smaller than a fist?

	He probed inside himself. With mana sensitivity.

	He didn't feel anything immediately.

	"Can I use that power?"

	"We'll have to examine it gradually. You can't use it right away. Just because a baby bird has wings doesn't mean it can fly."

	"I see."

	"By the way, are you still not interested in becoming my Guardian? If so, I wouldn't mind teaching you little by little."

	That again.

	Before he could say anything, a thunderous voice interrupted.

	"Don't listen to or speak such nonsense!"

	Krustein tilted her head toward Walther Von Krustein.

	"A guy who usurps my name."

	Usurpation.

	From that girl's perspective, it would be.

	The name Krustein originally belonged to that girl.

	A brief silence settled.

	"Then how about this? Let's make a bet."

	"A bet?"

	"Yes. The bet between you, Walther, and Kirisins."

	The bet between Walther and Kirisins.

	Become Emperor, or die trying.

	If he wins, the dragon becomes a mount; if he loses, he becomes a Guardian.

	Was she saying she'd pass on the stakes Father had wagered to him?

	No, not passing them on—placing new stakes. Just with a different opponent.

	"You mean if my son becomes Emperor?"

	"Have some conscience. It's completely different from when you made that bet. The stakes on this side have increased, so you need to raise your stakes too."

	Krustein snorted.

	"Stop beating around the bush and speak plainly."

	Walther Krustein was the same.

	Instead of responding, what the girl did was raise her hand.

	She pointed out the window.

	Beyond the night sky, the larger of the two moons. The blue sphere. White swirls wrapping around its surface.

	Earth.

	The name she'd told him earlier.

	"This world and that world. Whether you become the ruler who unifies both, or fail to. That is the condition of the bet."

	Silence sank to the floor.

	The unification of two worlds.

	Even one Emperor was overwhelming. A position Father had spent his entire life reaching for without success.

	But two worlds?

	Moreover, he knew nothing about that world.

	Yet strangely, he felt no resistance.

	His body reacted first. His head was nodding.

	Faster than his will.

	"Fine."

	Immediately after, the girl's hand grasped his.

	It was cold.

	Light burst forth.

	From the point where hand met hand. White, dazzling, neither hot nor cold—silver light climbed up his arm.

	There was no pain.

	It felt like a seal being stamped.

	The light subsided. Was it three seconds? Five seconds?

	He looked down at his hand. Nothing had changed.

	"Is that it?"

	"That's it."

	It was anticlimactically simple.

	But somewhere deep in his bones, a weight that hadn't been there before now rested.

	The girl stepped up onto the windowsill.

	Below was the castle courtyard. Wind scattered her silver hair.

	She looked back.

	Two red eyes found him.

	"Will you come back?"

	"If I win the bet."

	There was no subject. Whether he won or she won.

	With those words, the girl leaped.

	Not down, but up.

	Her silver hair came loose.

	No. It spread. Each strand of hair transformed into a beam of light and began to swallow the girl's outline.

	Her arms disappeared. Her shoulders disappeared. What filled their place were scales.

	Her small body expanded.

	The human form collapsed and something entirely different burst forth from within.

	Silver light.

	Her neck lengthened. Her tail extended. Wings that exploded from her shoulders covered the entire castle in shadow.

	*WHOOOM.*

	With the first beat of her wings, the window frame shook.

	The silver dragon banners on the castle walls swept to one side, fluttering as if they might tear.

	With the second beat, the castle itself shook. Really.

	Sounds rose from below the castle.

	"Wh-what!"

	"It's a dragon!"

	"Look at that! Look!"

	"The Silver Dragon Banner's... it's the dragon from the Silver Dragon Banner!"

	Sounds that couldn't be distinguished between screams and cheers. Even those making them probably didn't know.

	Kirisins stepped onto the same windowsill.

	And likewise transformed, and likewise flew.

	Below the castle stirred again. Though not with the same explosive reaction as before.

	Humans who've been startled once are less startled the second time.

	She was also smaller.

	There were no cheers, but the commotion remained.

	Two dragons had flown, and the shape of the moon had changed.

	A major event that wouldn't grow tiresome even if discussed for days on end.

	In contrast, only stillness lingered in the room.

	For a long while, no one spoke.

	The first to speak was, as expected, Father.

	"Rest for now. Call if you need anything."

	"Yes."

	"Ah, and. I'm different from that prideful slave, so I'll say this clearly."

	Calling a dragon a slave.

	He still wasn't used to it, but he didn't bother asking why.

	"Thank you for saving me."

	He nodded and left the room.

	The room assigned to him was on the third floor of Lantheim Castle.

	One bed, one candlestick, one makeshift desk. That was all.

	He had no particular complaints. It had always been this way.

	The ducal family's main castle, field tents, marching carriages.

	He'd never complained about changing sleeping quarters.

	Because something had always been by his side.

	He couldn't remember specifically what it was.

	But the feeling remained. That someone had been beside him.

	That alone had allowed him to sleep anywhere.

	Now it was gone.

	A weight different from fatigue pressed on his shoulders.

	Through the window, he could see the blue moon.

	Earth.

	He turned his gaze and his eyes caught on something on the desk.

	A book.

	The handwriting on the cover was his. A bit hastily written, but unmistakable.

	<Adrian's Art Of War>
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	I had some memory of writing the military treatise myself.

	A magical notebook I'd specially commissioned from a mage—one that allowed multiple overwrites. I remembered the general contents as well.

	However, I couldn't recall why I'd created it.

	Or why I carried it around.

	An expensive item. An uncharacteristic luxury for someone like me.

	I opened the first page.

	"Ah!"

	<Left in case of memory loss. The main text can be understood without annotations. The annotations require memories from a past life to comprehend.>

	The handwriting was mine. The angle of the strokes, the habitual turns, the size of the base characters—everything.

	Writing from the same hand.

	Yet I couldn't feel that the person who wrote this was me.

	In case of memory loss.

	What had this child been thinking when writing this single line?

	It must have been before the loss. He would have possessed everything.

	Memories of a world called Earth, its culture, its books.

	And the weight of all the relationships built through those things.

	In that state, he wrote this.

	Confronting the possibility that all of it might someday vanish, he picked up a pen for the sake of his future self after the loss.

	That man and I now shared the same hands.

	We used the same handwriting, slept in the same bed, were called by the same name.

	But what he knew, I didn't.

	What he remembered, I couldn't recall.

	The same person, yet different people.

	No.

	Different people, yet the same person.

	It was a strange feeling. Not quite receiving a letter from someone else, nor from oneself. Somewhere in between—a sensation I couldn't name.

	A shiver ran down my spine.

	"Really, what a guy I am."

	Thoroughly meticulous.

	Moreover...

	A dual structure of main text and annotations.

	Saying it could be understood without annotations meant the main text was designed to be complete using only this world's knowledge.

	Saying the annotations required memories from a past life meant they provided additional context if even fragments of memory remained. He might have even aimed for the annotations to help recover those memories.

	I began reading the book in earnest.

	<Ultimately, the essence of mercenary tactics comes down to three things: reconnaissance, pursuit, occupation. Know where they are. Prevent their escape. And take the ground where they stood. Reconnaissance, pursuit, occupation. Most acts called warfare are merely combinations of these three...>

	Most of it was familiar.

	Natural, since I'd written it.

	But a small portion contained new concepts.

	Even though I'd written it.

	Especially regarding the annotations...

	<* On Earth, the decline of tanks isn't simply because tanks get destroyed by drones. It's because reconnaissance capabilities improved dramatically through satellites and drones. Satellites and reconnaissance drones made straw charges impossible, eliminating the role tanks played as heavy cavalry. In other words, the decline of tanks isn't about weapon systems—the essence is a paradigm shift in reconnaissance.>

	Earth. Tanks. Satellites. Drones. Paradigm.

	What the fuck is this even saying...

	More incomprehensible than ancient texts.

	**

	And so I spent several days reading the book.

	A book I'd written myself, not someone else.

	Being a magical notebook, it contained several times the content of its actual thickness, and no matter how many pages I turned, the end remained out of sight.

	...To think I wrote all this by hand.

	I did it, but damn impressive.

	I was reading the incomprehensible annotations for the tenth time, about to give up and move to the next page, when constant exclamations flowed from beside me.

	<Therefore, pathogens must also be considered. In war, more soldiers die from shit than from swords. Simply positioning field latrines downstream from water sources reduces mortality by more than half. Below are the basic principles of field hygiene. First, always install latrines lower than water sources. Second, always boil drinking water before use. Boiling alone kills most pathogens. Third, those treating wounded soldiers' injuries must wash their hands. Following just these three rules reduces field mortality by more than half. This may sound obvious, but almost no army in this world follows them.>

	"Ah, this part is truly remarkable! An idea I never would have conceived! That tiny spirits called microorganisms are the source of disease."

	It was Duke Sylvester.

	This elf had somehow settled into the seat beside me. He must have his own room.

	"It's merely knowledge from another world. We can't say this world is the same."

	"Another world, you say? Didn't she tell us? That we're now physically connected to that other world. Meaning most things should be similar. Antibiotics! We must create something called antibiotics! My liege!"

	My liege.

	When had he started calling me that?

	But I also thought this:

	If you witnessed the laws of the world changing before your eyes, whatever title you gave the person who caused that change wouldn't be strange.

	The moons went from two to three, mana density increased, and ancient things were awakening.

	I stood at the starting point of it all.

	Or more precisely, the price I paid did.

	"The exact method isn't written. Even if we created it through experimentation, it would be impossible right now."

	"Ah, truly regrettable. The knowledge you possess, my liege! Of course, that knowledge must have been extraordinary to accomplish such a feat! And even more remarkable is your talent that surpassed it!"

	Well, regardless, if everything flowed according to plan, I'd need that old man's help tremendously, so I played along appropriately.

	Of course, someone viewed this scene with slight displeasure.

	Not that it showed on her face—just my intuition.

	Elizabeth, my personal maid, was also sneaking glances at the military treatise's contents.

	Her original status was that of a princess of the Hardenberg Empire.

	Duke Sylvester's betrayal like that must sting a little.

	But...

	As if something like that mattered.

	I didn't pay it much mind. Not only that, but she too was quite connected to Krustein—though I couldn't remember how she became a maid... I only remembered that she was my maid.

	My instincts told me.

	It wasn't something to worry about.

	Arrogance?

	No. My attention was also a limited resource. I couldn't allocate it just anywhere.

	"How is the soldiers' morale?"

	"At its peak."

	Elizabeth bowed her head as she answered.

	"Really?"

	"Sir Wolfram conveyed your words exactly as you instructed, Young Duke. That our ancestor came and restored His Grace the Duke. That he restored my eye as well. That the Mandate of Heaven is with us."

	Her tone grew slightly vague at the end.

	Because invoking the Mandate of Heaven meant intending to replace the imperial family.

	"It would have been more effective if Sir Wolfram had removed his eyepatch during the speech."

	"Yes. With both eyes perfectly intact, the soldiers looked utterly stunned."

	His Grace the Duke had risen from his sickbed.

	That alone would have raised morale considerably.

	But there wasn't just one miracle.

	Sir Wolfram's eyepatch had disappeared.

	A man who'd lived with one eye covered for decades stood before the soldiers with both eyes open.

	Of course, magical items that restored vision weren't nonexistent in this world.

	They were just rare. Their appearance was unpredictable, and they had expiration dates—even an emperor couldn't buy them with money alone.

	Yet two miracles occurred on the same night.

	On top of that.

	A silver dragon flew.

	The dragon of the Silver Dragon Banner.

	The ripple effect it brought was enormous.

	House Krustein.

	If you asked whether it was a distinguished family, everyone would say yes.

	Walther Von Krustein. The strongest sword on this continent. A living legend.

	And though slightly less impactful, a hero whose age itself was impact.

	Adrian Von Krustein.

	Hmm... hmm... A bit embarrassing, but in terms of immediate reputation, I wouldn't be outmatched anywhere in this empire.

	However. This house lacked tradition.

	Though currently successful, one phrase always followed.

	A house haphazardly established by a mercenary-turned-Swordmaster.

	What legends did the family even have?

	Perhaps the story of how a collateral royal who drunkenly blurted out "Isn't this a house that only became a duchy because of the times?" in front of His Grace the Duke had his head torn off.

	That collateral royal hadn't been wrong.

	In fact, the reason Father—who usually showed restraint when needed—failed to restrain himself and made a politically "wrong choice" was precisely because those words genuinely "scratched" at him.

	But now, a legend existed.

	A legend witnessed by tens of thousands.

	Tens of thousands of soldiers at Lantheim Castle saw with their own eyes that spectacle of silver scales swallowing moonlight as they cut across the sky.

	House Krustein truly carried dragon blood.

	The silver dragon of the Silver Dragon Banner. That dragon emblazoned on the flag was real.

	Even without being told, soldiers talked about it.

	Even hundreds of years from now, this story would be passed down.

	Transmitted orally, exaggerated, becoming myth.

	When you thought about it, it wasn't even a false story.

	At minimum, it was true that Kirisins was my mother.

	Though Father didn't seem to regard the species called "dragons" as particularly impressive.

	Come to think of it...

	Hardenberg.

	The imperial family. A house claiming spirit bloodline.

	A founding myth of establishing the empire through contracts with spirits.

	Hehe.

	The corners of my mouth tried to rise.

	Because spirits were demons.

	Of course, the Hardenberg family's spirit bloodline itself was likely bullshit, but if by any chance it were true, that would make for an interesting situation.

	I met eyes with the girl who might carry demon blood.

	The sacred bloodline of the imperial family might actually be demon blood.

	Just as a smile was about to spread—

	Elizabeth.

	"This is strange..."

	She suddenly cried out.

	"What?"

	"The head maid disappeared but nobody's saying anything. Could that rumor actually be true?"

	"What rumor?"

	"The rumor that you summoned the dragon using the head maid as a sacrifice!"
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	"Ah, you don't know? Kekeke."

	Duke Sylvester said, looking at Elizabeth.

	It was a phrase often used in the annotations scattered throughout the military treatise.

	A slightly excited tone. A manner intoxicated by the very fact of knowing something.

	A strange sense of déjà vu brushed the back of my head.

	It wasn't unpleasant. But it wasn't pleasant either.

	The way he said "Ah, you don't know" and that "kekeke" laugh strangely grated on my nerves. I could tell it was childish, but I couldn't explain why it was childish.

	Only one thing was clear: that elf wasn't acting his age.

	"Young princess, what you know is only a very small fraction. Of course, very few in this world know that fact. Hehe, those who know the world's secrets, that is."

	"Why are we talking about the world's secrets when we're discussing the head maid?"

	"Hehehehehehe."

	That strange pride that comes from knowing something others don't.

	The superiority of belonging to the informed minority.

	Childishness unbefitting one's age.

	But perhaps such childish emotions were the nourishment that helped him grow into a great scholar.

	It's not like I didn't have such feelings, such motivations myself, but right now I wasn't in the mood to play around.

	"Elizabeth."

	"Yes."

	"I neither trust nor value you particularly. I can't tell you the details. You're getting on my nerves, so withdraw for now."

	She looked at me for a moment, then bowed her head.

	"I'll withdraw."

	The door closed and her footsteps faded away.

	Duke Sylvester's gaze turned toward me.

	He didn't speak, but his eyes were saying it. Wasn't that a bit harsh?

	I ignored it.

	"Let's continue reading the book."

	"Ah, yes. Did you see this part? This concept of field hygiene..."

	I nodded and turned to the next page.

	The more I read, the more my fingertips itched.

	Even without the annotations, the main text alone was sufficient to understand the content. My past self had truly designed it thoroughly and meticulously.

	Gratitude. And at the same time, a feeling of...

	Jealousy.

	It was an emotion that had been visiting me lately whenever I thought about "my past self."

	I constantly ruminated on what was different between me then and me now.

	Honestly, I didn't feel much of a difference. My memory was complete. Or so I thought.

	If I had known nothing, I might have just lived an ordinary life.

	But the more I read the book, the more certain one thing became.

	My past self was definitely exceptional.

	The content was both complex and concise. It stated principles, then laid out step-by-step the process of applying those principles in the field. Without annotations, using only this world's knowledge, without a single gap.

	Just reading it felt like a framework of thought was being imposed on me.

	It was like... synchronization between my past self and my present self.

	That word was the closest.

	Following the thought process my past self had taken, I would suddenly find myself arriving at the same conclusion.

	It wasn't solving by looking at the answer. It was a structure where following the solution process revealed the answer.

	My past self had designed this book that way.

	And...

	<* If you really don't know, ask Lise. She's ten times faster than you at analyzing enemy supply lines.>

	My hand stopped.

	It wasn't just once or twice.

	The same name appeared at every key passage.

	<* Ask Lise for the details.>

	<* Follow Lise's judgment for specific deployment.>

	<* If you're really stuck, tell Lise and she'll explain it so even you can understand.>

	Lise, Lise, Lise.

	A name I had no memory of was being proven in writing.

	There were even annotations or main text sections in different handwriting. I didn't need to think deeply about who wrote them.

	Everything was telling me how much my past self had relied on her.

	"Sigh."

	Her again.

	I closed the book.

	I tried to look up at the sky, but all I could see was the stone ceiling.

	The shadows cast by the candlelight. That was all.

	A strange emptiness occupied the center of my chest.

	Whether it came from the absence of memory, from her absence, or both.

	I couldn't tell, and I didn't need to.

	The answer was the same either way.

	To escape this emptiness, I had to move.

	Sitting still and chewing on emptiness wouldn't change its taste.

	And there were reasons to move besides my feelings.

	Whether strategies in a book work on paper and whether they work on an actual battlefield are completely separate matters. It hadn't been verified whether I before losing my memory and I now had the same judgment.

	No matter how well my past self had designed it, if the person reading the blueprint is an idiot, it's all useless.

	It was time to confirm whether my current self was an idiot or not.

	**

	Duke Krustein's office was on the second floor of Lantheim Castle.

	I heard it was originally a reception room. The reason he used a reception room rather than the lord's chamber as his office was simple.

	It was close to the corridor.

	The judgment that the shorter the route for knights coming to report, the better. It was a choice befitting that man.

	Father, seated at his desk, was flipping through documents.

	He was reading aloud, and the content was simple. It always was. He was someone who disliked long documents.

	But the volume of documents wasn't the problem.

	How many days had it been since he recovered? He'd already gone out to battle twice and returned.

	I didn't know about the first deployment. Same with the second.

	When I found out afterward and confronted him, Father said the same thing both times.

	"I went to loosen up my body."

	According to the knights, there wasn't even much of a battle.

	The moment the enemy saw Father's face, they surrendered.

	It wasn't easy to speak up in front of such a man.

	But I had to say what needed to be said.

	"Please send me out to the next battle."

	"Wouldn't it be better to rest a bit more?"

	"I've rested enough."

	"I needed to loosen up my body."

	"It's the same for me."

	A slight tilt of his head.

	"Your situation and my situation are different."

	"They're not different."

	It was brief. But in that brief moment, weighing took place.

	I didn't avoid his gaze.

	If I backed down here, I wouldn't get permission.

	"Is that so?"

	The tone changed. From refusal to question.

	"The world has changed. The moon's form has changed, and mana density has increased. The silver dragon flew."

	"A dragon—they were surprised by something so trivial."

	Calling a dragon trivial. There he goes again.

	He glossed over the detailed reasons, but to him, dragons weren't particularly impressive. Yet it was contradictory that he used a silver dragon banner as the family crest.

	But what mattered wasn't Father's evaluation.

	"Our forces know that the cause of this change is 'on our side.'"

	"I received the report."

	"The ancestor's silver dragon flew, Duke Excellency was resurrected, and the knight's lost eye returned. Could morale be any higher than this?"

	I paused briefly, then continued.

	"On the other hand, the enemy is in chaos. They saw the same scene under the same sky."

	The changed moon. The altered mana density. All sorts of confusion from it. And two flying dragons.

	"The silver dragon flew, and mana surged. The enemy saw it too. But they don't know the cause. They only know one thing. That something happened on Krustein's side."

	"So?"

	"Fear and confusion are managed over time."

	Humans get used to anything.

	"In three months, four at most, the enemy will also accept reality and begin reorganization. Once fear becomes routine, it loses its effect."

	"You may not know this well, but mana density is causing various disruptions. It could get worse. I don't think this failing country will properly manage that chaos."

	Of course, I had that possibility in mind.

	"Then before this country breaks down beyond recovery, a suitable master should take it and settle that chaos."

	"I understand what you're saying. I'll be honest. It was because you were here that I could leave this castle."

	Lantheim Castle.

	A strategic point controlling the route south and an intersection of supply lines.

	But strategic value and attachment were different matters.

	"Thank you. But the surrounding forces have already been dealt with. Most forces have been annihilated or surrendered, and the southern reinforcements were also wiped out."

	My memory had holes throughout, but some parts remained.

	The decision to leave Krustein's main castle and march south with full force.

	I remembered the logic from that time.

	There was no reason to be attached to the castle.

	It was written in the military treatise too. A part my past self had emphasized by underlining.

	<Occupation is the foundation of strategy, but it must not become the goal itself. Think in terms of verbs, not nouns. In terms of function, not location.>

	"Is there any reason to cling to this castle? When we've already abandoned Krustein's main castle, what would we accomplish by staying holed up in Lantheim? There's no better opportunity than now. The enemy is divided and in chaos. We must defeat them one by one."

	Father and Sir Karl had probably already been thinking this far. Even if I hadn't said it, they likely would have reached the same conclusion.

	What mattered was what came next.

	"We must proclaim loudly while the enemy is in chaos. That the silver dragons have chosen us. Tens of thousands of soldiers saw it with their own eyes, and so did the enemy. We must sell it before the rumor cools. Fear has a short shelf life."

	"Without even getting the dragons' permission?"

	Right here.

	This was the key point of persuasion.

	Wording I would never normally use.

	But I was certain this one phrase would be most effective on the man before me.

	This man valued guts over formality.

	"Do we really need to get permission from those damn lizards?"

	Several knights' mouths fell open.

	Even Sir Karl was flustered.

	Yes. That's the normal reaction.

	But the man I needed to persuade wasn't normal.

	A man who had never once been normal.

	"Kuhahahahahaha!"

	Laughter burst out. The office window frames rattled.

	"Excellent!"

	One word. That was the end of it.

	Permission was granted. There was no rebuttal.
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	The march proceeded with lightning speed.

	Total forces numbered around 30,000.

	The Duke's direct command of 20,000 formed the vanguard and main force, while the remaining 10,000 were entrusted to me.

	With such a massive army moving together, progress was sluggish.

	The entire force moved at the pace of its slowest members.

	Still, we moved. I made sure of it.

	Speed was crucial.

	The newly risen Blue Moon. The suddenly increased density of mana.

	Right now, the enemy was gripped by fear and chaos.

	We had to finish this before that fear became routine.

	"Fear has a short shelf life."

	Words I'd used to persuade Father. I repeated them to myself as well.

	Three months. Four at most.

	Within that time, we had to score meaningful points.

	Whether complete conquest of the capital, or something else.

	Fatigue accumulated on the soldiers' faces. Grumbling could be heard.

	But as long as they remembered the descent of the Silver Dragon, there would be no major complaints for the time being.

	How much time passed like that?

	The coniferous forest ended.

	The deep green needle-leaves disappeared at some point, replaced by low hills filling the view.

	The South.

	Technically, calling it the Central Region would be correct, but northerners called everything below a certain point "the South." I was no different.

	"Another corpse."

	"Is this the third one? This time they got the whole cart."

	A wagon lay abandoned by the roadside.

	No cargo, only wheels remained. Marks from spear thrusts. Marks from sword cuts.

	Looked like a merchant. Couldn't be certain. Clothes stripped, shoes gone too.

	Flies buzzed around. The stench of rot drifted on the wind.

	"What a mess."

	The South's situation was worse than I'd thought.

	Both good news and not good news.

	To conquer this empire and claim that Blue Moon, we'd need to restore order as quickly as possible after occupation.

	How much farther did we ride?

	Something registered in the distance.

	Mana sensitivity. A sensation I'd grown quite familiar with now.

	A group of cavalry. Not many. Between 50 and 100.

	They seemed to have spotted us too. I detected them hastily changing direction to flee.

	"Judging by their size, a raiding party?"

	"Most likely. Are they mounted?"

	Duke Sylvester asked.

	"Yes, according to my sensitivity."

	"Probably Kuman tribesmen."

	Kuman tribe?

	I was puzzled. The Kuman tribe was in the North. This was the South.

	Had they fled the Ice Dragon and migrated south, making it all the way here?

	It didn't make sense.

	"Why would they show up here?"

	"Didn't you hand over quite a few Kuman prisoners to Duke Clara?"

	Ah.

	A slight pang of guilt.

	I remembered. Duke Clara had taken them, saying she'd use them as mercenaries for southern security.

	Back then, following Lise's advice, I'd kept only 50 key personnel and handed over the rest.

	Of course, I didn't actually remember that advice.

	But my journal remembered those events.

	I'd used them to secure favorable terms in the deal with Duke Clara.

	A rational decision. At the time.

	"Those bastards are raiding now?"

	"Well, that's what she took them for."

	The prisoners I'd handed over were now killing merchants in the South.

	Ironic, if anything.

	Well, what could I do? Spilled milk. No point regretting it now.

	But looked at another way.

	"If we catch and kill them, we can find out where that old hag is."

	Though it was quite some time ago, the woman who'd tried to kill me. Who'd also played a part in Father's poisoning, they said.

	I had no intention of letting her live.

	"You intend to kill her?"

	Duke Sylvester lowered his head slightly.

	That expression, eyes growing distant.

	The Emperor's aunt, and the woman who'd tried to kill me twice.

	And this old scholar's disciple.

	"Guilty conscience about your former student?"

	"If I said I had none... that would be a lie."

	An honest answer.

	"It can't be helped."

	"I would only ask one promise of you."

	"What is it?"

	"Even if her son is difficult, please spare at least her grandchildren's generation."

	My hand stopped.

	This old man... no, grandfather...

	Does he see me as...

	A monster who'd kill even children if they got in the way?

	...

	...

	Sharp observation.

	I had to acknowledge it.

	"If it eases your conscience even slightly, Master, I'll do so."

	I saw the tension leave Duke Sylvester's shoulders.

	Fellow disciples who shared the same academic master.

	I had no intention of showing mercy for that connection.

	She hadn't shown me any mercy either.

	**

	"So that old hag's subordinates are nearby."

	"That's correct."

	Father's voice held something beyond mere interest.

	Natural. Duke Clara had played a part in Father's poisoning.

	Capturing and killing her and her so-called powerful alliance had strategic value in itself, but...

	Before that...

	"I'll get my revenge sooner than expected."

	He seemed determined not to stop until he'd killed everyone who'd had even the slightest hand in his poisoning.

	"So what do you plan to do?"

	"I plan to bait them."

	"Bait them. How?"

	"I'll need Father's help."

	"My help."

	Brief silence.

	But not a refusal.

	"Speak."

	Permission granted.

	I began explaining the operation's outline.

	**

	We stopped the army briefly and prepared several wagons.

	Posing as ordinary merchants.

	Knights hid in the cargo holds, and those sitting in the driver's seats were all disguised knights too.

	Bait.

	Simple but effective strategy. In theory, at least.

	I boarded a wagon as well.

	They said the me before losing my memory never failed when executing a strategy.

	I had vague memories.

	But would it work now?

	Reading military treatises, I definitely felt myself growing smarter.

	Following my past self's thought processes led to the same conclusions.

	Still...

	My heart pounded somewhere between confidence and anxiety.

	"Haah."

	A sigh escaped.

	"Why are you sighing like that, Oppa?"

	A voice came from beside me.

	Celine.

	Her body had shrunk, her voice younger.

	No need to hide it. Why put on airs with someone who'd saved your life and whose life you'd saved?

	"It's the first strategy I've planned since losing my memory. I'm not sure if it'll work like before."

	Celine tilted her head.

	"What, is that all?"

	Is that all?

	My concern?

	"What?"

	"You never had much confidence before either, but everything succeeded anyway."

	"Then and now are different. Now I don't even have Lise."

	"She always said Oppa was smarter than her."

	"When?"

	"Often. She talked about you a lot."

	I couldn't think of a response.

	Someone I didn't remember had evaluated me that way.

	Should I believe it or not?

	I glanced at Father, but he cut in gruffly.

	"I didn't interact much with that woman."

	...

	Ah, I see.

	The wagon wheel rolled over a stone. Between the jolting, Father's voice continued.

	"But I'll say one thing. If not for you, she would've repeated dozens more agonizing reincarnations before disappearing. No need to deify her like that."

	Too harsh an assessment.

	The wagon entered a narrow path between hills.

	I closed my eyes.

	Presences approaching from afar.

	No hoofbeats audible yet. But the mana waves were clear.

	I opened my eyes.

	"They're coming."

	Celine's body flinched.

	Father placed his hand on his sword hilt. No change in expression.

	From the cargo hold came the quiet sound of knights checking their weapons.

	Small friction of metal on metal.

	"Between 50 and 70. Cavalry."

	"Sufficient."

	Father's answer was brief.

	The wagon didn't slow. It continued forward.

	Now it begins.

	Hoofbeats thundered from all directions.

	Dozens of cavalry surrounded the four wagons.

	"You there, you're surrounded!"

	Clumsy Imperial speech reached us.

	"Drop your weapons and surrender, and we'll spare your lives!"

	Given the wagon we'd seen earlier, hardly believable, but that's what they said.

	"Ehehehe."

	Laughter leaked from among the Kuman cavalry.

	An atmosphere of certainty that no variables existed.

	Well, can't blame them for thinking that.

	If this were a normal situation.

	"Your speech is clumsy. Just use your own language."

	Father spoke. In Kuman.

	Silence spread among the enemy cavalry.

	"Northern speech?"

	Just as northern Imperials called themselves "the North" and everyone else "the South," the Kuman tribe called the entire Empire "the South" and themselves "the North."

	Meaning to them, that wasn't Kuman but "Northern speech."

	But what they called it didn't matter.

	What really mattered was that the only Swordmaster in both the Empire and Kuman territories stood before them.

	The wagon door rattled open, and Father burst out.

	Crimson sword aura blazed forth. Blinding red light.

	One flash.

	Faster than sound.

	Five or six nearby horses' necks were severed simultaneously.

	Blood fountained up, horses collapsed, and cavalry were thrown.

	The Kuman cavalry couldn't process the situation. What happened before their eyes was too fast.

	Then they saw Father's face.

	The first to grasp the situation was the one with the strongest mana.

	In other words, this group's leader.

	"Y-y-you are..."

	He recognized Father's face. Not strange for a northern man.

	Father spoke calmly, blood-stained sword lowered.

	"You're the one who should drop your weapons and surrender. I'll spare your lives."

	He returned their exact words.
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	"Wh-what in the world just happened, Captain!"

	One cavalryman who'd been thrown from his horse wailed with his face planted in the dirt.

	The man called Captain couldn't answer quickly.

	In the end, it was another guy beside him who spoke.

	"You idiot, can't you tell just by looking at that man's—no, that person's face! That man is none other than Walther Krustein himself!"

	The shoulders of the cavalrymen who'd been confidently surrounding the carriage just moments ago all shrank in unison.

	"B-but I heard he was dead."

	It seemed that rumor had spread around these parts.

	Well, he had been seriously ill until recently, and it was too soon for the truth of his recovery to have spread.

	"Dead? Did that old hag tell you that?"

	The color drained from the Kuman captain's face.

	"I-I-I-I-I..."

	Whether his tongue was tied or his will broken. Seemed like both.

	"Or were you planning to claim you're not that old hag's subordinate?"

	He's enjoying this.

	But it wouldn't do to just intimidate them too much.

	Fear closes mouths. To open them, something else was needed.

	I interjected.

	"If you provide useful information, I'll reward you with appropriate gold."

	"G-gold?"

	The captain's eyes changed.

	The direction his pupils wavered was the complete opposite of before.

	We couldn't expect proper loyalty from them in the first place.

	They hadn't served under Duke Clara for long—they were just people dragged south to do some pillaging.

	"However, it must be proper information."

	"Th-then... I-I surrender!"

	He knelt. That part was good, but.

	"However, absolutely! I'm not surrendering because of the gold—I've simply always admired Krustein!"

	Not very convincing, but whatever. It didn't matter.

	The reason for loyalty wasn't important.

	It's not like I was going to accept this guy as a subordinate anyway.

	"Good. Then tell me everything you know."

	With gold coming in, his mouth opened smoothly.

	Most of it was rambling. Even for a Kuman raiding party, he was just a grunt. What he knew was limited, and even that limited knowledge wasn't organized.

	Still, here and there, meaningful pieces emerged.

	"A marriage alliance?"

	"Yes. The Second Prince's son and Duke... I mean, Duke Clara's great-granddaughter are to be engaged."

	An engagement.

	It was common in noble society. The problem was.

	"Aren't they both under five years old?"

	Father said.

	I glanced at Celine fidgeting beside me.

	Kids even younger than this one getting engaged.

	"Isn't it common in southern noble society?"

	The Kuman captain tried to show off his knowledge.

	Father snorted.

	"Common, my ass. Even here it's considered foolish. I've heard it happened in the old days, but at least not in the current era."

	Say what you will, Father was also an active noble.

	He knew tens of thousands of times more about noble etiquette than these people.

	"Th-then our lord... no, that old hag must be desperate enough to use such methods."

	That conversion was remarkably fast.

	A few pieces of gold were apparently enough to change someone he'd called "our lord" five minutes ago into "that old hag."

	Meanwhile, my impression was slightly different.

	More than the marriage alliance itself, the timing caught my attention.

	"With a suspicious moon in the sky and mana churning, they're having an engagement... How fortunate they are."

	"A-actually, from what I heard... it's not that the engagement was delayed because of the chaos, but rather the opposite."

	"The opposite?"

	"They're striking quickly by forming an alliance while other forces are fumbling around."

	The words I'd used to persuade Father flashed through my mind.

	Finish quickly while many are confused by rapid change.

	Fear has a short shelf life.

	The same logic was being applied by the enemy.

	And Father asked a question that was very much like him at the end.

	"So where is the old hag?"

	The Kuman captain's mouth stopped dead.

	"I-I-I-that is..."

	The tongue that had been loosened by the smell of gold suddenly stiffened.

	Revealing Duke Clara's location was on a completely different level from revealing raiding routes.

	Even as a grunt, he knew that much.

	"Speak."

	The warmth left Father's voice.

	"If you speak, I'll give you the promised gold. But if you don't."

	He didn't even draw his sword. He just raised his right hand and slowly drew it across his own throat.

	Of course, the choice the Kuman made was obvious.

	**

	There was some doubt.

	Whether some last shred of loyalty might make him lie.

	But when we actually came with the army, it was as expected.

	We arrived in just two days. We hadn't brought the entire army. We'd only brought less than ten thousand elite troops. Speed was necessary.

	Beyond the hills, the enemy's encampment came into view.

	A scene of tents lined up in rows, military banners fluttering in the wind, and smoke rising.

	The raiding party had been there because they were close by.

	But more than that...

	Royalty openly running raiding parties. And on their own country's territory at that.

	Is this country okay?

	I thought about it very briefly.

	Hmm...

	Mm...

	Uh...

	Fuck...

	It wasn't even worth thinking about. Of course it's not okay—that's why it's in this state.

	It was a country destined to collapse even without the world's upheaval.

	What pissed me off even more was the fact that I had a small share in the establishment of that raiding party.

	Yeah, I'm certainly not a very moral person.

	If they're a political enemy's child, I can kill them. I actually have, and I will in the future.

	Of course, I'm also an eleven-year-old kid, so to others it might be six of one, half a dozen of the other.

	Even if it's immoral, if it benefits me, if it can protect people within my boundaries, I'll do it without hesitation.

	But there's a minimum line.

	Don't pillage your own people with your own forces.

	This isn't about conscience—it's common sense.

	Privilege stands on a foundation. Taxes are collected when the people can make a living, and the army runs on those taxes. Destroying this simple structure with your own hands isn't evil—it's stupidity.

	A bitch who committed such foolish acts has no reason to be alive.

	But...

	Can we win?

	"There are many. At least more than we have now."

	Sir Heinrich said.

	"Hmph. They're just a rabble."

	But Father seemed to think differently.

	"Of course Your Excellency is right!"

	Sir Heinrich's recovery was quick, and Father nodded. That was the end of it.

	None of the surrounding knights raised any objections.

	If that man says they're a rabble, then they're a rabble. At least in this place.

	But at least I couldn't think of it so easily.

	I could sense it.

	Vanguard, center, rear guard.

	They were somewhat organized. Not a rabble.

	Of course, compared to us, their individual skills were far inferior. One Krustein knight could handle three of theirs.

	But not all of us were knights either.

	And if we compared the quality of the soldiers who made up the majority... honestly, it felt about even. Not that our side was shabby, but their side was also fairly elite.

	I didn't say it out loud. There was no need to say something that would break morale.

	But I had to think.

	I had to win somehow.

	Against an enemy with greater numbers than us. Against an enemy with a reasonably organized formation.

	As I was lost in thought, someone poked me with their finger.

	"See, it turned out just like Oppa's strategy. We found Clara's army!"

	It was Celine.

	The kid who'd insisted on following all the way here.

	"I told you to guard the main base."

	"What does it matter? Father's here, so this is the safest place. And for your information, I'm stronger than Oppa."

	Well, that might not be wrong.

	Even though my physicals had reset, I felt most keenly that my realm hadn't reset.

	"And actually."

	Her voice suddenly became small.

	"Actually what?"

	"Older Brother is more reliable than Father."

	It was out of the blue.

	"What??!"

	"Because Older Brother is undefeated."

	She said it very quietly.

	I don't know if Father really didn't hear.

	But seeing no reaction from Father's direction, either he heard but pretended not to, or he really didn't hear. It had to be one of the two.

	What mattered was that this kid believed in me with absolute faith.

	Undefeated.

	That word was heavy.

	The record built up by "me" before losing my memories. All I'd inherited now was the result.

	Of course, it's not that I had no memories at all. Vague memories remained.

	But my past self apparently commanded wars while applying knowledge from another world.

	That's why, despite that cute little sister's faith, I couldn't trust my current self.

	Undefeated in every battle.

	Could my current self really?

	I opened the military treatise again.

	The marked section. Not the main text, but the annotations.

	<* In the end, war is divided into reconnaissance, pursuit, and occupation...>

	Up to here was content covered in the main text too.

	But the annotations went further.

	<* At the tactical level, reconnaissance is for obtaining information. Occupation has two meanings: continuously receiving information and eliminating the enemy's pursuit routes.>

	The margin had two underlines. Emphasis on emphasis.

	<* In other words... if you can continuously obtain information regardless of those elements... you're starting with all of reconnaissance and half of occupation.>

	Mana sensitivity.

	The ability to detect the enemy's position, scale, and direction of movement in real time.

	No need for scouts. No chance of ambush. Where the enemy is, how many there are, whether they're moving or stopped.

	<* You're starting with half the war... or to put it more bluntly...

	I read the last line left by my past self.

	<* The moment you gained this ability, let's be real—you're the strongest.>

	It was the confidence my past self had left for my current self.

	I still didn't know if I could trust it.

	But at least one thing was certain.

	My past self wrote this book calculating even for a future self who would lose memories.

	If someone who was the strongest says you're the strongest, verification can be done on the battlefield.
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	The author of that arrogant book—but an author whose arrogance was backed by results—had evaluated me that way.

	And I had been convinced by it.

	But I knew that alone meant nothing.

	Even if you held the strongest sword but didn't know how to wield it, it was just an expensive iron rod.

	<What you see and what you convey are different.>

	Not a footnote, but the main text. Even underlined.

	And he had written down the method to overcome that wall.

	It was very specific.

	Moreover, those memories remained even before I saw the book.

	The kind of memories that didn't disappear. Things I had planned and executed almost entirely on my own, without the help of that girl named Lise.

	Magic communication orbs.

	Communication tools that could transmit short messages. Text-based, not sound.

	They consumed mana, so they couldn't be used recklessly. They were fragile to impact and could break during combat.

	And they were ridiculously expensive.

	Full of limitations.

	Therefore, compromises had to be made.

	Instead of sending complex sentences, I combined numbers and short words.

	A method of calling up pre-determined scenario numbers.

	They only needed to memorize a few expressions.

	"All commander-level knights have communication orbs, right?"

	"Yes."

	That was enough.

	It was time to properly test whether the current me would work or not.

	Theoretically, communication orb transmissions could exchange long sentences and enable very complex control. Like "pursue 1km northeast, then go 2km east."

	But my past self had said in the book:

	<* Don't go that far until you're certain. The price of the orbs aside, the knights won't be able to keep up.>

	There were strong soldiers and experienced knights who were part of a strong army. True extensions of my will who could interpret complex orders well and move according to my commands.

	But not everyone was like that.

	When using people on a large scale, it was right to judge based on the lowest common denominator, not the highest.

	In other words, the communication orb code table my past self had designed was precise and elegant, but useless.

	Actually...

	The fact that my past self had designed it so carefully wasn't meant for immediate use either.

	It was just a blueprint for someday, in the very distant future, commanding an invincible unit with many who had properly mastered it.

	In the current situation, I had no intention of making the knights memorize all the command codes.

	Pursue, retreat, regroup, full retreat.

	I only had them memorize this level of basic command table.

	I did have them learn other command tables for now, but I didn't expect them to memorize them well.

	If I'd had a bit more time, I would have chosen a better method.

	But if I waited just a bit longer... the enemy would prepare that much more. Even if my preparation was a bit lacking, if it was ahead of the enemy's preparation...

	"Now is the time to draw the sword. This is enough."

	I muttered once more as if convincing myself.

	It had to be enough.

	I raised my gaze. Beyond the hills, the enemy's banners fluttered in the wind.

	Following orders, the left wing began to move.

	The enemy's right side wavered.

	Now.

	I inscribed letters on the communication orbs in sequence.

	The sensation of mana draining from my fingertips left a tingling feeling.

	A textbook encirclement and annihilation. The most basic of basics that would appear in any manual, but basics were basics because they worked.

	<* If you can execute the fundamentals perfectly, that is an advanced technique.>

	Those were my own words.

	One communication orb flickered.

	The letters didn't set properly and blurred before barely stabilizing.

	Already degrading at the start of battle.

	The rest were still fine, and that was just a defective product, but the problem was that one was already gone.

	Even though I had designed them with emphasis on durability. Even though I had invested considerable money and earnestly pleaded with the mages.

	For the result to be like this...

	Well, if they weren't this kind of item, communication orb transmissions would have already become mainstream in armies long ago.

	Because they would definitely be useful tools even without a center like me who could see everything.

	Even if there was just a structure where scouts transmitted information to the center, and the center received it and distributed it to various places, more efficient troop command would be possible than now.

	I think I heard there were similar attempts in the old days, but they ultimately failed and didn't become mainstream precisely because of this shoddy durability.

	There was no time to grumble.

	In the end, what mattered was winning the war.

	If this helped even a little, I could make this level of investment ten times over.

	Our forces dug in and the outline of the encirclement took shape.

	Encircle and annihilate. That was the foundation.

	The mana response of the left wing's lead unit was advancing unusually fast.

	Fast was good. But.

	"Unit 13... went too far."

	They were on pace to break through the enemy main force.

	Either drunk on their achievements, or the lead knight had an impatient personality.

	I didn't know the reason, but the result was the same.

	Deep. They were going in too deep.

	I gripped the communication orb. The one already dim. There was no guarantee the order would arrive on time.

	"Unit 13 cease pursuit."

	The inscribed letters flickered once on the orb's surface and disappeared.

	Please.

	Cold sweat ran down my spine. The unpleasant sensation of my shirt sticking to my back.

	And...

	Fortunately, the 13th knight unit stopped pursuing.

	I immediately inscribed the next order.

	<Unit 13 retreat, regroup with Unit 7>

	The unit moved according to my command.

	And from now on, they would move as one unit.

	Of course, just because one problem was solved didn't make command easy.

	The battlefield constantly changed, and orders had to be constantly given.

	Move Units 3 and 15 to encircle and annihilate...

	Orb 6 is about to break. Regroup with 11...

	"Haah... haah..."

	Even though I wasn't directly swinging a sword, it felt like all the strength was draining from my body.

	I put strength in my legs and endured. If I collapsed, it would look like the commander had fallen.

	That wouldn't do.

	I inscribed letters on the communication orb again.

	Units 3 and 15 attack.

	The left end of the enemy formation collapsed inward as if folding.

	Not the front but the flank. The side without shields. An angle the formation couldn't protect.

	The enemy tried to hastily turn their formation, but it was too late.

	Before they could turn, Unit 5 bit into them from the opposite side.

	It was an order I had sent 30 minutes ago.

	Even when the same moves clashed, the result was one-sided.

	The reason was simple. Our forces always fought from advantageous angles, and the enemy was hit from disadvantageous angles every time.

	Enemies easily encircled and annihilated. Our forces not yet encircled.

	On top of that, our individual skills were also superior.

	One commander-level mana response from the enemy disappeared.

	Soon after, another one.

	A unit that lost its commander reverted to a rabble.

	In a fight between similar forces, if only one side had a map, this was the result.

	My hands trembled.

	Not from physical exhaustion. Nor from tension releasing.

	It worked.

	For the first time since losing my memories, my command had been effective.

	It was done by the current me, not my past self.

	Of course, I had received help from the military treatise and used the communication orb system my past self had conceived.

	But either way, it worked.

	I had made the judgments. The timing, direction, and deployment order too.

	The left wing was pretty much settled at this level.

	"Phew..."

	One burden was lifted.

	Of course, the war wasn't over yet. If winning depended only on me doing well, the phrase "tragic genius commander" wouldn't exist in this world. War was ultimately cooperative play.

	Now I had to look at the entire battlefield.

	The moment I expanded my senses, my head throbbed. Watching just the left wing versus watching the entire battlefield were dimensions apart.

	The center.

	Father's main force was pushing forward.

	But the enemy wasn't stupid either. When pushed back, they retreated, and while retreating, they maintained formation, and when formation was maintained, they held firm again.

	The right wing commanded by Sir Karl was worse.

	Part of the enemy cavalry was stabbing at the right wing's flank.

	In individual engagements, Krustein knights won.

	But the enemy cleverly utilized their greater numbers, and ultimately Sir Karl's strategy was defensive rather than offensive.

	Should I redirect left wing forces to support the right wing?

	Calculations spun rapidly in my head. The distance from left wing to right wing. Time needed for redeployment. What the enemy could do in the meantime.

	Too slow. Far too slow.

	At this rate, even if we won, it would take time.

	Then, something changed in the center.

	"Hehehehe."

	At my sudden laughter, the adjutant beside me asked.

	"What is it, Little Duke?"

	"Father finally moved."

	"Ah! Finally!"

	Father, whose movements had been subtle until now, moved in earnest.

	He had been waiting for the enemy to tire.

	The wave of mana that burst from the center shook the entire battlefield.

	The enemy center wavered. It wasn't just wavering. It was disintegration.

	The formation tore open as if ripping apart, and not retreat but flight began.

	Of course, that alone wouldn't make the enemy camp collapse immediately.

	Something greater was needed to completely crush them.

	I looked around at my units. The units that had been divided into about 20 had been reduced to 5.

	Not because our forces were annihilated.

	Rather, it was the enemy knights and cavalry who had suffered near-total losses. It was the result of merging units as the communication orbs' durability wore out.

	Five remaining communication orbs. Still alive.

	This was enough.

	Retreat. Regroup.

	I inscribed the same letters on all five communication orbs.

	One. Response.

	Two. Response.

	Three. Response.

	Four. Response.

	The fifth was half-broken and precarious...

	"Crack!"

	It finally broke completely.

	But what mattered was that they moved too.

	I didn't know if the message got through.

	They might have pulled out on their own judgment. But the important point was that they moved.

	The scattered allied units began gathering as one.

	It wasn't a retreat.

	It was consolidation.

	A concentration to pour all forces into the wavering enemy center.
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	"Everyone has arrived."

	The first knight captain saluted. The bloodstains on his armor hadn't dried yet.

	"Well done. Most of the enemy has been annihilated—it's thanks to you! Rest until the next order comes! Don't worry about appearances, feel free to lie down and rest! You and your men have earned it! However... you won't be resting for very long, so prepare yourselves!"

	"Yes, sir!"

	"My unit has also arrived."

	The second.

	The third.

	The fourth.

	He confirmed each was safe and commended them.

	After confirming the arrival of the last knight unit and commending them, he got to the main point.

	"Prepare yourselves. We charge toward the enemy's main camp."

	Naturally, saying this, he expected some objection.

	But...

	"Understood!"

	Hm?

	That's it?

	There were no questions.

	Why charge? Is now the right time? Are there no other options?

	Nothing like that.

	"Any additional questions?"

	"None."

	The knight captain standing closest answered.

	The knight beside him was the same.

	He had planned to reluctantly leak information if they asked questions.

	That Father was advancing from the center. That now was the optimal timing to strike the enemy's flank. He had intended to naturally share those two things.

	But since they weren't asking, he couldn't give it.

	Was it because of the heir's authority?

	No.

	It wasn't just that.

	Undefeated.

	The record built up by me before I lost my memories.

	All that remained for the current me was that result.

	They would charge if I told them to charge, retreat if I told them to retreat. Because it was an order from a commander who had never lost once.

	If I lost even once, that attitude would change.

	That's why it sent chills down my spine instead.

	One defeat was enough to turn trust into doubt.

	Questions would arise, hesitation would follow, and when hesitation accumulated, orders would no longer be obeyed.

	A weight pressing down on the center of my chest.

	Because my past self was undefeated, my current self had to be undefeated too.

	Well, that day might come eventually.

	But...

	At least I was certain that day wasn't today.

	Can't be helped.

	It's a bit inelegant, but I'll just say it directly.

	"Father is advancing from the center! We'll take advantage of the opening to ravage the enemy's flank!"

	A brief silence.

	Then the sound of fists pounding armor rang out in unison.

	"Yes, sir!"

	Knights and horses stopped resting.

	Dust rose as the formation began to move.

	**

	A short distance away.

	Duke Clara was grinding her teeth.

	"A demon! A demon has appeared! They say the Knight Slayer himself has appeared!"

	A long sigh characteristic of the elderly leaked out.

	"When I saw the banner, I had my suspicions... but to think he was alive."

	The silver dragon banner.

	When she heard from her subordinate that they'd confirmed it, the old princess had judged the banner's owner to be the son, not the father.

	Adrian Von Krustein.

	Only eleven years old.

	But the boy she'd seen in person was definitely a monster.

	Even if she hadn't seen him herself, rumors that the dragon's son was a dragon had spread throughout the south and even to her subordinates.

	The child not yet fifteen had secured his succession in the blink of an eye, and Ernst, who had been competing with him, had self-destructed by claiming he wasn't Walther's biological son.

	But even so...

	"If it were the son as my opponent, it would have been manageable..."

	The reason was simple. No matter how brilliant, he was young. Too young.

	If you killed an adult dragon, you just had to wring the neck of the remaining young dragon before it became an adult.

	But if Walther was alive, the story was different.

	The plan was already ruined.

	Where exactly did the plan go wrong?

	She had used dragonsbane poison, the kind that would bankrupt a family just to obtain, and that man had actually fallen.

	But he came back to life?

	Why?

	Catching a living, rampaging Swordmaster wasn't in the plan. Especially if that Swordmaster was Walther Von Krustein.

	Even so, if she desperately searched for hope...

	"He only just got up from his sickbed. If we use our numerical advantage, we can somehow manage. Even a Swordmaster isn't invincible. In fact, several Swordmasters have died over the past ten years!"

	Duke Clara spoke to her subordinate... no, to herself.

	It was closer to an incantation than hope.

	At the end of that incantation, she didn't mention the fact that they had "died at the hands of Walther Von Krustein."

	"You're right."

	"If that man were invincible, would he have fallen to poison?"

	"He must be overexerting himself."

	There were those who agreed.

	However...

	"I'll kill you, Clara!"

	A lion's roar flew over.

	From far away. No, it didn't seem that far.

	The voice cut through the air and crushed the entire camp.

	The entire camp wavered at a single voice.

	That was the weight of the name Walther Von Krustein.

	The supporters immediately shut their mouths.

	Duke Clara clenched her teeth.

	"All forces, battle formation!"

	The order was quick. But the feet of those receiving the order weren't quick.

	The soldiers moved. But there was no conviction in their movements.

	"Just because the Knight Slayer has come doesn't mean we should be frightened! We still have numerical superiority!"

	Her words were true.

	They had the advantage in numbers.

	But...

	Finally unable to bear it, the chief of staff spoke.

	"You must retreat, Your Highness!"

	"Don't we have more troops! Even if Walther is here!"

	"A report just came in. Our right cavalry was completely annihilated by the enemy's left cavalry. Krustein's son is preparing a full charge."

	"That brat..."

	"Our left wing is locked in a stalemate with the enemy's right wing, but they can't hold out much longer either."

	The old woman's arms trembled.

	"In this situation, if the enemy's left cavalry and the Knight Slayer push into the center simultaneously, it will be difficult to handle."

	Difficult to handle.

	Stripped of euphemisms, it meant even her life was in danger.

	No one objected. There was no basis for objection.

	The old princess ground her teeth.

	She'd had many siblings.

	Most of them had died young. Some died of illness, some of poison, some by the sword.

	Only two survived—her brother who took the throne, and herself.

	Even her brother had died recently, so she was the only one left.

	For someone of Hardenberg royal blood, she'd lived quite long.

	Because she was healthy?

	That was part of it. But it wasn't the core reason.

	Her siblings' lifespans had little to do with natural health.

	There was only one reason she'd lived long.

	Because she knew when to retreat.

	"Damn it... damn it..."

	Her teeth ground. The losses were enormous.

	If she withdrew now, she'd have to abandon most of her forces.

	But Duke Clara chose to retreat.

	"Just that information, just that information and I can form an equal alliance with the Second Prince."

	Even if she bled here, if she could just secure an alliance with the Second Prince, she could turn the tables.

	No matter how strong Walther was, the Empire had more people who bore grudges against him than those who liked him.

	That's what she told herself.

	"All forces retreat! The left wing will serve as the rear guard!"

	This statement was clear. It meant using the left wing as bait to escape somehow.

	Of course, the commander of the left wing, still fighting hard, didn't know about this choice, but for Duke Clara, that was actually fortunate.

	Her subordinates felt the same.

	Someone had to become the sacrifice for the retreat, and the relief that it wasn't them.

	The kind of relief that made them forget, if only briefly, the despair of losing the war.

	But as they were preparing to retreat.

	"North! A large army is coming from the north!"

	The old princess's heart skipped a beat.

	A large army. At this timing. Friend or foe—her life hung between those two words.

	And...

	"A large army? Could it be His Highness the Second Prince's?"

	Naturally, she thought it was friendly forces.

	If Adrian before losing his memories had seen this, he would have called it "wishful thinking."

	"His Highness the Second Prince?"

	"Y-yes!"

	There had been no prior arrangement.

	If she'd known she would engage Krustein's army in this region, she would have either prepared better, called for reinforcements, or taken a detour instead.

	But in a situation where everyone was going collectively insane, that one statement was enough to spread her mistaken perception to those around her.

	"W-was that it!"

	"What a relief."

	The staff officers responded.

	Color returned to faces that had been deathly pale just moments ago, and strength returned to voices that had been lifeless.

	"As expected of His Highness the Second Prince!"

	"He's an extraordinary man!"

	When you're at death's door and see a handle, instinct makes you want to grab it.

	You don't question whether that handle is real or fake.

	Collective madness in a situation with neither composure nor logic.

	"That's it! That's it! All forces, charge!"

	The cry hung in the air.

	No one responded.

	The subordinates just stared at the distant army with blank eyes.

	"Th-th-the banner..."

	"Banner?"

	She could see the army approaching from afar. But a banner?

	Her eyes had both glaucoma and cataracts.

	There was no way she could see a distant banner.

	But there was something she could read.

	The complexions of her surrounding subordinates.

	Actually, even that wasn't clear, but she could distinguish rotting expressions.

	No. She didn't even need to distinguish them.

	The atmosphere had changed.

	"The banner! The banner must be a red dragon!"

	"That's..."

	"That's what!"

	"It's a white dragon banner."

	Duke Clara's fingertips turned white.

	White dragon.

	The slower of the two units Krustein had divided.

	It had arrived.

	And naturally, that unit wasn't on her side.
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	I felt our forces arriving.

	"They're here."

	It goes without saying, but the forces Duke Krustein could mobilize were superior to Duke Clara's in both quality and quantity.

	Yet the reason we fought first with a smaller force was because each unit's arrival speed differed.

	Cavalry and infantry. Light and heavy armor.

	An army's mobility was just like a signal system.

	Just as a signal system must be designed for the dumbest soldier, mobility also moves at the pace of the slowest unit.

	That's why the larger a force becomes, the slower it gets.

	In this situation, the strategy we chose was as follows:

	Divide.

	According to classical military doctrine, this kind of force division was a choice that should never be made.

	This was a maxim written repeatedly not only in the military treatise I left behind, but in most military texts.

	<Dividing forces for deployment is a shortcut to defeat. Throughout history, there are extremely few cases of victory while violating this principle, and even those few stood upon unreproducible conditions.>

	That's correct. Textbook-wise.

	But this decision didn't come from my head.

	It was Father's insistence.

	"It's fine."

	That one sentence. That was all.

	No reasoning, no explanation.

	Yet the soldiers and knights followed without doubt.

	Whatever the military treatise said, the man before their eyes had won more wars than the author of that treatise.

	His career wasn't completely undefeated like mine, but he had ten times more victories, and at least since reaching his current level, he was undefeated.

	Except for that one loss by poisoning.

	Meanwhile, the knight order I had assembled—numbering in the hundreds—was charging in a single formation.

	That a charge by a sufficiently trained, sufficiently skilled knight order mounted on sufficiently good horses was essentially an invincible tactic.

	That was common knowledge.

	The military treatise I left in my past life described it relatively matter-of-factly.

	<At least in this world, a charge by multiple knights who have reached mastery is close to invincible.>

	That was fairly understated.

	The problem was military treatises written by others in this world. They weren't understated. They were explicit.

	<There has not been a single recorded case since the Empire's founding of infantry alone stopping a mass charge by a group of knights who have reached mastery.>

	<When charging, the combat value of one well-armed knight equals 1,000 ordinary soldiers, and this is a figure based on actual combat statistics, not theory.>

	<It absolutely cannot be stopped. Countless battles prove this.>

	Of course, whether those military treatises were truly based on empirical evidence, or whether they copied and referenced each other, was something that needed examination, but in any case, the fact that they were invincible—or close to it—was clear.

	The force that could stop knights was knights.

	But what if the knights on one flank were already dead or fleeing?

	The central army was defenseless against the charge.

	The knight order surged forward.

	The target was a group containing intense mana.

	Similar density, similar heat. But their movement was different.

	Slow.

	Mana burning but body sluggish? There was only one answer. Combat mages.

	Magic.

	This was a definite, very definite asymmetric force.

	A knight beheading two wolves with one sword strike, or skewering three soldiers with one spear thrust—that wasn't the realm of technique.

	It was the realm of mastery.

	But mages frequently used attacks far more widespread and area-based than that.

	This was practical technique that worked in real combat, not just mastery.

	Therefore, if used properly, if it hit properly, their influence on the battlefield far exceeded that of knights.

	The problem was the premise of "if it hits properly."

	Their reaction speed was dismal.

	There was almost no response to the sudden flank charge.

	Perhaps they were already exhausted.

	The total amount of mana I sensed had subtly decreased. It was like a half-emptied vessel rather than a full one.

	The earlier line battle.

	It was highly likely that had been bait to drain those mages' mana.

	Had Father been drawing this picture from the start?

	My thoughts went that far.

	The vanguard of the knight order collided with the mage group.

	Several mages were trampled under hooves before completing their spells.

	It was one-sided.

	At the same time, heavy pressure pushing from the enemy's rear.

	Needless to say, it was our reinforcements.

	Slow but heavy and solid. That army had finally reached the battlefield.

	The retreat route of the fleeing enemies was blocked.

	A battle that had been pushing with quality had somehow changed into a situation pressing the enemy with both quality and quantity.

	"A complete victory."

	I arrived after the charge had already ended.

	Father and his direct knight order. Even the knights I had commanded. All had blood-soaked spears and swords.

	At least ten people.

	At most, over a hundred people's blood stained those blades.

	Without even dismounting, Father turned his head.

	"I don't see Clara."

	"She retreated early."

	"I see."

	Father spoke matter-of-factly.

	"But... where she'll go is in my grasp."

	Father's gaze turned to me.

	"Guide us."

	It was brief.

	But that was enough.

	**

	"Damn... damn... damn..."

	Duke Clara was fleeing.

	Her horse's breathing had been labored for quite some time.

	One of the escort knights riding beside her fell from his horse, but there was no time to stop.

	She had already separated from her eldest son, Levan.

	It would have been different if she had a magic communication device.

	She had one. Past tense was the problem.

	The crystal cracked on the thirteenth communication, and completely shattered on the fourteenth.

	It was originally a short-lived item.

	After a few uses it would crack, and with a bit more use it would turn to powder.

	A glass lump that couldn't justify its expensive price.

	"Your Highness! If we just cross that river, we'll be fine!"

	"Will Levan be safe?"

	"The young duke must have already escaped!"

	It was a confident tone.

	A graying old man too old to be called a young duke.

	No one knew whether that young duke had actually escaped.

	Honestly speaking, it was more likely he hadn't.

	But the staff officer didn't say such things.

	There was no reason to.

	Saying "The young duke may not have escaped" here wouldn't change reality. And Duke Clara, cruel though she was, wasn't petty enough for that.

	Right. The bridge. We need to cross the bridge.

	If we just get there. If we just get there.

	An arched stone bridge. Old but solid.

	If we just cross that.

	The vanguard of the procession slowed down.

	Not slowed—stopped.

	Knights stood on the bridge.

	Krustein armor.

	"A detour! It doesn't have to be the bridge! Where's the water shallow?"

	"There isn't any! Both banks are cliffs and the water is deep! This bridge is the only crossing point!"

	She looked back.

	Dust from the pursuit force was rising. The distance was rapidly closing.

	The front was blocked, and the rear was pursuing.

	Clang!

	A metallic sound rang out.

	Someone had laid down their weapon.

	Once one person starts, it can't be stopped.

	A second metallic sound. A third. A fourth.

	Swords and spears fell to the ground in succession.

	Of Duke Clara's thirty-two escort knights, twenty-eight knelt.

	The remaining four turned their horses and leaped into the river.

	The weight of their armor dragged them down.

	They were swept away.

	They never came back up.

	The staff officer knelt and held out his sword hilt forward.

	It was the etiquette of surrender.

	Eventually Duke Clara also dismounted.

	She was a woman who had lived long.

	And now, those long-lived knees touched the dirt.

	Hoofbeats echoed.

	The pursuit force had arrived.

	One horse at the front stopped, and its rider dismounted.

	Walther Von Krustein.

	Still in his blood-stained armor. Walking over without even cleaning his sword.

	"How unfortunate this has become, Your Highness."

	Walther spoke mockingly.

	He wasn't a man who enjoyed humor.

	But this situation...

	This situation where he held the power of life and death over the political enemy who had tried to kill him—no, had nearly killed him—seemed quite enjoyable.

	Duke Clara looked up at that face while kneeling.

	Her eyes weren't good enough to see his expression. The voice alone was sufficient.

	That the man was smiling.

	Should she appeal to old affection?

	She had played a part in making the man before her a duke.

	Though it was her nephew who signed the decree granting the Krustein family the ducal title, it was she who urged him to submit that decree.

	But that was ultimately just political calculation, not a personal debt.

	Old affection wouldn't work.

	If affection wouldn't work, all that remained was a deal.

	Whether this old body still had anything left to sell. That was the question.

	There was exactly one thing.

	"In the end, you won, Duke Krustein."

	"And the old hag lost. Any last words?"

	"You're too hasty."

	Duke Clara straightened her back.

	Her knees were bent, but she had no intention of bowing her waist.

	It was the kind of thing she couldn't abandon even at the moment of death.

	"What's hasty was the old hag's choice to try to kill me. Speaking of which, I nearly died. Worst crisis of my life."

	"I'd rather speak about changes in the world."

	"Changes in the world?"

	The tone of his voice changed. Very slightly.

	Her eyes weren't good enough to read the change in expression. But her ears were still alive.

	Interest. She had hooked it, even slightly.

	"Do you know that the blue moon in that sky is actually not a moon but a world?"
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	The moon shining in blue light is not a moon but a world.

	That the old woman knew this was an exception.

	Father seemed to be an exception as well.

	"I know that much."

	I could see Duke Clara's back stiffen.

	If you put forward a negotiating card and the other party already knows about it, then it's not a card but waste paper.

	"If, if the Duke spares my life, I can give you even better information."

	Father didn't answer.

	The hand holding the sword moved very slowly.

	The blood on the blade tip was drying and turning brown.

	"That won't do."

	She nodded as if she had expected this.

	"At least spare my blood relatives..."

	Father looked at me.

	"You handle it from here."

	I was slightly surprised.

	Surprised, but I soon understood.

	To this man, Duke Clara was a target to kill, not to negotiate with.

	When emotions get mixed in, deals fall apart.

	That's why he passed it to the side without emotions.

	It was rational. It was also a very father-like judgment.

	"Understood."

	I walked forward.

	Duke Clara's gaze shifted from Father to me.

	The corners of the old princess's mouth twitched.

	Contempt or mockery. Probably both.

	The fact that she had to beg for her life from a child must have been unbearable.

	It didn't matter.

	I stood before her.

	An old woman who looked to be eighty was kneeling, and a young boy was looking down at her.

	It was a strange picture.

	Even the fact that I was one of the two was strange.

	But fortunately, in this situation, the one with the upper hand was not the old her but the young me.

	"I'll state the conditions."

	Despite having surrendered, her tone was still that of royalty.

	"Guarantee the lives of me and my sons. In return, I'll hand over all the information I have."

	Sons.

	I weighed it internally.

	That old woman's life was non-negotiable.

	She had been involved in Father's poisoning and had tried to kill me as well.

	Sparing such a person would not be negotiation but submission.

	That was something I could not concede.

	But at the same time, one thought crossed my mind.

	Old.

	Disgustingly so.

	Eyes that had lost their original light. A jaw missing teeth. A wrinkled neck.

	How much time could be left in that body?

	Ten years? Five years?

	Or...

	It could be even less.

	A body that had lived long. But a human body, not an elf's. In other words, a body where the end of that long-lived time was visible.

	That old woman must know her life doesn't have much left.

	Then what she truly wants to protect isn't herself but...

	The lives of her children and grandchildren.

	"I can't state all conditions from the start. However, if the information you tell me next has value, it might be possible up to the grandchildren's generation."

	Sons were excluded.

	She herself was excluded.

	It meant only the grandchildren would be spared.

	"Speak quickly. If Father suddenly changes his mind and crushes the Duke's head right here... I can't stop it. No... there's no one in this world who can stop it."

	Of course, this was nothing but a bluff.

	Nothing more, nothing less than something to make that old woman anxious.

	The problem was that even I, who was spouting this bluff, thought the possibility of it becoming reality wasn't zero.

	A man who could crush that old, shabby head right now was standing there.

	He was holding a sword, but even that wasn't necessary.

	Just one punch. With that one punch, she would cross to the afterlife, and the negotiation would vanish.

	"There was a communication attempt from that blue moon."

	My heart beat one beat faster.

	I already knew it was a world, not a moon. But communication?

	They attempted contact first from that side?

	I managed my expression. I didn't blink an eye.

	I nodded very slowly as if I already knew.

	"Continue."

	"I don't know the circumstances, but it's certain that there's a civilization in that world as well. What is the value of this information? Speak on the honor of your clan."

	Honor.

	In truth, our family's history was so short that there wasn't really any honor to protect.

	Still.

	From now on, it would be something to protect.

	"It's worth enough to spare your grandsons and granddaughters."

	"I see. So I'm excluded..."

	"Your life is not my jurisdiction. It's Father's."

	Duke Clara's expression didn't change. As if it was the expected answer.

	That non-reaction itself was an answer. She had already resigned herself to her own death.

	A human who has resigned themselves to death doesn't move at the threat of life.

	What moves them is something else.

	Fear for what will be left behind.

	I changed my tone. Slightly softer.

	"Well, depending on the quality of information, we might spare up to your sons."

	I emphasized "might." Not certainty but possibility. That was the bait.

	Duke Clara's fingers twitched slightly.

	"However, if you lie, I can't guarantee even your grandchildren's lives. As a ducal family, we should consider the dignity of our house, but there's no need to maintain that dignity for a liar. Tell me what you know about that moon. What was the content of the communication?"

	Duke Clara's mouth stopped.

	It wasn't a long silence.

	"I don't know."

	It was an admission.

	"That regular information messages came from the moon. And that there's a mage decoding those messages—that's all I know."

	"What about other things?"

	The old princess spilled everything.

	The military deployment of allied forces. Internal conflicts among allied forces. Supply line waypoints and even the names of the knights guarding those waypoints.

	It was in organized order.

	Not rambling. Should I say it was befitting of royalty? For someone facing death, her tongue didn't get twisted.

	Occasionally there was coughing mixed in, and once or twice her breathing seemed to stop as if it would cease.

	But each time, she regulated her breathing herself and continued to the next sentence.

	It took less than an hour.

	After all the statements ended, a brief silence flowed.

	I scanned the notes in my hand.

	The amount wasn't small. I'd have to verify the truth, but at least I didn't feel any intent to lie.

	The old royal who had tried to trade information and life based on honor had, in the end, kept her honor.

	Of course, I was extremely skeptical about just how much the honor of a royal who plundered her own nation's people was worth.

	Even so, I would keep this promise.

	Above all...

	I hadn't conceded anything, had I?

	A commotion came from one side.

	The sound of armor clashing. Rough breathing. And.

	"Mother!"

	It was a middle-aged man being dragged over. His hair was mixed with white.

	Two knights were holding both his arms, and one shoulder plate of his armor had fallen off. There were wounds, but they didn't seem life-threatening.

	Duke Clara turned her head.

	Mother and son's gazes met.

	"Levan..."

	She looked at her son who faced the same fate as herself, then finally bowed her head deeply.

	"I hope you keep your promise."

	"I will keep it."

	I sent my gaze to Father.

	"This seems to be enough for a deal."

	Instead of answering, Father stood up.

	He stood before Duke Clara. Looked down.

	Duke Clara looked up. She looked up, but with those cloudy eyes, it was impossible to know how much she could see.

	Probably just an outline.

	"As promised, as promised, at least spare my grandson's life."

	Her voice cracked. It must have been from speaking for over an hour.

	"Please."

	Finally, Father opened his mouth.

	"Foolish old woman. I can't help but say this."

	"Su-surely you're not thinking of breaking your promise?"

	"No. It's not on that level. Not killing from your grandchildren's generation onward—that elf old man already arranged it."

	Silence.

	Only the sound of wind could be heard.

	"Wh-what do you mean?"

	"Sylvester. That old man negotiated, I'm saying. You foolish old woman. I had a hard time holding back my laughter. It was the hardest moment since I wandered on the brink of death from the poison you sent. But now I can't help but laugh—bwahahahahaha!"

	A cheerful laugh.

	Duke Clara's cloudy eyes opened wide.

	The deal she had squeezed out risking her life. The promise she had barely obtained in exchange for information.

	It had been decided from the beginning.

	Before she opened her mouth.

	Before she knelt.

	Everything she had spilled staking her honor.

	The promise received in exchange for all that was something that would have been given for free from the start.

	Something that was neither protest nor lament died between her lips.

	Father's sword moved once.

	There was no sound.

	More precisely, there was no gap for sound. It was too fast.

	Duke Clara's body slowly tilted forward.

	Since she was kneeling, the distance to fall was also short.

	Thud—a dull sound.

	It was the sound of her head touching the earth.

	That was the end.

	Levan screamed.

	I don't remember exactly whether he cried "Mother" or something else.

	Knights blocked him, and the sound scattered against their armor.

	Father's sword also cut that man's neck.

	Death is always futile.

	A human who had been negotiating, exchanging information, and discussing honor until an hour ago lay face down on the earth with their neck severed.

	There was no time to be sentimental.

	"Waaaaaaah!"

	A roar erupted.

	The enemy's leader. And that leader's successor.

	Both beheaded in a single battle.

	The sound of pounding armor. The sound of spear shafts striking the ground. Someone's shout. Someone's cry.

	Mixed together, they became one roar.

	Cheers have a strange power.

	A kind of pressure that resonates in the chest.

	I knew in my head. That the war wasn't over yet.

	That Duke Clara was dead but her alliance was still alive.

	Even knowing this, such cheers make humans excited.

	It wasn't just stupid people. Of course, I don't think I'm very smart, but even a very smart person would have been the same.

	If there's someone who can maintain composure before that sound, they're not smart but broken.

	I looked toward Father.

	"You heard the old man's words! We head for the capital!"

	Once again, cheers spread.
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	The army marched south.

	They said the numbers reached thirty thousand, but truthfully, no one knew exactly how many there were.

	The march was slow.

	First, there were simply too many. Though that wasn't the only reason.

	The roads were poor. Imperial roads were always like that, but they got worse the further south we went.

	Wheels got stuck in ruts, horses stumbled in the mud.

	Still, we didn't stop.

	News of Father's recovery had gradually spread to the vicinity of the capital.

	Meanwhile, rumors about me were also circulating in their own way.

	With a bit of exaggeration.

	I handed over the report.

	"When Walther Von Krstein fell to Dragonsbane Poison, his young son Adrian Von Krustein marched south alone. He broke through multiple battles to rescue his father and even obtained medicine to cure the Dragonsbane Poison. Afterward, with an outstanding charge, he annihilated Duke Clara's army and personally took her head."

	I read to the last line and closed the report.

	"That's quite exaggerated."

	A mutter escaped me.

	It wasn't wrong. It was roughly accurate.

	But when context is removed, even facts become myths.

	It was true I marched south. It was true I broke through battles.

	However, this report spoke as if I were some mythical hero.

	But that's how rumors work.

	Simple hero tales spread faster than complex truths.

	The story of a young child rescuing his father and beheading an enemy would have been perfect drinking table fodder, regardless of its veracity.

	Exaggerated rumors weren't entirely bad.

	But... someone objected.

	"What's exaggerated? Nothing's exaggerated at all."

	It was Celine.

	"You overestimate me because I saved your life."

	"Ah, here we go again."

	"What do you mean 'here we go again'?"

	"Older brother, you underestimate yourself way too much, both then and now. Lise was completely right."

	Both then and now.

	Lise was completely right.

	Those two phrases caught my attention.

	Did I do this back then too?

	Did I act like this even before I lost my memory? Even in front of her?

	"When did she say that?"

	"Often. She talked about you a lot, you know."

	That again...

	"For example?"

	"Well. She said you were way smarter than her. That she just did what you told her to do."

	Really?

	She said it as if it were obvious, but it wasn't obvious to me.

	I opened the military treatise again.

	The handwriting in the annotations. The confident tone. The structure designed with calculations that even accounted for a future self who would lose his memory.

	<Let's be honest, you're the strongest.>

	A person who could write such a sentence underestimated himself?

	With what mouth, exactly.

	"That's quite the exaggeration."

	A soliloquy escaped me without realizing it.

	Words directed at my past self.

	"Right, older brother exaggerates a lot."

	As we munched on tangerines and nuts, having trivial conversation inside the carriage, it happened.

	"Oh!"

	Something changed at the edge of my senses.

	Far away. Southwest. Small-scale mana response.

	The numbers were few. Between ten and fifteen.

	Scout unit size.

	It was almost touching our vanguard's mana response. Distance just before contact.

	It would still take time for a report to reach the main force.

	But I had already read it.

	Numbers. Deployment. Retreat route.

	I could see it all. No, I could feel it.

	The enemy scouts were dispersed behind the hills, and our vanguard was advancing straight ahead, unaware.

	Not a large-scale battle.

	A skirmish between scout units.

	Not worth moving the main force.

	Going myself would be faster.

	I rested my arm on the carriage window frame and looked outside.

	The wind was dry. Smell of dust. Smell of horses. Smell of iron.

	The smell of battlefields was similar everywhere.

	Of course, rather than actually smelling something far away... it was just my imagination. That's what it must be.

	"Celine."

	"Yeah?"

	"It's not that big a deal."

	"Uh-huh."

	"There are enemies nearby. Well, it's just warm-up level. Want to come?"

	I didn't need to wait for an answer.

	She was already stretching from her seated position.

	"Sure!"

	One word, done. She didn't even ask why.

	If older brother says go, we go. That girl's behavioral principle was that simple.

	I got out of the carriage.

	I gestured to the escort knight.

	"Pick twenty."

	The escort knight nodded and immediately selected personnel.

	This would be more than enough.

	Celine muttered while loosening her arms beside me.

	"You said it was just warm-up?"

	"Yeah."

	"But you're taking twenty people?"

	"It's insurance."

	"You're quite timid."

	"I'm not timid, I'm cautious."

	"Isn't that the same thing?"

	No rebuttal came to mind, so I just mounted my horse.

	I heard Celine giggling behind me.

	**

	I spurred the horse.

	It seemed they had spotted our vanguard and started retreating.

	The problem was the retreat route.

	Between hills. One narrow path. That was all.

	If the terrain was on our side, there was no need to overthink it.

	"Secure the narrow pass ahead. Quickly."

	"Yes, sir!"

	Three horses shot forward, raising dust.

	The remaining knights and Celine followed me around the flank.

	While climbing the hillside, Celine came into view.

	Her smaller body bounced on the horse. Her legs were too short for the saddle. One hand gripped the reins, the other clutched the mane.

	An unstable posture.

	But her eyes were completely different. Her pupils had narrowed vertically. Like a cat chasing prey.

	"Older brother, three are trying to escape on the left."

	Faster than my sensing.

	I checked. Behind the left hill, three mana responses breaking away from the main group. Direction: southwest. The texture of their mana was different from the cavalry. Not rough and blunt.

	"You're fast."

	"Just average."

	Feline Tribe senses. Not reading mana, but catching the movement itself—a separate radar.

	Useful. No, more than just useful.

	"Changing route. To the left."

	I turned the reins.

	Coming around the hill, the battlefield came into full view.

	Though it was embarrassingly small to call a battlefield.

	Three knights stood like a wall at the narrow pass.

	The moment the enemy cavalry realized their retreat was blocked and turned their horses, we appeared from the flank.

	Blocked in front, attacked from the side.

	One of them raised a spear.

	More desperation than attack.

	An allied knight swung his sword once.

	Thunk.

	The spear shaft was cut in the middle. The severed wooden piece tumbled through the air and fell, and the impact traveled up his arm, causing the cavalryman's upper body to jerk backward.

	He lost balance. He slid off the saddle and fell.

	Thud.

	A fall with the weight of armor added.

	If he'd been a proper soldier, he would have read the difference in skill and never attacked in the first place.

	Because he couldn't read the difference in skill, he attacked, and because he attacked, he ended up like this.

	The one in front tried to raise his spear but stopped.

	The guy next to him had lowered his spear first. The sound of metal hitting dirt.

	When one drops it, it spreads.

	The strength left the hands that were trying to lift. The spear shaft slid down.

	Second. Third. The sound of metal hitting dirt continued in succession.

	There was no real resistance.

	Three tried to flee—two were caught by the knights, and the remaining one—

	"Got him!"

	The little one who descended the hillside like a cat grabbed the nape of an adult man on horseback.

	It was Celine.

	Small build?

	The difference between an ordinary Sword User and an Expert.

	Her small build wasn't a problem at all.

	There was no hesitation in the motion of pulling him down. Even with the armor's weight, he must have weighed four times her body weight, yet she didn't even flinch.

	Thud.

	The man was slammed into the dirt. A groan from inside the armor leaked out, then stopped at some point.

	He's dead...

	Celine stood over him, pressing down on his nape, tilting her head.

	She looked puzzled, as if wondering why the mouse she caught wasn't moving.

	"Why are they so weak?"

	"You've gotten too strong since the mana thickened. Even more than when you were bigger."

	"But shouldn't he have gotten stronger too?"

	"A Sword User and a Sword Expert aren't the same."

	"Hmm, so Sword Users die more easily than I thought..."

	Quite a brutal conversation for young children.

	The cavalry who had dropped their weapons were staring blankly at what had just happened.

	Well, I understand. An eight-year-old girl's body had subdued a fully armed cavalryman with one hand.

	But even our knights just staring at that was too much.

	"What are you looking at? Tie them up quickly."

	When Celine snapped curtly, the knights scrambled into action.

	"Yes, Young Lady!"

	From contact to suppression. In an instant.

	No casualties on our side. Enemy deaths: one guy whose neck broke while fleeing.

	A flawlessly clean victory.

	There were no additional forces.

	Instead, something else caught my attention.

	Mana patterns.

	Most of the prisoners were similar.

	Including the dead one, exactly cavalry-level mana. Solid, rough, blunt type.

	Like nails forged from iron. Clear purpose, nothing complicated.

	Three were different.

	Among the kneeling prisoners in a row, there were three wearing robes instead of armor.

	I'd felt it when pulling them off their horses earlier, but their posture in the saddle had been clumsy.

	Not cavalry, more like they'd been given a ride.

	Mages.

	That alone made them stand out, but what was truly interesting was the quality of their mana.

	Combat mages' mana is sharp like a blade. Flow specialized for attack. High density, clear direction, rough.

	Theirs wasn't like that.

	Slow, precise, delicate. A texture like weaving thread strand by strand.

	More scholars than mages.

	Research personnel patterns.

	It's natural for combat mages to be mixed into scout units. But scholars?

	What reason would there be to attach three scholars to a unit doing reconnaissance?

	Three of them, no less.

	To research what?

	Where?

	"Interrogate these ones separately."

	The knight nodded and pulled the three aside.
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	"Separating the prisoners. As expected of the Little Duke."

	The knight grinned, revealing yellowed teeth.

	Jab.

	Originally, the man had been missing one hand.

	That's why he'd been pulled from the front lines and given his current position.

	But after that day—the day two silver dragons flew through the sky—

	It wasn't just those inside the room who received the blessing. The healing touch spread throughout the entire castle, and as a result, he too now had both hands intact.

	He could have returned to being a combat knight, but he didn't seem interested.

	Well, skilled knights were a dime a dozen, but there was no torturer quite like Jab.

	"If you mix knight-born and mage-born prisoners together, the knights tend to keep their mouths shut."

	"Why?"

	Celine interjected.

	"I'm a knight myself, but knights are real headaches. They won't open their mouths even if it kills them, not in front of their comrades."

	"Speaking from experience."

	"Hehe. That's right. Compared to them, mages are..."

	Jab's gaze turned toward the corner of the tent.

	There was no need to hear the rest.

	They were already terrified.

	Their eyes were fixed on Celine, who stood blocking the entrance.

	A small girl guarding the exit—it would have been a comical sight.

	Under normal circumstances.

	The problem was that these mages had witnessed that scene earlier.

	"They say Krustein inherited demon blood. Even a child like that—"

	The oldest-looking of the three muttered.

	Jab's expression soured.

	"What safe place lets you run your mouth like that?"

	His sword slid from its sheath, the tip stopping in front of the muttering man's forehead.

	No—it didn't stop completely.

	The skin split ever so slightly, and a single drop of blood formed on the blade's tip.

	"Hiiik!"

	Blood trickled down over his eyeball.

	The amount itself was trivial—like a paper cut.

	But the fact that steel had just split his skin right before his eyes—that sensation was a terror separate from pain.

	"If you don't want to die, show proper respect to the Young Master and Young Lady."

	The shoulders of the other two hunched simultaneously.

	That was enough. They were ready to talk.

	"Your affiliation?"

	I decided to start with an easy question.

	If you throw heavy ones first, mouths close. You have to open them with light ones to build momentum.

	The three reacted differently.

	The one with dried blood on his forehead was unfocused.

	The terror left by Jab's blade still seemed to occupy his mind.

	The one seated in the middle was clenching his teeth.

	I could see the tension in his jaw.

	And the leftmost one—the youngest.

	He was older than me, but still young.

	"We serve the 1st Imperial Princess's faction."

	The middle one turned his head to glare at the young one.

	Too late.

	Once one person opens their mouth, the rest follow.

	"But why were you suddenly out scouting with cavalry?"

	Having a mage on a scouting party was abnormal in itself.

	Combat mages maybe, but there was no reason for scholars to be bouncing around on horseback mixed in with cavalry.

	Once opened, mouths are hard to close.

	The youngest spoke first again.

	"We heard Krustein's army was coming. The combat mages were busy with other matters, so we went as support. Originally, we had a different mission."

	"Mission?"

	"We were ordered to decode signals coming from the moon."

	Signals from the moon.

	Information Clara Gong had provided just before dying.

	That there had been communication attempts.

	So it was true.

	"Results?"

	"It was impossible."

	The middle one cut in—the one who'd been gritting his teeth and holding out until just now.

	"Explain in more detail."

	"We cross-referenced all 472 ancient languages. Dragon script systems, spirit script systems, every branch of magical language... But the match rate was 0 percent. It didn't match any ancient language."

	Once he started talking, he actually spoke more than the youngest.

	"Not the grammar, not the phonetic structure, not the repetition patterns of symbols. It didn't overlap with any language existing in this world."

	"Hmm."

	"It doesn't seem to be from this world."

	The one with dried blood on his forehead spoke for the first time.

	His wandering focus seemed to return briefly.

	Not from this world.

	Right. Of course not.

	"Are you three the only ones on the decoding team?"

	I asked the question expecting that to be the case, but the youngest shook his head.

	"No. We're from Squad 3, and there are twelve squads total."

	Excuse me?

	"Is your squad just you three?"

	"No, our squad has nine members, and even the smallest squad has five."

	That meant at least sixty people, no matter how you counted.

	Not sixty village farmers or carpenters.

	Sixty mages—ultra-high-grade personnel.

	With the Emperor poisoned, civil war erupting, and factions drawing swords—were signals from the moon really that high a priority?

	Enough manpower to hold an entire front line, forces that cavalry would hesitate to engage even if they just stood in a row throwing fireballs—all of it poured into code-breaking?

	"Does the 1st Imperial Princess have a burning passion for scholarship or something?"

	The middle one gave a bitter smile.

	"Honestly, Her Highness gives us less support. We're short on personnel."

	"What?"

	You're grinding through sixty people and you're short on personnel?

	"Compared to other places, it's small."

	"Other places?"

	"Rumor has it the 2nd Imperial Prince's side has over a hundred."

	What is this?

	This country's royals had never shown much interest in scholarship.

	Yet these same people were gathering dozens, hundreds of mages and obsessing over code-breaking.

	"There's a scramble for mages among each faction. For code-breaking."

	In the middle of a civil war, they're desperately securing research personnel instead of combat forces.

	Did they suddenly realize their own stupidity and develop a thirst for learning?

	...

	...

	As if.

	"Why are the high-ups so desperate to decode it?"

	The tongues that had been flowing smoothly suddenly froze.

	Closing their mouths simultaneously meant they'd all thought of the same thing at once.

	So they know but can't say.

	A sound came from the entrance.

	Celine had raised one hand, extending her nails.

	Slowly. One at a time.

	It just looked cute, but it was effective enough—words immediately tumbled out.

	"It's, it's a rumor. Not confirmed. Undead burst out from a dungeon north of the capital."

	"Undead?"

	"The seal broke. After the mana density increased. From three dungeons near the capital simultaneously."

	Three places.

	As with any city with a long history, the capital had ancient dungeons.

	I knew of two, but it wouldn't be strange if one more lay sleeping underground.

	The seal broke.

	As I mulled over those four characters, one question caught my attention.

	The names of the 2nd Prince and 1st Princess came up often.

	But talk of the 1st Prince had abruptly stopped at some point.

	Not that there were no rumors—the rumors themselves had vanished.

	"The 1st Prince's faction must have taken quite a hit then."

	The two looked at each other, then simultaneously let out deep sighs.

	"He passed away then."

	"I heard he underestimated the undead too much. Thought fire magic would work."

	"They didn't burn?"

	"Right. Didn't burn well, they said."

	The mana density had increased. The dungeon seals broke. What poured out wouldn't have been on the same level as things from the past.

	A world where things that could be burned with fire no longer burned.

	It was quite a horrific story, but judging by the mages' attitudes, the horror didn't end there.

	"What happened to the capital?"

	"It's occupied by undead."

	What a mess.

	The Empire's capital had fallen to undead. The Emperor poisoned, the legitimate heir killed fighting undead, and the remaining princes and princesses drawing swords on each other.

	"Oppa. Isn't this pretty serious?"

	"It is serious."

	But for something serious, my mind was surprisingly calm.

	It felt like puzzle pieces clicking into place.

	Undead appearances, the scramble for mages, signals from the moon, royals desperate to decode them.

	"The high-ups must believe the moon's signal contains a way to end those undead."

	All three shoulders flinched simultaneously.

	The middle one answered.

	"It seems that way."

	His voice was small. A tone closer to resignation than conviction.

	My voice rose without me realizing it.

	"You should have said that first!"

	The tent rang loudly.

	All three mages bowed their heads in unison.

	Well, fine. That's not what's important.

	Someone could go crazy. The possibility of suddenly burning with scholarly passion was... well, not zero.

	But...

	Multiple people going crazy at once? Impossible.

	In other words, there was only one rational interpretation.

	There was something in the moon's signal. Whether it was the key to ending the undead or dominance over a new era—they believed it and were pouring mages into it.

	"Good. You three, from now on you work under me."

	"What?"

	"Decoding the signal. I'll do it."

	All three gaped simultaneously.

	Regardless.

	I looked up at the sky. Still daytime. Not yet time for the moon to rise.

	I didn't know in detail who or what lived up there.

	But...

	I knew roughly.

	That world's history, culture, and even language.

	It was explained in the book I wrote.

	"Roughly," but who else knew this much "roughly"?

	Duke Sylvester?

	He knew less than me.

	It was me—I knew better than anyone else in this world.

	Because I was a person who came from over there, even if I had no memory of it.

	Of course, that wasn't something to say out loud.

	"Work under me and I'll guarantee your lives. If you refuse..."

	I deliberately trailed off. The response came immediately.

	"We will serve with loyalty."

	"Thank you!"
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	It didn't take long to organize the interrogation results.

	The capital's fall. The First Imperial Prince's death. The mage scramble over the Moon's Signal.

	All three were big news, but only the first would change our immediate course.

	If the capital was swarming with undead, charging straight in would be foolish. If the enemy were human, we could push through with momentum. But undead don't feel fear.

	When I reported to Father, he thought the same.

	"Make camp nearby."

	With those words, our policy was set.

	After making camp, the decryption work proceeded smoothly.

	We assigned ten of our mages to the three captured mages.

	For reference, all ten were combat mages.

	Whether in magical reflexes, muscle mass, or body count, they surpassed the prisoner mages.

	Eight men, two women. I deliberately chose intimidating-looking ones.

	The mage trio was trembling in the corner...

	"I'll introduce one more person."

	The tent entrance opened and Duke Sylvester stepped inside.

	"He will be participating in the decryption work with you."

	Three pairs of eyes turned toward the entrance simultaneously.

	The oldest one reacted first.

	"That person couldn't be..."

	"It's Duke Sylvester."

	The youngest answered before the question was even finished.

	They were asking and answering their own questions, but this wasn't the atmosphere to point that out.

	What filled their faces now was awe.

	"This can't be..."

	"A pleasure to meet you, young friends."

	"Your Excellency, is it truly you?"

	"Why are you here, no, why are you with Krustein..."

	"Because I've sworn loyalty to Sir Adrian here."

	It was a casual remark, but this was tremendous news.

	"H-how could that be..."

	By their common sense, this made no sense.

	Even swearing loyalty to Walther Von Krustein, a fellow duke, would be absurd, but to me, Walther's son?

	The oldest one glanced at me and whispered quietly.

	"You fool. He must be in the same situation as us."

	"Ah..."

	There seemed to be some misunderstanding.

	From the perspective of prisoner mages, they apparently interpreted Duke Sylvester as also being captured for some reason and having no choice but to obey Krustein.

	There was no need to correct that misunderstanding. This was actually more convenient.

	Cooperation through shared identity is more useful than obedience through fear.

	"I'll tell you what we've discovered so far."

	Duke Sylvester nodded leisurely and received their chatter.

	"You said you focused on ancient language comparison?"

	"Yes, that's right!"

	"An interesting approach. However, it seems somewhat lacking, so I'll fill in those gaps."

	The atmosphere definitely changed.

	Fear was pushed aside by scholarly enthusiasm. It was an instinctive shift.

	Just as a hungry person's face changes when given food, a scholar's expression changes when given a research topic. Same principle.

	When Duke Sylvester asked several ancient language questions, the youngest answered, the oldest supplemented, and even the one with the bloodstain on his forehead joined in.

	Our other mages mostly watched.

	I also stepped back to observe.

	The decision to bring Duke Sylvester was correct.

	Jab quietly slipped out of the tent.

	With a torturer's instinct, he seemed to have read that his role was over.

	Celine was the same. She unfolded her arms from beside me and let out a long yawn.

	"Older brother, this looks like it'll take forever."

	"Once scholars start talking, they never stop."

	"Ah, oppa. Now that I think about it, Elizabeth said she has something to tell you."

	"Tell her I'm busy now. I'll see her later."

	"Okay."

	Celine left the tent, flipping the entrance cloth aside.

	A stream of cold air from outside entered briefly before closing again.

	Duke Sylvester re-verified the ancient language records line by line.

	Not only what the prisoner mages had compared, but also the rest they hadn't gotten to. The number of ancient languages in Duke Sylvester's head was on a different level from theirs.

	This man was truly a walking library.

	He compared one by one, overlapped them, flipped them, rotated them.

	The three mages were overwhelmed by Duke Sylvester's work speed and could barely keep up with transcribing.

	Our mages?

	They ate snacks and chatted with me. These people were closer to warriors than scholars anyway, just with staffs instead of swords as weapons.

	And then the conclusion came.

	"This is definitely not a language of this world."

	Duke Sylvester declared.

	The shoulders of all three mages dropped simultaneously.

	"I thought there'd be hope if Your Excellency came..."

	"It wasn't lack of knowledge but the direction itself that was wrong."

	He was right. Even comparing every language existing in this world, the match rate would be zero.

	Of course. That wasn't from this world.

	I looked down at the letters on the parchment the mages had spread out.

	Strange symbols.

	Unfamiliar characters mixing curves and straight lines.

	To them, it would be an indecipherable alien code.

	But there was a sense of déjà vu tickling the back of my head.

	I'd definitely seen this before.

	Where?

	When?

	I had no memory. But my eyes remembered.

	I'd seen it. Definitely.

	The three mages looked up.

	"Right now?"

	"You've worked hard, so go eat."

	And I took out paper and wrote orders directly to the ten combat mages.

	"Whatever else, these friends worked hard, so feed them something good. Don't give them weird stuff just because they're prisoners. Of course, you also worked hard monitoring them."

	"Yes, sir!"

	The intimidating faces all bowed their heads and left the tent.

	After confirming they'd all left, I also confirmed the soundproofing device was on.

	"Now let's get to our work."

	I took out the military treatise.

	Not the main text but the appendix. The pages at the very back of the book, completely unrelated to strategy or tactics.

	What my past self had left behind just in case, just in the slightest chance.

	<In case, just in case, of contact with that world, I leave the most commonly used language from there. This is called 'English.'>

	Below that, unfamiliar symbols were written in rows.

	A form that resembled no characters from this world, yet strangely organized.

	The moment Duke Sylvester saw it, he stopped.

	"You left this behind."

	His tone was closer to awe than admiration.

	"Characters from that world... To record such things in advance, truly my liege's foresight is endless."

	"My past self did this. You should praise that side."

	My past self who predicted even a future of lost memories and left that world's language as an appendix.

	An impressive fellow. I had to acknowledge it.

	But the more impressive he was, the more shabby my current self became.

	Anyway, there was no time to indulge in sentiment.

	I transcribed the Moon's Signal onto parchment and placed the appendix's characters side by side.

	But...

	"This is all?"

	"Too few."

	The number of basic alphabets written in my appendix was 26 uppercase and 26 lowercase, totaling 52, but the number of characters written there... even at a glance, was more than 52.

	Duke Sylvester began counting the symbols in the signal.

	"At least 500 types or more."

	52 and 500.

	There was no need to even compare.

	Of course, just in case, I tried overlapping them.

	The result was as expected.

	No, beyond expected.

	Zero match rate.

	"Does that world also have multiple scripts?"

	"Just as this world has many languages including ancient ones, there's no reason that side would have only one."

	"That's true."

	I spoke calmly, but inside I wasn't.

	"The possibility of a message coming in our language..."

	"None. Since you said there was only that one language."

	The insurance my past self left was exactly one.

	The most commonly used language. The highest probability.

	It was a rational choice, not a wrong judgment.

	But it didn't match.

	Being rational and being correct are different matters—I was painfully confirming that now.

	"I'm a bit tired now."

	Duke Sylvester didn't ask further.

	**

	I walked from the research tent to my private tent.

	The private tent was visible from afar. It was particularly splendid among the tents. Well-guarded too, and there was only one tent more splendid than this, with no other tent similarly guarded.

	"You're working hard."

	"Loyalty!"

	After brief greetings with the guard knights...

	When I entered the private tent, Elizabeth was sitting there.

	As my personal maid, this wasn't strange.

	"I conveyed that I had something to say, but you're late."

	"I had some work. So what is it?"

	She looked me over once.

	"Really, you're so young yet what's the rush..."

	She must have seen a face soaked in fatigue.

	I knew I had dark circles under my eyes.

	"You don't need to know."

	"You still have no interest in me."

	I didn't answer.

	As if expecting that silence, Elizabeth bowed her head slightly, then opened her mouth in a different tone.

	"The head maid came looking for you."

	My heart skipped a beat.

	"What? Lise?"

	"Yes."

	Lise.

	A name I had no memory of. But letters carved into every annotation of the military treatise.

	The girl my past self relied on most. And the Progenitor Dragon, Krustein.

	"What did she say?"

	"She left this and went."

	What Elizabeth took from her bosom were several books.

	Neither old nor new. With traces of someone reading them again and again.

	I took them.

	My fingertips trembled slightly. I knew I couldn't hide it, but it didn't matter.

	The writing on the cover.

	<Adrian and Lise's Korean Dictionary>
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	# Adrian and Lise's Korean Dictionary

	Following the title, what caught my eye were the strange characters decorating the cover.

	I didn't know what they meant, but their appearance was odd.

	A form that didn't resemble any writing system in this world.

	Yet I had seen it before.

	It wasn't a vague sense of déjà vu.

	Today. I had seen this writing just today.

	I rummaged through my bag and pulled out the parchment copy.

	The Moon's Signal. The symbols that three mages had counted as over 500 different types.

	I placed them side by side.

	"Is this another dud..."

	That was my first thought upon looking.

	The writing on the cover was simple, while the symbols on the parchment were complex.

	But as I looked again and again, I began to see some kind of pattern.

	The way the straight lines curved was similar.

	There were squares and circles, but no triangles.

	I closed my eyes for a moment and thought it over.

	Then looked again.

	Thought it over once more...

	Is 'bang' a combination of 'ㅂ', 'ㅏ', and 'ㅇ'?

	Of course, I couldn't be certain, but it seemed to be a structure where pieces combined to form chunks.

	They had said it was hundreds of different writing systems, but apparently that wasn't the case.

	Dozens of pieces combined to appear as hundreds of variations.

	"What a bizarre writing system."

	"Pardon?"

	Elizabeth tilted her head, but I had no intention of explaining.

	"I've never seen a writing system with this structure."

	It was completely different from English. English lines up pieces side by side, but this stacks pieces vertically and horizontally to create a single chunk.

	I looked at the characters on the parchment again.

	Same system. Definitely.

	My hand, about to open the dictionary, stopped.

	"You said Lise gave you this book?"

	"Y-yes!"

	A name I didn't remember. But the being who left this book.

	And the being who made a bet with me.

	The content of the bet was simple. Would I become the ruler who unifies two worlds, or not?

	If I succeed, she loses.

	If I fail, she wins.

	Decoding the Moon's Signal was the first button in connecting the two worlds.

	This dictionary was the needle to thread that button.

	Why did she hand me the needle?

	Why did she put a tool that could make her lose into my hands?

	Or was there a possibility this needle wasn't a real needle?

	A possibility the needle itself was a trap?

	It was a bit frightening to simply ignore this and open the book.

	What on earth was she thinking?

	Did she want to help me? Or harm me?

	I searched my memories. All indirect information.

	Only one memory of meeting her directly.

	There was no basis to judge whether this dictionary was real or fake.

	What if it was a trap?

	What if it contained a false writing system?

	What if it led the decoding in the wrong direction?

	What if interpreting the Moon's Signal itself was a trap?

	"Ugh!"

	I went in circles. Thoughts spinning in place.

	Without information, I couldn't reason. Without reasoning, I couldn't reach a conclusion.

	In the end.

	At times like this, there was only one method.

	Follow the one I worship.

	I picked up the military treatise.

	<Ask Lise for the details.>

	<Follow Lise's judgment for specific deployment.>

	<Trust Lise.>

	Not just once or twice.

	The same name was embedded in every key passage.

	Dozens of times. Throughout both annotations and main text, dozens of times.

	My past self had never doubted her. Not once.

	Not once.

	The person I worship.

	In other words, if my past self trusted her this much.

	There was no reason for my current self to doubt.

	And so I opened the dictionary.

	**

	First page.

	Like the main text, this book consisting of body and annotations had two different handwritings mixed together.

	One was my writing. The same sharp, slanted script as the military treatise's main text. Mainly in the body.

	The other was different. Round, small, the kind of writing that showed traces of time spent on each character.

	That writing mainly in the annotations...

	Must be Lise's. No need to even deduce.

	A book written by two people. A collaboration from a time I don't even remember.

	How much had I told her?

	Even about that world?

	Or had I lied and said I created this writing system myself?

	If the latter...

	My past self was more of a braggart than I thought.

	Stray thoughts flooded in, but I pushed them away. Sentimentality comes later.

	The first page organized the pronunciation system.

	Consonants. Vowels. And combination rules.

	'ㄱ' and 'ㅏ'.

	Combined becomes '가'.

	A simple structure, if you could call it simple.

	But simple structure didn't mean easy.

	Human consciousness flows in familiar directions.

	When reading unfamiliar characters, the brain tries to fit them into the framework of known writing systems.

	But this writing system didn't fit anywhere.

	One character per sound?

	Divide sounds into letters, then combine them to form a single sound?

	Naturally, any human would be confused—that was normal.

	But...

	I was different.

	To the point where I wondered if this was right, the speed at which these combined in my head was fast.

	A completely new system.

	A system I'd never seen in my life.

	Yet it came to mind so easily.

	It wasn't learning. It was surfacing. That was closer.

	Like opening a dusty drawer to find the contents still intact. Not putting things in, but taking them out—that sensation.

	Because my intellectual ability was superior?

	No.

	Because I was recovering what I originally knew.

	The memories had vanished. But there are things the tongue remembers, the eyes remember, the fingertips remember. Reading silently like that... at some point, I heard sound. In my head.

	The speed of converting characters to sounds grew faster and faster.

	At some point, the annotations were... in that unknown language. No, in what was originally my mother tongue.

	<This is a curse word. I wish you wouldn't use it, Young Master.>

	Pfft. A laugh escaped.

	On the next page too.

	<This expression is one I like.>

	Useless information. A footnote that didn't help language learning at all.

	But my past self hadn't erased that footnote.

	Left it intact.

	When I looked up, it was dark outside the tent. The sun must have set. When?

	"Oppa, you need to sleep."

	Celine's voice came from the tent entrance.

	"Mm."

	"Not 'mm,' actually sleep."

	"Mm-mm."

	Footsteps faded away.

	Several days passed like that.

	I don't know exactly how many.

	Even while reading the book, I handled my duties without issue.

	People came and went intermittently.

	Father asked about mopping up enemy remnants.

	Sir Heinrich brought supply line issues, and I handled them all.

	Pinpointing locations with mana sensitivity, opening the relevant pages of the military treatise to give opinions, eating meals while reading the dictionary.

	At some point, a change came.

	I unfolded the parchment densely filled with signals from the Blue Moon.

	An unknown language that hundreds of scholars had tackled but couldn't even find a clue to.

	But not for me.

	First line. I could read it.

	Second line. I could read it.

	A word not in the dictionary appeared. I scanned the context before and after, and the meaning surfaced. Without hesitation.

	Fourth line. Fifth. My finger slid across the parchment.

	Smoothly.

	Thanks to memorizing the dictionary for several days?

	No.

	Inferring words not included in the dictionary from context alone isn't the realm of memorization.

	The reason this was possible—to put it conservatively, the reason it was naturally and smoothly possible...

	Already a native speaker.

	Limited to reading comprehension, my proficiency in this language was approaching native level.

	The sensation from my past life of using and reading this language for decades had revived through the dictionary as a medium.

	A locked door had opened; I hadn't created a new door.

	Suddenly my gaze went to a corner of the tent.

	The military treatise. That book reverently placed in one corner.

	My foundation.

	The guy who wrote that book was a genius.

	Simply smart because he was from another world? Not that level.

	I couldn't concede that point.

	But if that genius's language had been sleeping inside me.

	What about the rest?

	The mind that wrote that military treatise, the sense that read battlefields, the judgment that recognized and employed the talent of a girl named Lise while simultaneously building an undefeated record with his own power.

	If it hadn't disappeared but merely slept.

	It was still a hope with insufficient evidence.

	At the same time, a hypothesis with too much substance to dismiss.

	I closed it. There was something more important right now.

	**

	I headed to the research tent.

	The surveillance by ten combat mages had already been lifted.

	Only three mages remained inside the tent. Huddled together looking at parchment, the very picture of a library scene.

	They looked decent. Natural result since I'd treated them as researchers, not prisoners.

	Fed them well, let them sleep well, gave them plenty of parchment.

	"Little Duke, Your Excellency!"

	"Good day to you!"

	All three scrambled to their feet.

	After nodding, I spoke to the oldest one.

	"Summon Duke Sylvester."

	"S-suddenly?"

	The older one hesitated.

	"But what should I tell him..."

	"Gah, Senior! It's the Little Duke's order—if he says go, you go!"

	"That's true, but..."

	Good attitude.

	But I'm not that unreasonable.

	You need to give people a reason to move.

	"It seems I've succeeded in decoding this document."

	Waving the parchment, I deliberately spoke as if it were nothing special.

	I observed their reactions. What I expected was surprise, but what they actually showed was a more complex kind of expression.

	Well, I understand.

	If I solved alone a problem they couldn't, the first reaction wouldn't be admiration.

	"Born with a silver spoon, having only known success, just a slightly lucky greenhorn who's gotten full of himself—that's probably what you're thinking."

	The older one's shoulders flinched.

	"Absolutely! Absolutely not!"

	"Well, I understand. I'd think the same."

	I turned my gaze to the youngest.

	"But as you just said. Whatever you think, what's your duty?"

	Not a moment's hesitation.

	"If you say go, we go!"

	I nodded with satisfaction.
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	"Craaaack!"

	The tent flap was pulled back as Duke Sylvester entered.

	He was in his pajamas.

	His silver hair was disheveled, and his shoes were mismatched. It was obvious he'd thrown something on and rushed out.

	"My liege. Is it true?"

	"Change your clothes first."

	"That's not necessary."

	"At least change your shoes."

	"That's not what's important right now, is it?"

	The three mages' expressions were worth seeing.

	It was my first time seeing him in pajamas too, but how much more shocked must they have been...

	That's what I thought, but their surprise stemmed from something else entirely.

	"Do you truly believe he deciphered it?"

	Ah, that was it. Well, of course.

	"Naturally. My liege is not one to speak idly."

	He seemed to trust me greatly, and bolstered by that trust, I had no intention of dragging this matter out.

	Let's get straight to the point.

	"I'll start with the conclusion. It's not a system of hundreds of different characters as previously theorized. It's a single phonetic writing system composed of dozens of combined letters."

	"What?"

	"That's impossible..."

	An expected reaction. At first glance, it clearly looked like hundreds of different characters.

	Of course they'd object to calling it a phonetic system.

	Right. I need to show them proof.

	I picked up a pen over the parchment.

	"Here."

	The letters I wrote were 'ㅂ' and 'ㅅ'. Characters that appeared frequently but weren't too simple in shape like 'ㅇ' or 'ㅁ'.

	"This component appears here. And here as well."

	The oldest one leaned forward.

	"This component is the same."

	"Hmm, interesting, but we already knew that."

	"Did you?"

	"Yes. It doesn't necessarily mean it's phonetic. This kind of structure often appears in logographic systems as well."

	Fair enough. Two components alone aren't strong evidence.

	I picked up the pen again.

	This time I wrote 'ㄴ'. I pointed out three characters on the parchment that contained the same component.

	The old one's eyes moved subtly. His gaze was closer to skeptical than convinced.

	Next was 'ㅈ'. Then 'ㅎ'. Each time I wrote one, I pointed to corresponding instances on the parchment.

	By the time I'd written all fourteen consonants, the youngest one slowly rose from his seat and came to my side. He clearly wanted to look more closely.

	I moved on to vowels. 'ㅏ', 'ㅓ', 'ㅗ', 'ㅜ'.

	As more components filled the paper, the tent grew quieter.

	After writing down the last vowel, I set down the pen.

	The old one was looking back and forth between the parchment and my writing. His gaze had changed from before. Not skeptical, but closer to pondering why he hadn't seen this first.

	"Still doubtful?"

	"This is certainly... remarkable."

	"I'd heard rumors of your genius, but I never imagined you'd decipher in one stroke what hundreds of scholars couldn't."

	"With this as a foundation, we can definitely establish a starting point for research! Amazing!"

	These people seemed to be under some misunderstanding.

	"Research isn't necessary."

	"Pardon?"

	"I can read these characters. I know perfectly well what they mean."

	I just went for it.

	As expected, their reaction was worth seeing.

	The original reaction. The one that said they absolutely couldn't believe it.

	"What evidence is there that Your Grace's interpretation is the correct one?"

	A good question.

	Also precisely the question I couldn't answer.

	I couldn't reveal the source of my dictionary. The truth was I'd reincarnated from that world, lost my memories, and self-studied from a book left by a dragon. It was the truth, but not the kind I could speak aloud.

	At least not information to give these bastards.

	However...

	The most effective rebuttal to such questions isn't argumentation.

	"Do you have a problem with me reading it?"

	It was a declaration.

	"We apologize!"

	A head bowed at a right angle. It was the youngest one, not the impudent one who'd just spoken.

	"My senior misspoke! Please forgive us!"

	While saying this, he grabbed the old one's neck and forced his head down.

	It wasn't because he had any grievances against him normally.

	This kid always called him senior and followed him around well.

	He was just scared I might actually kill that senior.

	Well.

	Maybe not an incorrect judgment.

	I nodded.

	"Bring me all the parchments with the Moon's Signal recorded on them."

	"When you say all, approximately how many..."

	"I said all."

	"Your Grace, the quantity is quite substantial. Including copies..."

	"So?"

	I glared at him hard once more.

	"We'll bring them immediately!"

	The young one bolted out, and the old one followed.

	The remaining one also started to rise hesitantly, but when he made eye contact with Duke Sylvester, he scurried out.

	Only the two of us remained in the tent.

	"Thank you."

	"Not at all."

	We munched on cookies in the tent and chatted briefly, and after a while, footsteps returned.

	The young one came in with both arms full of parchment bundles, followed by the old one, then the remaining one.

	After three round trips, the desk wasn't enough.

	"Spread them on the floor."

	The three knelt and began laying out the parchments by type.

	The tent floor was covered with parchment. There was no room to walk.

	They'd said there were over hundreds, and at a glance there seemed to be at least three hundred.

	"Is this all?"

	"There are some additional copies in storage, but these are all the originals."

	"The original amount you had must have been much less than this."

	Naturally. We'd captured three prisoners, not seized a base.

	The young one declared proudly.

	"We restored them from memory!"

	"Really?"

	I looked at him with slightly suspicious eyes, but...

	Well, whatever.

	Wasn't I the one claiming to perfectly interpret an unidentified ancient language?

	For someone like that to react to mere memory skills.

	It didn't maintain my dignity.

	I had to be the greatest genius in this place.

	If I couldn't be a genius... let's act like one.

	After skimming through the parchments... I picked up one that looked decent for a first read.

	My eyes glided over the letters.

	Naturally, it was readable.

	No obstacles.

	"Take dictation."

	The old one hastily picked up a pen.

	The first few lines were nothing special. A composition starting with greetings. Direct translation flowed smoothly.

	"Can you keep up with the writing speed?"

	"Yes, yes. You can go faster."

	Up to the fifth line, the same atmosphere.

	The flow changed at the sixth line.

	"Telescope."

	That word came out of my mouth.

	There was no exact corresponding term in this world's language. I explained it.

	"A tool for observing the stars of the sky, that is, the world, in magnified form. I think."

	"Is it a magic artifact?"

	The young one interjected.

	"I don't know that much either."

	One page, two pages, three pages. The more I read, the clearer something became.

	"So you're saying they're watching us from over there?"

	The old one's pen had stopped.

	"It seems so. I don't know the exact principle though."

	"People live there? Looking almost exactly like us?"

	"That also seems to be the case."

	With each page I read, new facts were revealed, and the mages' hands grew faster.

	They were definitely elites capable of memorizing entire parchments.

	"So that telescope thing is for brief observation, and they launch this artificial satellite thing to observe in detail..."

	"What does satellite mean?"

	Watching their hands move faster than my mouth doing direct translation, while simultaneously discussing—I almost felt impressed, but the way they looked at me was beyond admiration.

	"Satellite means moon."

	"Ooh!"

	"As expected of Your Grace!"

	Awe.

	No.

	Faith.

	They were looking at me with such eyes now.

	"Don't you think I might be making this up?"

	"You read 'telescope' on the seventh line earlier."

	"I did."

	"That word appeared on the twenty-third line too. The context was completely different, but Your Grace read it with the same meaning both times."

	To remember that while taking dictation.

	Well, with memory capable of memorizing entire parchments, maybe that's natural.

	"And when you explained gravity, I was certain. You weren't just reading the characters but understanding the content."

	"Well, yes."

	One page finished, then the next. The next finished, then the one after.

	The more I read, the less new content there was.

	Parchments that weren't completely identical but overlapped significantly with what I'd already read began appearing.

	Whether the sender was different, the tone was slightly different, and there were minor differences in figures and expressions, but the gist was the same.

	"I'm skipping this one."

	"Pardon?"

	"It's largely the same as what we read earlier."

	The old one made a troubled face.

	"But for us, it's all new content..."

	That would be the case. But work has priorities.

	"I'll translate them separately when organizing copies later, so we're skipping them now."

	Without further explanation, my hand went to the next parchment.

	Thirty-third. Thirty-fourth. Duplicate. Duplicate. Another duplicate.

	New ones were gradually stopping appearing.

	The moment I picked up the thirty-seventh parchment.

	The atmosphere was different from the first line.

	If the previous parchments were closer to observation reports, this had the tone of an urgent communication. Short sentences, frequent repetition, emphasizing the same word three times.

	"Undead?"

	It came out of my mouth involuntarily.

	The pen sounds stopped. All three raised their heads simultaneously.

	"What did you just say?"

	"Shut up for a moment."

	It wasn't a simple report.

	It was countermeasures. Quite detailed ones at that.

	"Your Grace, what's the content..."

	The young one couldn't hold back and interrupted.

	"I said be quiet."

	While reading, calculations ran through my head.

	How would this apply to this world's magic system?

	Is it possible with currently available resources?

	Can it be reproduced in the current environment with elevated mana density?

	After alternately looking at the three mage siblings (not actual siblings) and Duke Sylvester, the conclusion was clear.

	This isn't my job.

	It's a job for working the mages.

	I stood up.

	"Y-Your Grace?"

	"I'm going to Father."

	The old one asked.

	"Right now?"

	"Right now."

	"Th-then should we stay here..."

	"You're coming too."
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	I led the way, with Duke Sylvester half a step behind me.

	And the three mages trailing far behind.

	When I looked back, they had the faces of men being dragged to the gallows.

	"You don't need to be that scared. He's not someone you can't talk to."

	It was meant to be comforting. And I meant it sincerely.

	"Is that so?"

	"Just think of me or Celine."

	"Both of you Excellencies are quite frightening as well, though."

	"What?"

	"Ah, nothing."

	The example I'd brought up to reassure them had backfired.

	I thought about adding something more, then just gave up.

	After all, these weren't people I needed to persuade.

	Rather than building human bonds, it was more rational to give them sufficient compensation and issue orders based on that.

	We'd already reached the tent.

	Two escort knights stood at the entrance.

	"I've come to see Father."

	The way opened without any verification process.

	I entered the tent. It was a spacious area, but anywhere Father was seemed cramped.

	Sir Karl sat across from him.

	A game board was spread out on the desk between them.

	A mock battle formation. Several pieces had already been moved.

	"What is it?"

	Straight to the point.

	His language was always like that. No small talk. No pleasantries. Only business remained.

	I got straight to the point too.

	"I've decoded the moon's signal."

	"So what? What of it?"

	I heard three simultaneous sounds of people swallowing behind me.

	I understood.

	From their perspective, this was a report that they'd solved a problem that hundreds of scholars couldn't crack even when they all tackled it together.

	A discovery of the century, an achievement that would go down in history.

	Results worth a hundred academic papers.

	And the response was "What of it?"

	It was like bringing the world's most expensive jewel only to have it treated like a pebble.

	But I wasn't surprised.

	Walther Von Krustein.

	That's just how he was.

	People live on that other world?

	Not interested. He even already knew that.

	They're observing us from over there?

	Still not interested.

	There's a tool called a telescope?

	Something called a satellite floats in the sky?

	A force called gravity governs the world?

	All uninteresting.

	To this man, only one type of information had meaning.

	Something that could be used right now, right here.

	So I'd prepared only that from the start.

	"The signal contained a method to control the undead in the capital."

	"Explain in more detail."

	His back lifted from the backrest.

	When I looked back, the three mages had already backed up close to the entrance.

	"Why are you standing there? Come in."

	The three rushed over.

	More precisely, they were positioned.

	"Explain."

	The oldest one bowed in greeting, coughed twice, and unrolled a parchment.

	He seemed well-prepared.

	The problem came next.

	"The core principle of undead control recorded in the moon's signal lies in the recursive shielding of necromantic signals through anti-phase interference of mana resonance frequencies. What's interesting is that the Blue Moon also experienced undead appearances after mana density increased, and this research was derived from their own response process."

	There was no need to say all that.

	Father didn't care whether undead originally existed in that world or suddenly appeared.

	But there was an even worse fact...

	The words themselves were difficult.

	Of course, being educated people, they tried to cope in their own way.

	The problem was that their coping method was...

	"Specifically speaking, a necromantic signal is a type of mana wave that forms the foundation of necromancy, and when this combines with the higher command system that defines undead behavior principles, the resonance phenomenon that occurs is key. If you interfere with this resonance frequency in anti-phase, the signal itself becomes shielded and recursively..."

	Fuck. Even I can't understand that.

	"What does 'recursive' mean?"

	Father's question fell.

	"Ah, well, it's not just once but repeatedly, meaning it's applied over and over, and what's important here is the phase difference of the resonance frequency..."

	Neither Father nor Sir Karl beside him looked like they understood.

	That's when the young one interrupted.

	"No, senior, if you explain it that way. Once upon a time, on a mountaintop, there was a sage who had mastered all knowledge in the world, and the villagers all asked the sage many questions, and the sage answered them all wisely. But one day, a scholar came and asked, 'What is recursion?' and the sage said, 'Once upon a time, on a mountaintop, there was a sage who had mastered all knowledge in the world...'"

	What a mess.

	Each individual word was clearly in this world's language, but the moment they became sentences, they transformed into alien speech.

	All three knew it. That they weren't explaining well.

	The problem was that knowing and fixing were separate matters.

	That's when Duke Sylvester stepped forward.

	"That's enough."

	With just one word, the mages' mouths closed.

	"I'll say just three things."

	"Speak."

	"First. Undead are drawn to a specific mana wavelength. Like how metal sticks when you bring a magnet close to it—that kind of reaction."

	"Understood."

	A short and satisfactory answer.

	"Second. We can create a magic artifact that artificially generates that wavelength. In other words..."

	"Third would be that we can make a tool to lure undead."

	"Exactly."

	The three mages' faces were worth seeing. Content they'd failed to explain in over ten sentences had been summarized in just a few words.

	"Do it. I'll provide full support!"

	Permission was granted.

	**

	Creating the magic artifact.

	It required an enormous amount of money.

	No, it wasn't something money alone could accomplish.

	Resources like magical materials were usually impossible to obtain even with extra money when you actually needed them.

	How many merchants would sell magical materials during wartime?

	Even if they existed, prices were three or four times normal, and quantities were a tenth of peacetime.

	But who was I?

	When I left Krustein Castle, I hadn't left empty-handed.

	I'd scraped together everything of value.

	Not just gold and silver, but also a considerable amount of magical materials that matched or exceeded their value by weight.

	The magic artifact completed over several days.

	It was time to experiment.

	An empty lot on the outskirts of the camp. We chose daytime.

	The reason was simple. If the experiment failed and undead got loose, it would be easier to handle with sunlight remaining than in darkness.

	Three undead bound in chains were fixed to stakes.

	They hung their heads limply without moving.

	They weren't dead. They were already dead, so they couldn't die.

	Twenty knights stood in a circle. Swords drawn.

	Two stone fragments. Fist-sized with patterns carved in mana stone powder. One would emit wavelengths, the other was a control. A structure to confirm which one they were drawn to.

	"May I begin?"

	"Go ahead."

	The combat mage threw the two stone fragments in opposite directions.

	To the edges of the clearing, in opposite directions. Dust rose as they landed.

	The mage infused mana into the paired magic artifact that controlled them.

	An invisible wavelength spread from the left stone fragment.

	"Release the undead's restraints!"

	At the command, they cut the chains with an axe.

	The knights who cut the chains tensed, but the undead didn't charge at them.

	The heads of the three bound to stakes began moving simultaneously.

	Being daytime, the movements were slow and irregular, but the direction was precise.

	They began dragging their feet. Forward. Toward the stone fragment.

	The chains rattled across the clearing.

	As the stakes trembled slightly in the ground, the knights' swords rose sharply.

	"Switch!"

	The combat mage operated the control device.

	The left stone's wavelength turned off, and the right stone activated.

	The undead's heads turned again. This time to the right.

	Same speed. Same accuracy. Only the direction changed.

	"Again."

	Left. Heads turned.

	"Again."

	Right.

	Even on the third repetition, the undead moved exactly as intended.

	And then...

	"Waaaaaaah!"

	Cheers erupted.

	The mages first. The reaction of the three former prisoners was most dramatic, but the military combat mages weren't much different.

	The knights were the same.

	The type who filtered out any sentence containing the word "magic" except for imbuing mana into swords. But this time was different.

	Understanding what had just happened before their eyes required only minimal intelligence.

	The undead had turned their heads toward a single stone fragment.

	When the signal direction changed, they followed. Change it again, they followed again.

	Like leading a dog. Like pulling a beast on a leash.

	They could lure undead.

	They could drive tens of thousands of undead covering the capital to one place.

	"Hurrah!"

	"Long live Krustein!"

	No, wait.

	This wasn't simply about being able to retake the capital.

	It was a permanent strategic asset. As long as undead existed, its uses were infinite. It was practically a permanent solution to one of the calamities threatening humanity.

	Of course, more experiments would be needed.

	Whether it worked with hundreds or thousands. What about higher undead? What about at night?

	But what mattered was...

	The fact that a prototype made in just a few days somehow worked.

	"Uhahahahahaha!"

	Father laughed.

	As far as I knew, Walther Von Krustein only showed his teeth and laughed like that when he was genuinely pleased.

	Of course, Father's joy was different in nature from theirs.

	He wasn't happy like the knights about gaining tremendous military power.

	Nor was he excited like the mages about finding a clue to permanently manage one of humanity's eternal enemies.

	It was something far more primal.

	"Second Imperial Prince Rubens!"

	The laughter stopped abruptly.

	The mouth that had been showing teeth closed, and instead his eyes began to smile.

	"I can kill that bastard who personally fed me poison."

	Revenge.

	Looking at a magic artifact that could control tens of thousands of undead at will, the first thing that came to this man's mind wasn't humanity's future or the Empire's well-being, but one man's neck.

	It was such a direct and honest motivation.


Ch.114 Night Waves

	Three-Way Battle

	In countless military novels, such a setup makes for entertaining reading.

	The game of watching who allies with whom, who stabs whom first.

	But real three-way battles could be tedious.

	In fact, that was often the case.

	The reason was simple. The side that moved first almost invariably suffered losses.

	For example, suppose there are A, B, and C.

	A suddenly charges forward and attacks B.

	In this case, C always benefits.

	The logic holds true even in multi-sided conflicts with A, B, C, D, E, and F.

	The side that moves first almost certainly loses out.

	It requires no calculation. It's common sense.

	That was why we stayed put for a while even after arriving near the capital.

	We weren't the only ones. Numerous factions had set up camp without making the first move.

	When things reach this point, eventually someone loses patience, or an external variable erupts.

	Or the stalemate continues.

	With no one able to move for fear of losses.

	That's why I called it tedious.

	In novels, you can skip over a year or more of standoff in a line or two, so it doesn't really register. Reality was different.

	Therefore, when we heard about the capital's situation and set up camp, I had braced myself for at least a year.

	But then a definite card appeared.

	"This one is on a different level from the prototypes we've made so far."

	The speaker's military uniform bore a white dragon emblem.

	He had once been a prisoner. A mage dragged from enemy lines.

	That same man now wore Krustein's uniform and stood before me, boasting about his creation.

	Life is unpredictable.

	"There must be no mistakes."

	"I've checked multiple times. And surely not all five stones will have errors."

	Ordering five to be made had been my decision.

	Magic artifacts are inherently prone to malfunction.

	"I see."

	"Even if two break down, the remaining three will cover it. With four, the range narrows but luring is still possible, and up to three will have no problems in actual operation. Of course, all five won't break down!"

	I nodded.

	"If things go according to plan, your contribution will be great. You'll be handsomely rewarded."

	"We pledge our loyalty!"

	All three shouted in unison.

	After the mages withdrew, I summoned five knights.

	They were men I had selected in advance.

	Combat aside, they were particularly skilled horsemen.

	I pointed to locations on the map. Intermediate points along the route leading to Rubens's camp.

	"Bury the stones at these locations and return. That's all."

	"What if combat breaks out?"

	"Run away."

	Their faces twisted subtly.

	An order to flee couldn't be pleasant for knights.

	But they didn't object.

	Because they had seen what those stones could do.

	They had witnessed firsthand the scene of undead turning their heads and dancing back and forth according to signals.

	"I repeat. If discovered, withdraw immediately, and if absolutely necessary, you may abandon the stones."

	"What? We may abandon them?"

	"Yes. Just having them at waypoints will do the job, and if they happen to take them for investigation, that works out well too."

	The knights who heard this seemed to understand and smiled faintly.

	Right. These were items that just needed to be delivered to the enemy.

	An operation that couldn't fail according to the design.

	But there was no guarantee of success.

	"We accept your orders!"

	And so the knights departed...

	"Phew..."

	I let out a small sigh.

	The moment of giving orders is brief.

	But the time in between, the void until orders return as results, is excruciating.

	I sat quietly and read a book. How much time passed?

	As the sunset turned crimson, multiple footsteps were heard.

	"Deployment complete! No combat!"

	That was enough.

	"Well done. Go rest."

	**

	Operations room.

	Duke Sylvester stood before the control artifact.

	His hand moved over the control stone paired with the stone chunks.

	There was no sound. No light. No visible change whatsoever.

	But I felt it.

	A wave spreading outward.

	The signal originating from the control stone extending far into the distance registered on my mana sensitivity.

	No one spoke. Not because there was nothing to say. At this moment, only one person in this tent needed words.

	I closed my eyes.

	Several minutes passed.

	A subtle movement was detected from inside the capital. A squirming sensation.

	Like something stirring beneath the water.

	It wasn't just one.

	Dozens. Hundreds. The point where counting numbers became meaningless came quickly.

	A flow formed. Not the movement of individual entities, but this was like... a wave.

	Yes, a wave of undead.

	Tens of thousands of undead were leaving the capital at night, following the stones we had buried, walking toward the enemy camp.

	"What's happening?"

	Father's voice broke the silence.

	I withdrew my sensitivity and answered.

	"The human army and the undead army have clashed. They seem to have completely failed to predict undead suddenly pouring out through the woods."

	It was only natural.

	In the middle of the night, without any warning, tens of thousands of undead hiding in the woods begin their march.

	There's no way they could predict such a thing...

	Father's lips curved upward.

	"The scale?"

	"The undead forces and human forces are similar."

	"At night, the undead will surely win."

	"What?"

	I reflexively asked back.

	"But even at night, aren't humans stronger than undead?"

	If the numbers are similar, humans win.

	They have knights and mages and, above all, intelligence.

	That was common sense. At least as far as I knew.

	Instead of explaining, Father said:

	"Try sensing a bit more with that impressive ability of yours."

	I deployed my sensitivity again.

	The undead and human armies were colliding.

	The battlefield read through mana flow was different from seeing with eyes.

	It was felt as density rather than form. The distinction between undead and human was... hard to explain, but instinctively possible.

	At that boundary, mana was colliding like sparks flying.

	The undead's density was decreasing.

	The human side was also decreasing. But the speed was different.

	The undead were being consumed faster.

	It was a natural result. Rubens's army was a regular force.

	Though they might be flustered by the sudden attack, their combat power itself was high.

	As time passed, the gap widened.

	The undead's density noticeably thinned.

	Just when I thought they might be finished before morning.

	It stopped.

	The decreasing undead density stopped decreasing.

	And...

	It began to increase.

	"Ah!"

	A sound escaped my lips.

	"Do you understand now?"

	I nodded.

	"The undead numbers are increasing again. Even more than before."

	That's right.

	It wasn't only undead who died in battle. Humans died too.

	Dead humans become undead.

	It wasn't just the number of fallen human troops.

	The sum of fallen humans and defeated undead was joining the undead army wholesale.

	The death energy accumulated through battle. It became nourishment for new undead.

	Of course, as corpses are damaged, they don't regenerate infinitely, but they would regenerate at least four or five times.

	"That's why undead should be killed from a distance whenever possible. Mages are best, and fire arrows are the next option."

	The combat mages who heard Father's words nodded, and even the proud knights didn't bother to object.

	"I see."

	"And one more thing. They have no such thing as fatigue."

	It was obvious. Dead things can't lose stamina.

	But that wasn't the end.

	"They have no morale either. Even if the one next to them gets cut down, the remaining one won't run away in fear."

	He was right.

	Human armies waver when comrades fall.

	When battle lines collapse, fear spreads. At night, visibility narrows, and the carnage unfolding within that narrowed field of vision gnaws at the mind.

	Undead have none of that.

	Darkness isn't a disadvantage. Fear doesn't spread.

	Morale can't hit rock bottom in the first place.

	Father was right.

	Which side was losing became increasingly clear.

	The human battle line wavered. When one side collapsed, it spread sideways.

	Retreat began.

	At first it would have been an orderly retreat. At least they would have tried.

	Amid this, one thing caught my sensitivity.

	At the center of the retreating forces. Particularly dense mana clusters surrounded a single point.

	Powerful knights. An escort formation including multiple Experts.

	And at its center.

	One person.

	A formation embracing and protecting a single presence.

	What this meant was obvious.

	"Rubens is retreating. No. He's fleeing."

	He wouldn't lose his entire army.

	But losing a significant portion was certain.

	If that happened, Rubens would be effectively finished.

	A commander who got ambushed by tens of thousands of undead in the middle of the night and lost half his army.

	He was no longer a threat.

	But then.

	Why had we targeted Rubens first in the first place?

	Because he was the strongest enemy?

	No.

	Because he was the most dangerous enemy?

	That wasn't it either.

	"It's time for revenge."

	Father abruptly rose from his seat.

	The chair scraped the floor as it slid backward, the sound echoing through the tent.

	The knights also rose to their feet.

	That's right.

	The reason we chose Rubens as our first target was because he was the one who personally poisoned Father.

	Nothing more, nothing less.


Ch.115 New Usefulness

	I worked all night.

	The reason was simple. I was the only one who could see the enemy.

	And that hardship still wasn't over.

	On a field where the dawn fog had yet to lift, I sat atop a white horse, yawning.

	A white horse.

	Right.

	If I had to describe myself in one phrase right now, I was a prince on a white horse.

	No. Not a prince yet, I suppose.

	But if we win this rebellion?

	Young, with military achievements beyond compare. And riding a white horse to boot—the picture was perfect.

	The problem was that this prince was yawning his head off.

	"Haaaam..."

	Tears even welled up a bit. So much for dignity.

	Giving me the white horse was Father's decision.

	It had nothing to do with noble bloodlines. It was white because it was old.

	Just as human hair turns gray, horses' coats fade in color as they age.

	This fellow, who must have originally been chestnut brown, was now completely white from head to tail.

	Because it's easy to control. That was the entire reason.

	It would be truly comedic if an exhausted child fell off a young, spirited warhorse due to overwork.

	Slow and steady. Without wavering. The gait of a veteran who wouldn't startle at anything.

	It actually was comfortable.

	Whether I yawned, let go of the reins, or whatever else, this fellow just kept walking forward silently.

	"How goes the battle?"

	Father's question.

	The man who had only been asking about Rubens's whereabouts since the expedition suddenly asked about the war situation.

	It seemed random, but there was nothing to hide.

	"The undead's movements slowed as the sun rose. But the humans are becoming more disadvantaged. Their formation has collapsed, and more people are dying. The undead's resurrection speed has slowed, but they're still resurrecting."

	It was an inevitable result.

	The undead slowed as the sun rose.

	That was true. But it was already a chaotic melee at close quarters.

	At sword's reach, the difference between slow corpses and fast corpses wasn't as significant as one might think.

	Speed wasn't the problem.

	Formation was.

	After being pushed back and shaken all night, the very shape of the battle line had disappeared.

	The soldiers had scattered, and scattered humans are weak.

	A species that's strong when united was now scattered and fighting individually, so naturally they became more disadvantaged as time passed.

	On the other hand, the undead didn't need formations. They'd never fought in lines to begin with.

	"A natural result. Since the commander fled."

	He was right. When the head runs away, the body can't move properly.

	"And that commander is right there."

	Beyond the horizon. Still obscured by haze, the form wasn't visible yet. But it would be soon.

	Second Prince Rubens, who had abandoned half his army and fled, was coming this way leading his remaining escort.

	We, who had taken position first, lay in ambush.

	The enemy was slower than expected.

	Three times slower than my estimate.

	I wondered if they weren't riding horses, but that wasn't it.

	They were riding. They were just slow despite riding.

	The horses, overworked by the sudden retreat, were exhausted.

	Even accounting for walking instead of running, their pace was sluggish.

	It looked less like a march and more like a funeral procession.

	I could sense three or four stragglers trailing behind at intervals.

	And the straggling mana. Judging by the mana presumed to be horses stopping and fading away... several must have collapsed entirely.

	Finally, the prince on a brown horse came into view.

	The brown horse was naturally exhausted, and the person looked very tired too.

	About ten knights centered around Rubens began crossing the bridge while maintaining formation.

	It was a wooden bridge.

	Not a completely dilapidated wooden bridge, but a reasonably sturdy-looking one.

	The knights' hoofbeats echoed dully on the planks.

	The reason we didn't target them on the bridge was simple. There was a much better moment.

	The knights all crossed the bridge.

	The moment the last hoof touched this side's ground, Father shouted quietly.

	"Fire."

	Fire arrows flew.

	They weren't just fire arrows. The arrows themselves were simple magic items.

	The moment the arrowhead touched the target, it didn't catch fire—it exploded.

	And... what those magic items targeted wasn't people.

	It was the bridge.

	The wooden planks burst apart.

	The bridge broke, the railings twisted in midair, and the entire bridge collapsed into the river.

	It was instantaneous.

	Judging by the explosion's power, even a stone bridge wouldn't have fared much differently.

	"What?"

	A shout erupted.

	The important thing was that single shout triggered a chain reaction.

	Two or three more shouts followed, overlapping into a single cacophony.

	They must have realized the bridge had collapsed.

	That their way back had disappeared.

	The enemy's noise grew louder.

	Father drew his sword.

	"Charge!"

	The knights burst forth.

	They didn't ride horses. The distance was close.

	Clang.

	Sir Karl reached them first.

	The escort knight in front raised his sword, but he was half a beat too slow.

	Sir Karl's sword slipped underneath and passed through his neck.

	The horse beside him startled and staggered sideways, but Sir Karl had already stepped aside to avoid it.

	The second one.

	Sir Wolfram struck away the spear shaft, grabbed the wrist, and pulled him down.

	Simultaneously, he swung his sword with his other hand.

	The helmet that fell to the ground rolled away.

	What should have been inside the helmet was already gone.

	There were more sounds of people falling than swords clashing.

	As expected.

	First, our side was more skilled.

	Second, our side had greater numbers.

	Third, they were exhausted.

	Fourth, we ambushed them.

	Having all four advantages when even one or two would make a fight favorable—this wasn't a battle but a slaughter.

	The enemy escort knights' heads flew off in an instant.

	Well, some kept their necks intact because their heads were crushed by maces, but they didn't look much different from those who lost their heads.

	Our greatest force didn't even step forward.

	They simply watched with arms crossed, not even drawing their swords.

	There was no need to step in.

	And after everything ended.

	The greatest force and supreme commander stood before the enemy's supreme commander who had lost everything.

	The man who had tumbled from the brown horse raised his head.

	Second Prince Rubens.

	Father looked down at him.

	Not from horseback. He hadn't ridden a horse from the start.

	He walked over on two feet, stood on two feet, and looked down.

	That alone was sufficient height.

	"Walther!"

	"That would be Lord Walther."

	"How dare you. Do you even know what you've done!"

	"'How dare you' is what I should be saying."

	That closed Rubens's mouth.

	Their positions had been completely reversed just a few months ago.

	"I am an Imperial Prince!"

	The cry burst forth.

	But the army that should have backed that cry was already gone.

	Father's hand rose roughly.

	No other expression came to mind.

	His large hand came down on Rubens's left shoulder.

	Over the armor. More placing than grasping.

	Then he squeezed.

	Creak.

	The sound of metal splitting came first.

	The scream came next.

	"Kuaaaagh!"

	The shoulder portion of the armor crumpled like paper.

	What happened to the bone inside was clear enough from the sound alone.

	He had just been crippled.

	The pleasure of crushing the shoulder of the bastard who tried to kill him with poison.

	Having fully savored that pleasure, Father... let go.

	Rubens raised his head while clutching his shattered shoulder.

	"I am an Imperial Prince..."

	"Right. You were an Imperial Prince. Of the former dynasty."

	Father brushed off his hand. Armor fragments fell with a patter.

	"You too are committing treason!"

	While clutching his shattered shoulder, the last weapon from lips that had once been an Imperial Prince's.

	Treason.

	The gravest crime under Imperial law.

	And there were many excuses one could squeeze out for it.

	One could say it was a righteous uprising to restore order in the absence of a legitimate heir to the throne, that we would support a proper candidate.

	One could retort, "Who poisoned whom first, and you dare speak of treason?"

	That would have made for quite plausible wrapping.

	Father chose none of those.

	"Do you object? Former Imperial Prince?"

	It wasn't a rebuttal to the framing of treason.

	Yes, it's treason. So what are you going to do about it?

	That kind of answer, in other words.

	A method of crushing with power rather than justification.

	Walther Von Krustein's characteristic way of speaking, refusing the debate itself.

	And the rebuttal to that was...

	"Spare me. I will have my uses!"

	Uses.

	Not words befitting an Imperial Prince. Maybe a former Imperial Prince. That aside, would this fellow actually have any use?

	I thought about it briefly.

	Use him as a political card?

	Now that we've declared rebellion... does the title of former dynasty's Imperial Prince have any remaining value?

	Doubtful.

	Use him as a hostage?

	He could be used to absorb Rubens's remaining forces, but that army was being half-devoured by undead.

	Information?

	There didn't seem to be any particularly needed information, and if necessary, torture would suffice, wouldn't it?

	There was no particular reason to keep him alive.

	Or so I thought, but...

	"Uhehehehe."

	Father laughed.

	It wasn't the hearty laugh from before.

	A low, slow kind of laugh rising from deep in his throat.

	"Uses. Uses. Right. I'll make a use for you."

	Father's hand grabbed Rubens by the collar and lifted him.

	Rubens's feet left the ground.

	"Uaaaaaaagh!"

	A scream erupted. His shattered shoulder couldn't bear the weight hanging from his collar.

	Father didn't even blink.

	"Former Imperial Prince."

	Father's empty hand slid down along Rubens's body.

	Rubens's scream stopped.

	Not from pain. He realized where that hand would stop.

	"N-no!"

	It was his crotch.


Ch.116 Crossing The Line

	The blood drained from Rubens's face.

	He turned even paler than when his shoulder had been shattered.

	Fear is always more terrifying than pain.

	"I heard the eunuchs died when the capital fell. Don't you think we should make one?"

	"S-stop!"

	It wasn't a scream of pain but a cry of terror at having his very existence denied.

	"Stop! Stop it!"

	"I said I'd make you useful."

	"I'm an imperial prince! To do this to an imperial prince!"

	"I said *former* imperial prince."

	Father's hand tightened.

	The sound of chains snapping beneath the armor came first.

	"No! Nooooo!"

	Rubens began to cry.

	It was weeping that shattered all dignity as a prince, all remaining pride.

	He shook his head frantically, face smeared with snot and tears.

	"Please! A-anything else! I'll do anything! Please!"

	Father didn't answer.

	"Kill me! Just kill me instead!"

	At those words, Father's hand stopped.

	Rather than stopped... he paused briefly.

	"Worse than death, is it."

	"Yes, just kill me! Kill me honorably! Aren't you a knight! As a knight, you shouldn't do this!"

	I could have countered—was trying to assassinate me with poison knightly behavior? That bastard was both a prince and a knight. It would have been a valid rebuttal.

	But...

	Father's choice was different.

	"Yes. It would be worse than death."

	Satisfaction.

	That seemed to be enough.

	Doing what the other person hates most after confirming it.

	If that was the definition of revenge.

	Then Father right now was perfectly faithful to that definition.

	"Aaaaaaaaaaaagh!"

	The scream tore across the field.

	If there was a limit to sounds that could come from a human throat, that was near it.

	*Flap flap!*

	Birds took flight.

	**

	The plan had been to occupy the factions one by one.

	I'd even made a list. Priorities, estimated forces, terrain, supply lines.

	I'd established principles accordingly and intended to devour them one by one.

	The command-level knights had been briefed on the roadmap.

	"A perfect operation."

	"According to these calculations, we can occupy most factions within three years at most."

	That should have been normal.

	Up to the second battle, everything went according to plan.

	Absorbing the remnant forces of the bastard who'd become a eunuch wasn't difficult.

	These guys had no loyalty to their lord...

	Well... after witnessing their lord flee with his tail between his legs only to be captured and turned into both a eunuch and mana-cripple, whatever loyalty existed would have withered away.

	Then we hit the nearest faction the same way.

	Marquis Regen to the east.

	Same method. Bury the stones, wait for night, send the undead.

	Same result. The marquis surrendered before dawn.

	Our army cheered, but I was starting to think:

	Is this right?

	Of course I knew the magic artifact was an overwhelming strategic asset.

	But "overwhelming advantage" in war means "room for mistakes," not "mistakes won't happen."

	The stones could have been discovered.

	We could have run into enemy scouts on the burial route.

	Unexpected terrain variables could have interfered with the undead's movement path.

	Yet in both cases, none of that happened.

	Was it good luck, enemy incompetence, or both?

	It felt good, but... times like these required staying sharp.

	The intoxication of consecutive victories is sweet.

	But when intoxication becomes habit, it's called complacency.

	The third target was Count Granheim to the west.

	Though his forces were small, the terrain was tricky, so we'd devised a three-stage relay method.

	We'd finished simulations and confirmed deployment for two days later—right at that moment.

	Something caught on my mana sensitivity.

	An envoy.

	"Count Granheim requests surrender!"

	The three-stage relay operation we'd spent two days planning became useless overnight.

	But that was just the beginning.

	**

	"Her Highness the Imperial Princess wishes to negotiate."

	"Negotiate?"

	"Yes. We will accommodate your conditions as much as possible."

	A surrender envoy.

	Not just one—they were lining up.

	Not only nobles who'd dreamed of throne or imperial seat, but even imperial family members symbolizing the old regime came of their own accord.

	Of course, in terms of power, it wasn't strange.

	After all, the Krustein army had single-handedly suppressed two rebellions.

	The Krustein army, not the imperial army.

	Without me.

	And now that I—called an unparalleled boy hero (sounds narcissistic, but it's actually the rumor going around)—had joined, it was like adding wings to a tiger.

	But I hadn't expected them to surrender in droves like this.

	"Unexpected. That Her Highness the Imperial Princess would make such a proposal."

	Father said.

	Wrapped in polite tone, but sarcastic underneath.

	The envoy couldn't have missed it.

	"She's not foolish enough to antagonize a family that commands undead."

	Blunt. Excessively so for a diplomatic envoy.

	But probably the right approach. Beating around the bush in front of Father would only irritate him.

	"That's not all, is it? We've confirmed two dragons flew over Lantheim."

	Ah, so the rumor spread.

	A family that commands undead and even controls dragons. Antagonize them or join hands?

	Not bad logic. I saw several of our knights nod with satisfaction.

	Natural reaction from people who'd seen both dragons and undead experiments firsthand.

	But.

	"How unexpected that Her Highness the wise Imperial Princess would believe such things."

	Deliberately reverent tone. While thoroughly crushing the content.

	The princess believes rumors? Not wise but superstitious?

	The man saying this knew better than anyone it wasn't a rumor.

	Was he planning to make the First Princess look like the man beside him?

	The new eunuch was trembling.

	The envoy didn't look that way. Deliberately.

	Well, he wasn't a prince or anything anymore.

	At least not politically.

	No faction tried to rescue him.

	Not even voices criticizing his punishment.

	Right now, that man was just a cripple with both genitals and mana hole destroyed.

	"Your Excellency's martial prowess is known throughout the empire. Her Highness the Imperial Princess expresses respect for that prowess and proposes negotiations of mutual benefit."

	"What does Her Highness the Imperial Princess have to offer me?"

	Everything so far was preamble.

	This would be the main text.

	The envoy drew parchment from his breast.

	Judging by how many times it was folded, the list was long.

	"First, passage rights through the three eastern counties under Her Highness's direct control will be opened indefinitely to House Krustein."

	Father didn't respond.

	"Second, five battalions from Her Highness's knight orders are willing to be dispatched under Your Excellency the Duke's command."

	Still no response.

	The envoy continued undeterred. Third, fourth, fifth.

	Trade route opening. Magic artifact technology sharing. Priority guarantee for Krustein in post-war territorial disputes.

	...

	"Fifteenth, we will recognize direct control over not only the entire north but parts of the central region—nearly half the empire by area."

	Not bad conditions. But Father's non-reaction was the answer.

	That much wasn't enough.

	Let's be honest. Why should we accept that?

	We have an invincible army, can command undead, their morale is rock bottom, and others wanting to surrender are lining up besides them.

	Not a metaphor—two more envoy delegations were waiting behind this one.

	"Sixteenth..."

	"Enough. Skip the trivial stuff. Get to the point."

	Father raised his hand.

	The envoy folded the parchment. The folding motion was surprisingly calm.

	Meaning he'd been prepared.

	"Sir Adrian Von Krustein is an unparalleled boy hero..."

	My name came up suddenly.

	Here?

	Out of nowhere?

	"Our Imperial Princess is renowned for beauty and intelligence..."

	Wait.

	Wait wait wait.

	"The union of you two would open a new era for the empire..."

	Union?

	What? Union?

	As my mind went blank, I glanced around.

	Sir Karl coughed.

	Not just a cough. Covering his mouth with his fist, shoulders jerking once, the suppressing kind of cough.

	He's laughing right now.

	Celine turned her head away entirely. Toward the tent corner. Her back trembling slightly.

	Sir Heinrich at least maintained appearances.

	His expression didn't budge.

	Just his gaze rose to the ceiling. Though there was nothing on the ceiling.

	Sir Wolfram's lips were openly curled up.

	The envoy completely failed to read the atmosphere.

	No, he read it but read it backwards.

	"Her Highness the Imperial Princess displayed harp playing surpassing court musicians at age seven..."

	Stop.

	"At twelve, she won the youngest-ever placement in the Imperial Poetry Competition..."

	Please stop.

	"Furthermore, Her Highness is skilled in embroidery and weaving, and silk she personally wove is prized in noble society..."

	Embroidery. Weaving. Silk.

	I had absolutely no idea what relevance this information had to me.

	"She also has expertise in swordsmanship and horsemanship, placing in the Imperial Equestrian Competition..."

	"Adrian. You seem to have something to say."

	Father was looking at me.

	He wasn't smiling. Mouth and eyes same as usual.

	But...

	He's enjoying this.

	Enjoying watching his son's discomfort.

	This person, that person, everyone was enjoying this.

	Even the dual-cripple bastard with destroyed mana hole and genitals was giggling. Only I... only I had to speak.

	"The union of you two would be a cornerstone opening the empire's new era, remembered for generations..."

	"The First Princess is 35 years old!"

	It burst out.

	I'd held back and held back and held back, but it burst out.
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	Come on, have some conscience.

	How could an old monster like that target a young man in his prime like me... no, a boy.

	This is something I need to resist strongly.

	"There's nothing to discuss with something like that."

	I tried to use respectful language, but harsh words came out.

	It wasn't intentional.

	But... I have a right to be angry!

	Thirty-five years old. And from what I know, she's been married several times already.

	For reference, the 1st Imperial Princess Freya's nickname is "Female Mantis."

	I don't think I need to explain the context behind that nickname.

	But...

	Hmm...

	"Something like that"... was that too harsh?

	I thought she'd be angry.

	In terms of practical advantage, we held the upper hand, but I inwardly judged that she wouldn't see it that way.

	"I see. Understood."

	Huh?

	There was no rebuttal. Not even a face-saving remark. Not even a lingering note like "Please reconsider," the kind of line a diplomat would leave behind even if it meant swallowing their pride.

	She simply withdrew quickly.

	That was like...

	The behavior of a complete weakling.

	The envoy turned around.

	The bow was natural, and there was no hesitation in her steps.

	She seemed eager to escape quickly.

	In the midst of that, her gaze swept across one spot.

	It was a fleeting moment. A glance so brief that an untrained eye would have missed it.

	Duke Sylvester.

	The envoy's lips moved.

	There was almost no sound, but I could read the vibration in the air through mana sensitivity.

	It was a new technique born from the combination of three things: mana sensitivity, my recent advancement in realm, and something left behind from the day I lost my memory.

	"I can't believe that old monster actually calls that child 'liege'..."

	It seemed the real shock was on her side.

	Thinking about it, it made sense.

	A long-time loyal retainer of the Hardenberg Imperial Family and teacher of emperors.

	Such a being was sitting beside me in the ducal house, calling me "liege."

	Me, not Father.

	That must have been the most shocking information.

	A bit of mischief stirred in me.

	"'Old monster' is rather harsh language."

	I deliberately spoke loud enough for her to hear.

	Crash.

	The envoy fell.

	Right in the middle of the hall with knights lined up on both sides. She laid down all the dignity she could possess as a diplomat along with the sound of hitting the floor.

	The envoy tried to get up.

	She put her knees down, placed her hands on the floor, and was about to gather her diplomatic pride to raise her upper body.

	But her hands were trembling. It was clearly not just from the shock of falling.

	"Heh heh heh heh... heh heh heh... how far have the rumors..."

	What rumors exactly?

	I wanted to ask, but I didn't bother.

	"You must be tired from your long journey. Knights, help this person up."

	Father deliberately acted courteously.

	The formality shown to someone lower in status, whether in actual or nominal rank.

	It was a kind of joke.

	Two knights approached and grabbed the envoy's arms to lift her up. The envoy left the tent with her head bowed, never once looking back.

	Watching the envoy's departing back, I thought.

	What she'll report when she returns won't just be the rejection of the conditions.

	Duke Sylvester is calling Krustein's son "liege." The moment this single fact spreads, the credibility of all the other rumors surrounding me will rise entirely.

	Of course, most of them are... absurd rumors.

	For instance...

	At eleven years old, he subdued a top-tier Sword Expert knight with his bare hands.

	When he was born, silver mana enveloped the birthing room and the midwife fainted.

	He doesn't sleep. Even after staying awake for three days, his judgment doesn't cloud.

	I don't know what lunatic spread these rumors, but I slept eight hours last night. Soundly. I'd die if I didn't sleep.

	The envoy stopped at the entrance.

	"May I say one thing?"

	"Go ahead."

	"I don't believe all the rumors about Your Excellency or the Little Duke. Especially regarding the Little Duke's strange rumors—that he has eyes that see through battlefields, that he inherited dragon blood—I don't believe those. Because that would mean Your Excellency copulated with a dragon."

	"So that's how the rumor goes."

	Father smiled in an uncharacteristic way. His attitude toward dragons was truly contradictory. Whether he disregarded them or revered them, whether he revered them more than ordinary humans but saw them as beneath me.

	"However, if even just the rumor about not sleeping is true, I would choose not to defy Your Excellency's son."

	Sleep, out of nowhere?

	Of all the rumors, why that one?

	"The fact that Duke Sylvester truly follows him was more surprising than any rumor."

	And with that, she left without looking back.

	After some time passed.

	"Is not sleeping a less impressive rumor than dragon blood?"

	I asked.

	I was genuinely curious.

	Duke Sylvester answered.

	"Most people think so."

	**

	Even after the envoy left, I remained somewhat on guard.

	She firmly believed in surrender, but I thought the 35-year-old monster whose marriage proposal was rejected might think differently.

	Even if not retaliation, I expected at least a letter of protest. Something like "We express regret" or "We request reconsideration"—the kind of document with soft words but thorns hidden inside.

	That's what diplomacy is, isn't it? Even when rejected, you knock once more, and if that doesn't work, you at least leave a face-saving protest.

	But.

	What arrived was a letter of surrender.

	"Unconditional surrender?"

	"Yes. They declared complete surrender without any preconditions."

	It bore the Imperial Princess's seal. The handwriting was neat, and the sentences were short.

	There were no embellishments. No expressions leaving room for negotiation, no rhetoric to save face, no conditions whatsoever.

	We surrender.

	That single sentence was all the parchment could convey.

	She was the most powerful force among those remaining.

	Not just powerful. The most legitimate force.

	Direct lineage of the Hardenberg Imperial Family. A bloodline that could claim the throne.

	Such a person declared unconditional surrender.

	"Grant her a ducal title!"

	Father readily accepted.

	With that, the civil war was effectively over.

	The word "effectively" was attached for a reason, of course.

	There were still tens of thousands of undead in the capital.

	We could lure them with magic artifacts, but eliminating them was another project entirely.

	As soon as I lay on the bed, my whole body sank.

	It was heavy. Even though I hadn't swung a sword. All I did today was sit, meet people, listen, and talk.

	Yet I was this tired, probably because of my head.

	The undead elimination project.

	The administrative system after recapturing the capital.

	Mass production of magic artifacts and securing mana stones.

	And her...

	...Ah...

	I need to sleep.

	I closed my eyes.

	Three seconds later, I fell asleep.

	Quite ordinarily, contrary to the rumors.

	**

	"Oppa, you're late!"

	Ugh...

	The cruel hand yanking open the curtains.

	It was Celine.

	Her cat ears stood perked up.

	"Late for what? What appointment?"

	"It's that day!"

	"What day?"

	I suddenly couldn't remember.

	I was drowsy, reality and dreams mixing together.

	In my dream, I was about Celine's current age.

	Three years ago... no, was it four years ago?

	Before I knew it, this kid had turned twelve.

	After the accelerated aging was reset, she's been growing again from eight years old, but her behavior is still completely cat-like.

	She likes high places, naps in sunny spots, and drops things when she doesn't get attention.

	"Oppa."

	"What."

	"Don't I seem a bit taller lately?"

	"Stand up and let me see."

	Celine straightened her back. I pretended not to notice her slightly raising her heels.

	"You've grown a lot."

	"Really?"

	"Probably."

	I watched her walk away, grinning from ear to ear.

	The child who was told she wouldn't live past thirty is now asking if she's grown taller while standing on her tiptoes.

	Now that child is also a proud Imperial Princess.

	Then what about me, soon to turn fifteen...

	I was the Crown Prince.

	"Oh, but what day is it?"

	"They said the communication device is fixed!"

	"Ah!"

	I bolted upright.

	"You even forgot that. Were you dreaming?"

	"Yeah."

	"What about?"

	"When I was your age."

	Celine tilted her head... then smiled.

	"Oh, when those guys got castrated?"

	Two people stood at the door.

	Celine's male attendants.

	Of course, attendants serving an Imperial Princess couldn't be ordinary male attendants.

	Unnecessary organs removed to make them suitable for serving the Imperial Princess, and while they were at it, other unnecessary organs also removed so they wouldn't pose a physical threat.

	In short...

	They were eunuchs who had their Mana Hearts removed.

	Both had deep grudges with the Krustein family.

	Normally, both should have been executed... but Father didn't prefer executing enemy-level prisoners.

	More precisely, he preferred that method over killing.

	Their power as knights and their function as men—both eliminated at once.

	If you kill them, it ends there, but if you keep them alive, they become useful.

	Useful as a message. Useful for saying "Don't mess with us unless you want to end up like this."

	"Rubens."

	"Yes!"

	"You look older than when you came last time."

	"I apologize."

	"Nothing to apologize for."

	It was natural, after all.

	When the Mana Hole is destroyed, mana circulation in the body stops, and when circulation stops, the power that suppressed physical aging disappears.

	Plus, they'd suffered a lot.

	And...

	My gaze moved to the second eunuch.

	His head was deeply bowed. I couldn't see his face.

	Instead, I could see his hair.

	It had once been blond.

	Now it was white.

	Not silver like mine, but white.

	What's the difference? The luster. Silver hair has light, white hair has none.

	It wasn't hair that had lost color, but hair that had lost vitality.

	Still, Father has a nasty hobby. To think he'd keep that bastard alive. After turning him into that.

	"Ernst. Lift your head."

	I deliberately called the guy's name.
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	Ernst raised his head.

	His once-handsome face had deteriorated considerably.

	His cheekbones protruded, his lips were cracked, and wrinkles covered his skin.

	Was it because he was a eunuch? That seemed unlikely—surprisingly, there were quite a few eunuchs with decent appearances. It was probably the aftereffects of his destroyed mana hole.

	"Please give me your orders."

	His tone was perfectly that of a servant.

	"Nothing to order really, just take good care of Celine."

	"Understood."

	When Celine said "Let's go!" and took the lead, Ernst naturally fell into step half a pace behind her.

	He was on a completely different level from Rubens beside him.

	Rubens had been a eunuch for years now, yet he still fumbled about.

	His movements were sluggish, his gaze uncertain, and he constantly checked Celine's expression to see what he should do.

	When Ernst handed over the coat, only then would Rubens make an "oops" expression, and when Ernst opened the door, Rubens would follow half a beat late.

	The senior was worse than the junior.

	Though calling them senior and junior was a stretch when they were only a few months apart.

	Both Rubens and Ernst came from incredibly privileged backgrounds.

	Yet one had adapted while the other hadn't.

	What was the difference?

	Talent? Personality? Or had one been tormented more?

	Or perhaps... was the current imperial family, Krustein, superior to the former imperial family, Hardenberg?

	To have such a self-satisfied reaction would be premature when it wasn't even certain if that man was a Krustein.

	Ernst himself had officially denied it.

	More than just denying it, that man was known as the person who had killed the most Krustein bloodline members.

	When Ernst was the legitimate eldest son, talented illegitimate children disappeared one by one.

	Some he had dealt with directly. Some he had neglected. Some were processed as accidents.

	While Ernst's maternal grandfather, maternal uncle, mother, and others paid for their crimes and died under Father's sword, the fact that this bastard alone survived was paradoxically not because he was innocent, but because he was guilty of so much.

	Yet despite all that, Father didn't torment him that much. Of course, there were times when Ernst trembled first.

	Even now, Father casually picked on him whenever he felt like it... but it was different treatment from Rubens.

	Some called it quiet fury, but I thought differently.

	Father had never once been angry about his children's deaths.

	Children without talent weren't children even if they died.

	By that standard, only two children caught his eye.

	Celine. Me.

	The rest were strangers who happened to share the same surname.

	Then whether Ernst was a legitimate child or not had been meaningless from the start.

	His talent hadn't caught Father's eye to begin with.

	"Oppa, what are you thinking about?"

	Celine turned her head and asked.

	"Nothing much."

	"Liar. Your expression was scary."

	"This is just my face."

	"Oh, come on."

	Anyway, that wasn't what mattered.

	"Ernst. Make some coffee."

	"Yes."

	A moment later, a cup was placed before me.

	Even the aroma was different.

	The coffee Rubens made was like beans steeped in water, but when this guy made it, somehow proper coffee came out.

	I took a sip.

	Nice.

	He was a useful eunuch in many ways.

	Actually, I had never really hated that guy.

	Even now with my incomplete memories, that feeling remained.

	Though this incompleteness of memory seemed less like lost memories and more like they were from too early in childhood.

	Still, some remained faintly.

	For instance...

	Memories of playing chess together. Of course, it was courtesy chess. Chess where I let him win.

	But occasionally there were moments when he'd light up, genuinely trying to win, and in those moments, while slightly bothersome, I didn't dislike it.

	I also remembered him sending something for each of my birthdays.

	He definitely gave better gifts than the other illegitimate children...

	Especially...

	Especially...

	I remembered receiving an incredibly important birthday gift.

	I loved it tremendously. I played with it all day. It was very useful.

	What was it?

	Really, what was it?

	What.

	Never mind.

	Feeling energy return with the cup of coffee, I set down the cup.

	"Alright then, let's go with energy!"

	It started the moment I opened the door and stepped out.

	Attendants. Eunuchs. Knights.

	Those lined up in the corridor bowed their heads in unison.

	"Your Highness."

	"Your Highness."

	With each step I took, greetings poured forth.

	Excessive. I still wasn't used to it.

	Even though it had been years since I received the title of Crown Prince, my back still tingled.

	When I was just a noble young master, it wasn't this much.

	I should have adapted by now, but I hadn't.

	Celine, on the other hand, was different.

	She walked half a pace ahead as if it were natural.

	Though her inner feelings might be different.

	She enjoyed being treated as a princess as if it were natural.

	As if she'd been born a princess.

	**

	When we neared our destination, what caught my eye was a banner.

	'3rd Anniversary of Capital Reclamation.'

	The letters had faded.

	Traces of dye washed away by rainwater stretched vertically, and one end had come untied and hung in the wind.

	That event was a remnant from a few months ago.

	I knew because I'd been there to fill a seat.

	I'd given a speech, attended the ceremony, and even pretended to sip wine from who knows where.

	Even after commemorative events ended, banners remained.

	Because leaving them up was cheaper than taking them down.

	Also because they served as advertisements. They'd probably stay that way until the 4th anniversary.

	As we passed through the streets, some citizens recognized me.

	"Long live! Long live Krustein!"

	"Long live! Long live His Highness Adrian!"

	In response, both Celine and I waved appropriately.

	Some were probably pushed into joining the cheers.

	That's how crowds are. It takes more courage than one might think to keep your mouth shut when the person next to you is cheering.

	But not all of them were like that.

	The gazes many of them sent could be called respect.

	It wasn't because of bloodline.

	It was true that rumors about being a descendant of the Silver Dragon had spread.

	But no matter what, those were just rumors.

	What truly mattered was something else.

	The undead that had covered the capital.

	The corpses piled in every street. The palace left abandoned with its fires extinguished.

	The army that ended it all.

	The fact that I had led that army.

	More precisely, the fact that the core stone of that subjugation was my invention.

	Actually, reclaiming the capital itself hadn't been difficult.

	Writing "it wasn't difficult" might sound arrogant, but that was the truth.

	The key was simple. Undead follow lure stones.

	Fire neutralizes regeneration. Combine these two things.

	First, we sent cavalry with lure stones.

	When the cavalry rode, the undead followed.

	When the cavalry turned, the undead turned.

	And at the end of that path was fire.

	We scraped together every bit of oil from the vicinity.

	The cavalry detoured just before the flames.

	The undead did not detour.

	Partly because they had no intelligence, but the fundamental reason was that lure stones were buried in the middle of the flames too.

	Regeneration ability?

	Resurrection?

	None of that existed.

	When you burn them to the bone, nothing remains to rise again.

	Allied casualties: 0.

	It was closer to a cleanup operation than a war.

	What came after was politics, not military matters.

	Capital reclamation.

	Its weight was greater in public sentiment than on the battlefield.

	The army that reclaimed the royal capital trampled into ruins by undead.

	The name inscribed on the army's banner.

	It wasn't Hardenberg.

	It was Krustein.

	It became legend, became justification.

	Of course, we did pull justification in that direction, but at least we didn't create something from nothing.

	**

	The tower came into view.

	It was closer to a fortress than a tower.

	Right after the capital reclamation, it had been nothing more than a half-collapsed watchtower, but after three years of repeated expansions, it had swollen beyond recognition of its original form.

	The place where equipment receiving signals from the moon was stored.

	This location was selected based on the mages' claim that reception sensitivity would improve at the highest point in the empire, and while it still wasn't certain if that claim was correct, it was working well anyway, so there was no reason to move it.

	As I entered, heavy air struck my face.

	Dozens of researchers bowed their heads in unison.

	"Your Highness."

	"Your Highness."

	One elf, three humans.

	That's how it started.

	Now dozens filled the positions.

	We could have increased the number more. It wasn't a budget issue, nor was there a lack of applicants.

	But that wasn't my preference.

	Better to have dozens of controllable, competent talents than to hire thousands of amateurs who only drain salaries. When headcount increases, management costs rise exponentially, and when management costs rise, time for actual research decreases.

	Of course, this logic only held because I could read the text.

	What if I couldn't?

	I would have had to cross-reference hundreds of seemingly different writing systems one by one, find patterns, and run repetitive grunt work. Then even thousands of people wouldn't have been enough.

	But I could read, so dozens were sufficient.

	The senior researcher approached.

	"Your Highness. Repairs on the receiver are complete."

	My heart skipped a beat at those words.

	I looked at the equipment.

	Three years ago, it had been at the level of dots appearing on a small glass plate. Now it was different.

	Like the repeatedly expanded tower, the equipment had also swollen.

	A reception panel embedded with mana stones occupied an entire wall.

	Beyond that equipment was a signal.

	Beyond the signal was the sky.

	Beyond the sky was the blue moon I looked up at every night.

	It wasn't a moon. A separate world.

	Communicating with that world meant...

	A path connecting the two worlds would open.

	My heart was still racing.

	I thought I knew why.

	This meant...

	Taking one step closer to the being who had wagered on integrating the two worlds.
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	A single dot appeared on the receiving panel.

	In the center of the wall. A black stain-like mark spread over the blue light of the mana stone.

	It became a line.

	Bent, split, and reconnected.

	It was text.

	Not just one. Ten. Twenty. After that, they poured out too fast to count.

	The wall turned black. Not a metaphor—the character strings filled the surface of the mana stone so densely that the original light was no longer visible.

	"Wow!"

	One researcher shouted.

	That was the trigger.

	"It's here!"

	"Reception successful! Reception successful! There's a diamond! There's a diamond!"

	The tower erupted.

	"We're witnessing history!"

	"Long live His Excellency Adrian!"

	Three years.

	Three years of countless repetitions—fixing equipment, expanding, replacing mana stones, adjusting sensitivity, fine-tuning reception angles by 0.1-degree increments.

	Finally, results had come.

	"Bwahahaha!"

	The researchers embraced each other. Someone pounded the table with their fist, someone else collapsed to their knees.

	Of course, they had received transmissions several times before.

	But the reason they were going absolutely crazy was simple.

	This transmission wasn't an ordinary one—it was a reply to the transmission we had sent.

	That diamond was the signal we had agreed upon with the people of the Blue Moon to indicate they had received a reply.

	Of course, it was a useless marker for me.

	When I could read the text, why would I need such a marker?

	But...

	It was quite an appropriate sign to show my subordinates who couldn't read it.

	The character strings densely filling the wall caught my eye.

	Letters combined, words connected, sentences flowed.

	Korean.

	The language of my past life.

	I had lost my memories. I had offered them as payment to a demon.

	Yet this alone remained.

	Dozens of eyes were directed at me.

	I hadn't taught them Korean.

	The fact that I could read Korean was a card only I held in this world, and showing your cards is something you do after the game is over.

	"Interesting."

	"Your Highness. By any chance, the content of that signal..."

	"Of course."

	My heart raced from the very first line.

	'Republic of Korea National Emergency Response Committee.'

	National. Emergency. Response. Committee.

	It was a name combining four words. Each one was an ordinary word, but the moment they combined, the weight changed.

	The word "emergency" particularly caught my attention.

	I scanned through the following sentences.

	It was formal style. The kind of sentences bureaucrats write.

	Long subjects, predicates pushed to the back, tone with emotions thoroughly excluded.

	To summarize:

	This committee has received your signal and confirmed that said signal is intentional communication by an intelligent being. We request information regarding your identity and intentions.

	It was stiff, cold, yet somehow desperate.

	They must have written this without knowing who the recipient was.

	A first greeting sent to an existence that could be a monster, a demon, or nothing at all.

	Yet they maintained formality.

	I found that oddly appealing.

	The kind of people who maintain courtesy even while terrified.

	Not a bad first impression.

	"Did you read it?"

	I nodded.

	"I'm sending a reply."

	"Pardon?"

	"Right now. Is it impossible?"

	"It's, it's possible, but Your Highness. Could you perhaps share their content with us first? We also need to know..."

	"Later."

	I knew it was a cruel answer. "Later" to people who had devoted three years.

	But at this moment, I couldn't spend time explaining the content to them.

	I would do the reading, but the equipment had to do the sending. If I wrote their text on parchment, a mage would carve the characters into the mana stone, and the receiving panel would convert it into a signal and transmit it.

	A cumbersome process, but unavoidable.

	-We have received your signal. I will answer your question about identity. I am the heir to this world's only unified empire and the one with full authority to decode and respond to this communication.-

	And a reply came.

	The speed was fast. The response speed to the signal we sent.

	What that indicated was clear.

	They had been waiting too.

	-We have received your response. We provisionally acknowledge your status as heir to the unified empire.-

	-This committee proposes an exchange of basic information for mutual understanding. We request your reply regarding the following items.-

	-First. The composition of intelligent species in your world and approximate population size.-

	-Second. A general explanation of the technical principles of this communication method.-

	-Third. The time and circumstances when you became aware of this committee's existence.-

	Not a bad first impression.

	There was one more line at the end of the message.

	-Additionally, we declare our willingness to proactively provide information on the same items from this committee's side.-

	They didn't just ask for information. They also said they would give first.

	They laid the premise of equal exchange.

	An attitude of bowing but not kneeling.

	I spread out the parchment.

	I could have answered all five items. But I didn't.

	Giving everything at once isn't diplomacy—it's charity.

	Information should be exchanged line by line. If I give one, they give one.

	That's how conversation continues.

	-I will reply to the question items sequentially. Before that, I also raise one question from our side.-

	-Please speak.-

	-Is your side the only nation in your world? We have not received responses from other nations. We request an explanation regarding this.-

	-This committee is an emergency organization of the Republic of Korea government. The Republic of Korea is one of multiple nations existing in the celestial body observed from your world—that is, the world you designate as the 'Blue Moon.'-

	-Multiple nations?-

	-Currently, approximately 30 sovereign nations exist in this world. However, this committee is the first to succeed in communication with your side, and at this point, this committee is the sole communication channel with your side.-

	Thirty.

	My head became complicated from a single number.

	Thirty nations. One of them succeeded in making contact first. The remaining 29 either don't know yet, know but can't do it, or are doing it but we can't receive it.

	But wait?

	Only 30?

	Something felt off. It nagged at me.

	But let's move past that for now. It's not immediately important.

	-I reply to the first item. Multiple intelligent species exist in this world, including humans, feline tribes, and elves. Humans comprise the majority, and in the Empire's case, the approximate population size is...-

	Transmission.

	Waiting.

	As expected, the reply was fast.

	-We have confirmed information about the species composition of your world. We request additional explanation regarding 'elves,' 'feline tribes,' and 'beastfolk.'-

	-We provide information on the same item from this committee's side. The intelligent species of this world is the single species of humans (Homo sapiens), and the current world population is approximately 100 million. Regarding the explanation of each species...-

	The exchange continued like that.

	Give one line, receive one line.

	When I explained the communication method's principle as a 'long-distance signal conversion device based on mana stones,' they replied that their receiving equipment was a 'radio wave receiving antenna and digital signal processing system.'

	And my subordinate mages diligently transcribed it all.

	-Thank you. However, we would like to ask one thing. By what circumstances did His Highness the Crown Prince decode our language?-

	I knew this question would come. If anything, it was late.

	Think about it. An existence from beyond the sky reads their language. Writes it.

	Even grasps the nuances.

	They'd be crazy not to be suspicious.

	But it was also a question I couldn't answer.

	Lost memories of a past life? Through a deal with a demon? But only the language sense remained?

	It would be like flipping over my entire hand when I should only show one card.

	-It is a personal ability. The detailed circumstances are difficult to disclose.-

	I know it's an insincere answer.

	-Excuse our impertinence, but we ask again. By personal ability, do you mean something innate or something acquired later? Judging by the accuracy of decoding, we determine it is not simple translation skill.-

	Persistent.

	I expected it, but I didn't know they'd dig in this quickly.

	-It is an ability from birth, so there is nothing to explain.-

	I stated it flatly.

	It probably wasn't a lie.

	The me before losing memories seems to have been aware of my past life from birth.

	No more exchanges occurred on that topic.

	They must have known.

	That digging into this question wouldn't yield answers.

	And that I wouldn't answer either.

	It was a wise decision.

	The topic changed.

	Gates.

	Spatial anomalies.

	Hostile organisms.

	Information on such matters went back and forth.

	-If your side possesses information regarding the cause and countermeasures for said phenomena, we request sharing.-

	"Your Highness. We're running out of parchment."

	A mage approached cautiously.

	Looking over, the parchment piled beside me had become a mountain. The ratio of used to unused had reversed long ago.

	"Bring more."

	"The parchment remaining in the warehouse right now..."

	"If there's none, make it. Even if you have to slaughter sheep."

	The mage ran off.

	The sound of footsteps carrying parchment didn't cease.

	Write, read, write again.

	Meanwhile, the researchers couldn't do anything.

	They couldn't read the text on the receiving panel.

	They couldn't read the writing I put on parchment either.

	The information spewed out by equipment they had devoted three years to creating—the very people who made it couldn't understand a single character.

	All they could do was bring parchment.

	Hmm, I should give them a raise.

	I was starting to get sleepy. The other side seemed to want to communicate more, but composing sentences with a drowsy head is dangerous.

	So before gradually ending the communication, I laid the groundwork for a final question.

	-I will ask frankly. You stated that the world population is 100 million and 30 nations exist.-

	-Yes.-

	-Is it true that 30 nations exist? Or were there more in the past but only 30 remain now? Please inform us clearly.-

	 


Ch.120 The Furry Nation

	# A few hours later.

	<This committee will faithfully answer your questions.>

	<Three years ago, approximately 195 sovereign nations existed in this world.>

	<The current number of surviving nations is 30.>

	<The global population has decreased from approximately 8 billion to approximately 100 million.>

	<The Republic of Korea is currently the most powerful among the remaining nations.>

	A flood of replies came pouring in.

	Well, I expected it. That the numbers would have drastically decreased.

	If that weren't the case, they wouldn't have been so troubled.

	But to think it was this severe.

	8 billion to 100 million.

	To think the word filling the gap of 7.9 billion people was "decreased."

	Bureaucrats are truly remarkable creatures in any world.

	<We propose a framework for technology exchange for mutual benefit.>

	<We have determined that deceiving you would be meaningless.>

	<O Crown Prince of the great Empire... please show mercy—>

	The writing style had changed three times within a single message.

	"Please show mercy."

	It wasn't the writing of a bureaucrat, but the writing of a desperate human.

	One thing was certain.

	They were flustered.

	By an extraterrestrial being who could speak their language.

	By someone who had immediately grasped their situation.

	Well, in the latter case it was just intuition, but either way, they were scared.

	Really, truly scared.

	I could squeeze more out of them.

	But...

	The moment I put pen to parchment, my hand stopped.

	Is this...

	Is this...

	Really right?

	Squeeze them.

	That was the word I'd just thought of.

	It was the correct judgment.

	Strategically, it was perfectly correct.

	They were cornered, I was the only communication channel, and the information asymmetry was overwhelmingly in my favor. Not tightening the screws would be foolish.

	And yet.

	The hand holding the pen wouldn't move.

	I don't know them. I've never seen them.

	So why.

	Why does my chest feel so tight?

	I have no memories of my past life.

	Because I offered them to a demon.

	But... but...

	I asked them one last thing.

	<Was the Republic of Korea originally such a powerful nation?>

	I actually already knew it wasn't.

	It was written in the book I'd authored. The military treatise my past self had left for my future self who would lose his memories—in its appendix. There were records about the world of my past life, and the name "Republic of Korea" was written there too.

	It hadn't been a great power.

	It wasn't a weak nation either, but it wasn't one that shook the world stage.

	Even though I knew all this, the reason I asked the question was simple.

	If I suddenly stopped after replying immediately until now...

	If they were measuring transmission intervals, they might learn that I was wavering.

	So I asked. Not a meaningless question, but one that seemed meaningful.

	The answer came.

	<No.>

	<When other great powers fell, we managed to hold on.>

	The word "managed" caught my eye.

	<Why?>

	I asked.

	This time it was sincere.

	Not a strategic question, but simply out of curiosity.

	The answer came.

	<The Silver Dragon saved us.>

	<She...>

	It was a long transmission.

	How they survived—they told me everything without hiding anything.

	Without diplomatic rhetoric. Without any trace of censorship.

	"Impudent thing."

	It came out of my mouth automatically.

	Perhaps my voice was too quiet, as the mage beside me tilted his head.

	"Your Highness?"

	Duke Sylvester quietly stepped half a step back.

	And I sensed him whispering to the mage beside him.

	"It's rare for His Highness to show emotion like this. There must be trouble brewing."

	"Impudent thing. Impudent thing."

	Too impudent.

	"Is there a problem with the transmission content?"

	"A problem..."

	I scrawled hastily.

	The handwriting was rough. Normally I wouldn't have allowed such penmanship.

	But right now I wasn't in the mood to refine my writing.

	The pen stopped on the parchment.

	Five characters.

	Thud!

	The sound of setting down the pen was crisp.

	"Your Highness?"

	"Send it."

	The mage took the parchment.

	His receiving hand was trembling. The Crown Prince who'd been repeating "impudent thing" had suddenly gone quiet—of course he'd be scared.

	The researchers, Duke Sylvester, even Celine kept their mouths shut.

	Normally Celine would have at least said "Oppa, what's wrong?"

	Transmission complete.

	I waited.

	No answer came.

	It was obvious.

	Either they'd fallen into confusion. Or convened a meeting. Or were suspecting a trap.

	One of the three.

	I leaned back in my chair.

	Looked up at the ceiling.

	And then...

	<Request confirmation of the meaning of "no conditions.">

	As expected.

	Suspicion came first.

	It was the natural progression.

	I unfolded the parchment. This time the writing was neat. I'd already recovered from my earlier agitation.

	<I will give everything I can give. This is not equivalent exchange.>

	Transmission.

	This time the answer was quick.

	<We do not accurately understand your intentions.>

	Of course they don't understand.

	When someone who's been pressuring you from above suddenly says they'll give you everything with no conditions, normal humans suspect one of two things.

	Either they're crazy.

	Or they're hiding something.

	I was the latter.

	I was definitely hiding something.

	And I wasn't just hiding it from them.

	I was hiding it from everyone here.

	Well, Duke Sylvester probably knew, but before that he was someone who deified me... no, he's an elf, so it didn't matter anyway.

	Tell them this?

	Thinking strategically, the answer was clear.

	It would be foolish.

	The side that reveals information first loses.

	What if they leak my identity?

	To my subjects. To Father. Throughout the entire Empire.

	The moment it spreads that this world's Crown Prince is from that world, everything I've built until now will crack.

	Of course, there might be no real harm...

	But there's no need to take that risk.

	Yet despite that, there was a strange pull.

	That I had to do this.

	That I had to tell them, at least.

	<In my past life, I was a person from your world, your nation.>

	<I'm sending again what I just sent. There. Are. No. Conditions.>

	After finishing writing, I looked down.

	In terms of character count, it wasn't much.

	Just two lines that didn't even fill a corner of the parchment.

	Yet strangely, these two lines felt heavier than the dozens of parchments I'd written today.

	"Send it."

	"Y-yes!"

	He stammered.

	He seemed to think I was angry, but actually I wasn't particularly angry.

	Meanwhile, the researchers still couldn't read anything.

	Neither the characters on the receiver nor the writing I put on parchment.

	It was regrettable.

	But right now I didn't have the luxury to care about that regret.

	The mage carved the characters into the mana stone.

	The receiver absorbed light and released it.

	Transmission complete.

	And shortly after, an answer came.

	This time the writing style was different again.

	<This is the President of the Republic of Korea. By any chance, are you the reincarnation of our nation's great hero? Like King Sejong or Admiral Yi Sun-sin...>

	Sejong.

	Yi Sun-sin.

	Though I had no memory of them, the moment those two names touched my eyes, there was a resonance somewhere in my chest. Not memory but sensation. The kind of resonance where I didn't know the meaning but understood the weight.

	A chuckle escaped me.

	They wanted to believe their hero had reincarnated and returned.

	I couldn't say I didn't understand.

	But unfortunately, I'm not such a great person.

	<No. I am not the reincarnation of such grand figures.>

	<However...>

	I hesitated very slightly about whether to write it. But well, having come this far, there was no reason not to.

	<However, the Silver Dragon who saved you. I heard she saved you because it was her "husband's nation.">

	Transmission.

	The answer was quick. The quickest so far.

	<That is correct. Silver Dragon Lise said exactly that. "Since it is my husband's nation, I shall not let it perish.">

	The dragon who called herself Lise, not Krustein.

	The impudent creature who claimed to be my wife.

	When she's just a maid.

	<I am that husband.>

	I wrote it.

	After writing, I looked down at the parchment.

	Seven characters were clearer than I expected.

	Right. Impudent.

	Impudent thing.

	Flying away like that. Disappearing after leaving just a dictionary. Not even leaving memories.

	Who's calling whom husband.

	To have the right to use that title, shouldn't you at least be by my side?

	After writing it, a strange thought occurred to me.

	The dragon's husband. In other words, spouse.

	Wasn't that more impressive than names like Sejong or Yi Sun-sin?

	Of course, my senses testified that those people were also incredibly great...

	But not as great as Lise Von Krustein.

	Regional heroes, at most.

	But the dragon who saved them? A global—no, universal hero!

	The savior's husband was sitting beyond the transmission.

	This wasn't diplomacy but an extension of mythology.

	<By any chance, are you a god of our nation?>

	The President—the nation's highest decision-maker—was asking an extraterrestrial being if he was a god.

	I almost laughed.

	But I couldn't laugh.

	Somewhere, a divine being might have actually descended.

	If the nation Lise saved was the Republic of Korea, then what about the nations Lise couldn't save?

	Among the nations that survived anyway, might some have been preserved because their own gods or heroes directly descended?

	If so, that President's question wasn't superstition but inference from experience.

	So I decided to tease them a bit.

	If you asked whether it was a strategic judgment, I'd say about 10% was.

	The remaining 90% was pure mischief.

	Among the records my pre-memory-loss self had left, there was one interesting thing.

	A page organizing the culture and history of my past life's world.

	He hadn't left records of Yi Sun-sin or King Sejong, but...

	He'd left this.

	<My wife in this life is a dragon. My wife in my past life was a bear.>

	After writing, I set down the pen for a moment.

	Would they fall for this?

	I was skeptical.

	No, to be honest.

	I thought they wouldn't fall for it.

	According to my records, it was a myth that nobody in the original world believed anyway.

	No matter how scared this President character was, there's no way he'd believe at face value a transmission claiming to be the progenitor of the founding myth.

	And then...

	<O great progenitor Hwanung. We wish to take refuge on your planet.>

	I stared at that single line for a long time.

	The characters seemed to be bleeding.

	Whether it was because of the mana stone's light. Or for some other reason.

	But anyway, this...

	What do I do?

	 


Ch.121 Severed Wings

	The Emperor's duties were originally tasks my father, Walther Von Krstein, should handle, but in reality, a considerable portion fell to me as Crown Prince.

	Of course, I didn't handle them directly—I delegated to an organization I'd created myself.

	They weren't trustworthy people.

	It was more accurate to say I'd picked whoever was available and put them in position.

	Still, the work got done.

	Work getting done and an organization being clean were two different stories, though.

	I was starting to smell something.

	Embezzlement.

	The organization had only been around for a few years and already embezzlement... I was gradually getting the urge to expand the palace eunuch organization, but...

	I held back.

	If I intervened now, the work would stop.

	If the work stopped, the Empire would stop.

	I had no one to replace them with immediately.

	Even corrupt people doing their jobs was better than a vacuum.

	I didn't plan to tolerate it forever.

	I hadn't designed it to be preventable, but I had designed it to be detectable.

	Half-measures would only trip me up. Grab them firmly and strike in one blow. That was my method, and it had worked so far.

	"Your Highness! His Majesty has arrived!"

	Some nameless eunuch came running frantically.

	Like the other eunuchs, someone with deep grudges against Krustein. Around forty years old, perhaps? I vaguely thought he might have been some duke, but I couldn't remember exactly.

	I didn't have enough mental storage space to remember every one of Father's enemies one by one.

	"Right, I'll go."

	I had to report this matter to Father.

	Otherwise, he might throw a fit later.

	Because it was too important?

	No, that wasn't it.

	Even with matters somewhat more important than this, Father... showed little interest, and a written report after the fact would have sufficed.

	The real reason was different.

	It was related to the silver dragon.

	Father, who didn't do Emperor work, spent his time elsewhere.

	Tracking the Silver Dragon.

	Of course, that Silver Dragon was Kirisins, not Krustein, but it was related either way. Despite repeating dozens of times that he didn't particularly value dragons, his obsession with my birth mother alone was exceptionally intense.

	Though I called her my birth mother, I didn't know if the substance called genes that Earthlings spoke of had actually been passed down.

	Obsessing over the silver dragon.

	Was it some kind of family tradition?

	I kept the report brief. That there was a past life. That the memories were already gone but records remained in a military treatise. And that there was a country called the Republic of Korea in the past life's world, and communication with that country had now been established.

	What Father showed interest in wasn't the communication itself.

	It was the part about the silver dragon saving that country.

	And the next part. That they wanted asylum in this Empire.

	A brief silence flowed.

	"Kuhahahaha!"

	Then he laughed.

	"It's not really something to laugh about."

	"But you see, it's funny. You looked at a book with past life memories written in it and claimed to be that country's god, and those fools believed it."

	Before I could explain further, Father stood up abruptly.

	"Announce it throughout the Empire. The Progenitor's dragon is fighting. This Empire will accept those the dragon guides."

	It didn't take long to understand.

	This wasn't an acceptance policy.

	It was bait.

	Father had failed for over three years to find Kirisins directly.

	If you can't find a hidden opponent, there's only one next move.

	Make the opponent come out on their own.

	The Walther method.

	"Any other opinions?"

	There was no reason to object. The result was the same direction I wanted.

	However, there were things I hadn't finished saying, and something bothered me a little.

	I glanced around casually. The crowd of eunuchs whose names I couldn't remember.

	Father's old rivals...

	Should I reveal this information with those guys present?

	Obviously, those eunuchs weren't on our side.

	After all, we were the ones who made them that way.

	Of course, my past life memory notes and the other world were originally massive information they shouldn't hear either, but...

	Giving them even more information was still...

	"Adrian."

	Father, noticing my gaze, called me.

	"Yes."

	"They are not human. Don't worry too much about them. Insects cannot threaten a dragon."

	Huh?

	"I thought you kept them nearby on purpose. So you wouldn't lose humility in the face of great success."

	"Uhahahahaha!"

	Father laughed loudly.

	"Wasn't that it?"

	"I simply enjoyed the spectacle. They once walked ahead. Some walked alongside. And now they're there, aren't they? Cripples who've lost their mana. Insects crawling on the ground that I could crush. Isn't that delightful? Uhahaha!"

	The eunuchs' reaction was remarkably uniform.

	All of them. Silently, yet visibly trembling. Some had shaking knees, others clenched their fingertips. Throughout the laughter filling the room, no one could raise their head.

	Watching them gave me an odd sensation.

	"Using this as bait means you believe Kirisins doesn't properly know Krustein's whereabouts."

	I went for it.

	Kirisins. Krustein.

	The eunuchs who heard those names would know. That they were dragon names, not family names or personal names.

	I shifted my gaze to Father.

	"I'm completely certain. I've had Sylvester review it several times, so you can trust it."

	**

	I even got Father's permission.

	After that, things moved swiftly.

	I roughly taught our scholars Hangul, but learning it properly would take time. In the end, I had no choice but to act as interpreter for the time being.

	Therefore... I thought that communication would be limited, but.

	During the communication, several hypotheses were established.

	Points where this side's mana theory and that side's formulas connected emerged.

	-So that's how it is. We're impressed by your advanced level of mana dynamics-

	"That's the place! Earth really is amazing!"

	Mountains of things to learn from each other. It was simply lamentable that we could only exchange short messages, but nevertheless, the technological capabilities of both sides rose considerably.

	And so... there was a change in plans.

	Originally they planned to come here through something called a spaceship, but soon a better plan was proposed.

	Portal.

	Neither we nor they knew what a portal was.

	It was natural since it was a concept born while scholars from both sides communicated.

	Honestly, I didn't think it would work. Neither did they.

	We failed eight times.

	In the first attempt, nothing happened.

	The second time, the mana stone exploded.

	From the third to seventh attempts, something opened, but it closed too quickly to let even a fly through.

	On the eighth attempt, we sent a sheep. The sheep didn't arrive.

	The ninth time. The sheep arrived.

	And the tenth attempt.

	"Whiiiiiiing!"

	The sound came first.

	It felt like the air was folding rather than splitting.

	It was different from ordinary teleportation magic.

	The texture of the waves detected by mana sensitivity was unfamiliar.

	Alien.

	Well, was it natural for interplanetary teleportation?

	And.

	One person came out.

	Just one person. It was an agreed result.

	First one person, and if they arrived alive, we'd discuss the next steps.

	They arrived alive.

	The clothing wasn't from this world.

	Neither the fabric's texture nor the tailoring method. No weapons.

	One bag in hand, another on the back. Large ones that rose to the shoulders.

	The face.

	Hmm.

	Flat. An impression rarely seen in this world. The bone structure itself was different.

	Hair short and black, eyes narrow.

	Whether it was a Korean characteristic or just this man's.

	As soon as he landed, he quickly scanned his surroundings.

	Different from being frightened. The eyes of someone calculating.

	That attitude was scholarly, but taking that attitude here was impossible for a pure scholar.

	Someone with a scholar's brain and a knight's heart?

	Well, it was natural if you thought about it.

	Otherwise, he wouldn't have volunteered just to become the world's first person to visit another civilization's inhabited planet in something that might kill him.

	Crazy bastard.

	I liked him.

	"Welcome, brave scholar. It's not often a scholar has as much courage as you."

	And that sentiment came straight out of my mouth.

	Huh?

	That was strange.

	I hadn't learned it.

	Of course, I could read the language, but this was a bit...

	The words coming out were unnaturally natural.

	I couldn't tell where the pronunciation was coming from.

	As if something not in my memory remained somewhere in my body. It was a sensation.

	The alien scholar froze.

	Not so much stiffening as stopping.

	The face of someone who needed time to process what they'd just heard.

	"Uh... uh... uh... uh..."

	"Surprised?"

	Meanwhile, we two weren't the only ones with mouths...

	"Waaaaaaah!"

	"Success!"

	"They said there'd be several failures but it succeeded in one try!"

	"Long live Krustein!"

	It was Father's idea. Deliberately gathering spectators.

	The cheers were staged, and the crowd was props.

	He turned around. An expression recognizing the crowd behind him for the first time.

	Still not recovered from the shock of landing, he was being showered with hundreds of people's cheers.

	The crowd didn't seem surprised that I was using his language.

	It was natural, too.

	Under the great leadership of the new imperial family, an alien being had been summoned to this world—what was so surprising about the imperial family monopolizing one interpretation technique?

	"I-I greet the Progenitor!"

	He pressed his forehead to the ground. He still seemed to be mistaken. That I was their progenitor Hwanung.

	"Rise."

	He didn't move. I grabbed his arm directly and stood him up. His hands were trembling.

	Conversation began. Where did you come from, how did you survive?

	My mind turned.

	With their technology, administrative processing was possible. The corruption of local officials I'd been putting off and putting off could be dealt with all at once...

	But... those things were still secondary.

	I erased them from my mind.

	What was important was something else.

	"Is there any additional information about Lise?"

	The reporter hesitated.

	I got a bad feeling.

	"Speak."

	"From the dimensional rift... a wing was severed and came out. A silver wing. However, the report says she hasn't been completely pushed back yet. She's still fighting."

	My mind wasn't working as usual.

	There was nothing where I should be planning the next move.

	Then something caught on my mana sensitivity.

	It wasn't human. The density itself was different from human mana.

	Like how you can't see a torch if you place it next to the sun.

	As that presence approached, all the surrounding mana was swallowed.

	The crowd stirred. Not stirring but splitting. Like the sea parting.

	The thought flashed that Father's bait had worked.

	"What happened to her!"

	My mother.

	It was Kirisins.

	 


Ch.122 The Dragon Who Created A Dragon

	Kirisins... That woman...

	Where on earth did she come from?

	Had she been standing transformed among the crowd, only to burst out the moment Lise was mentioned? It was entirely possible.

	The crowd recognized her first. Of course, they didn't know the high-level information that she was a dragon, but since she was supposedly the missing Empress, her face was plastered on posters all over the place.

	"Isn't that the Empress?"

	"I thought she went missing..."

	Murmurs spread like waves.

	The scholar didn't understand the language.

	But he accurately pinpointed the direction the murmurs were pointing.

	"Two people... speaking Korean."

	After muttering quietly, his gaze shifted to me. His eyes demanded an explanation.

	Actually, I didn't know why she spoke Korean either. I just thought, well, she's a dragon, so maybe she can. Their magic was far more impressive than ours, after all.

	For instance... magic that transmits memories. It was possible. According to ancient records, similar magic had been used.

	But... for the sake of explanation, there was no need to go into such length.

	"She's my mother."

	I answered briefly. It wasn't wrong, and there was no reason to explain at length.

	"Yuhwa, daughter of the river god Habaek... Ah, wait. That's not the Dangun myth, that's the Jumong myth. Anyway, the people of this world are incredibly beautiful..."

	I heard him muttering and correcting himself.

	Yuhwa? Jumong? Unfamiliar names.

	In my past life's texts, it only went up to the Dangun myth.

	But that wasn't what mattered right now.

	"What happened to her!"

	The next moment, the scholar's body lifted into the air.

	With one hand. Gripping his collar with one hand, Kirisins raised the scholar to eye level.

	It didn't even seem like she used any special force. She just... lifted him.

	The thought crossed my mind that she was definitely Walther's wife.

	The scholar's lips opened and closed. No sound came out.

	He seemed to be choking.

	"Let him go. He's an important source of information."

	Kirisins's gaze flowed to me.

	Her hand released, and the scholar collapsed, gasping for breath as his weight returned to his feet.

	The scholar stepped forward.

	"From what we've observed... she's currently engaged in combat with the black dragon. Initially, they were evenly matched. But looking at the pattern over the past three weeks."

	The scholar paused there. It was the pause of someone weighing how to package the information.

	"She seems to be gradually losing ground."

	"Gradually losing ground" was probably the most euphemistic expression that could come from his mouth.

	Considering her wing had been severed... that said it all.

	Kirisins moved. It was just one step, but the scholar's shoulders reflexively pulled back.

	"Is there a way? A way to intervene in her battle? If she loses, I die too. You die too. Every being in both worlds will die by that existence!"

	"What is that existence? Who exactly is the being fighting Lise?"

	I asked Kirisins. In this world's language, not Korean.

	She was about to open her mouth.

	"So..."

	"I'll tell him. If she explains, it'll be unnecessarily long."

	It was Father.

	Thinking about it, there was nothing strange about it.

	How many humans in the world had been that intimately involved with a dragon? Father was one of them. No, he was probably the only one.

	They'd been together for a long time. I didn't know exactly how long, but long enough to produce me as a result. In that process, he must have heard something. Must have seen something.

	Whether that woman (since she didn't particularly regard me as her son, I didn't want to call her mother either, at least not in my heart) told Father, or whether Father dug it up himself, I couldn't know...

	Well, anyway. If Father knew, then he knew.

	Kirisins looked at Father.

	Father didn't look back.

	It was funny. The woman he'd searched for so desperately was right in front of him, yet his attention was elsewhere.

	"It's the one who created the dragons. No, it's the dragon that created dragons. People think the First Empire fell because of Krustein. That's not true. It's true that Krustein inflicted damage on the Empire. I won't deny that. But the real cause was something else."

	It wasn't the scholar who reacted to these words, but the crowd.

	Especially the team of archaeologists led by Duke Sylvester showed the most visceral reaction.

	That made sense, since it was their main specialty.

	"How does His Imperial Majesty know such information?"

	"Isn't that a lie? He's just a knight... no, not even a knight, originally he was a mercenary..."

	"Hey! What are you saying! Do you want to die!"

	The guy next to him stopped the one about to cross the line.

	What a shame. If it had been that guy, we might have replenished our eunuch workforce.

	Meanwhile, the scholar from the other world blinked.

	He didn't understand the language, but he seemed to read the atmosphere.

	He glanced at me with a tense posture.

	"Who is that magnificent person?"

	"My father. I'll translate for you later."

	"That existence created Krustein. She was the first creation. The dragon species itself is his work."

	The cheers of the portal's success had long since faded.

	Kirisins had her arms crossed.

	I didn't know when she'd crossed them. The way she looked at Father was peculiar.

	"You remember. Walther. For someone with a muscle brain."

	Father didn't react.

	There was no reason to intervene.

	And Kirisins turned her gaze to the scholar.

	"I ask again. How do I get to where Lady Krustein is fighting?"

	Kirisins and Father looked at the scholar simultaneously.

	Receiving both gazes at once, the scholar seemed to choke.

	I understood. Even receiving just one of those gazes would make an ordinary human piss themselves.

	"First... I think we need to call in additional personnel."

	**

	Once is difficult, but twice is easy.

	The portal worked properly.

	The problem was what came next.

	"Kyaaaah! I escaped from that hellish planet!"

	"Long live the Republic of Korea! Long live Hwanung!"

	If the first to cross over was a scholar, from the second time on it was different.

	The military and... cargo. Boxes, barrels, equipment with unknown names poured through the portal, and soldiers on this side rushed about frantically to receive them.

	After that came people.

	All with dazed faces.

	Some knelt as soon as they landed, some burst into tears on the spot, some pressed both hands to the ground and didn't move for a long time.

	The ways of confirming they were alive varied.

	"The state you described to me was even worse than the original."

	Well, at least there was a decent number of scientist personnel, and they began their research.

	Receiving reports on Lise's condition... hoping the results would come quickly...

	Hoping she would hold out until then...

	One week.

	Exactly one week later, the answer came.

	This wasn't because I pressured them strongly.

	Pressure wouldn't have made it happen anyway.

	The one doing the pressuring was someone else.

	It was Kirisins.

	The Empress who had run away and returned made a very significant contribution.

	None other than translation magic. Plus brain performance enhancement magic.

	Thanks to her unleashing magic that ordinary humans couldn't use—no, that humans couldn't use—the research was completed in an instant.

	Well, translation magic aside, I had a gut feeling that the brain performance magic would have severe side effects later, but I ignored it. They weren't important right now.

	We can go with the newly created equipment. However, it requires an enormous amount of mana.

	Mana naturally wasn't a big problem. It was within Kirisins's capacity.

	The problem was something else.

	"Your Highness."

	A scholar coming to report something stopped when his eyes met mine.

	Instead of opening his mouth, he bowed his head. His waist was at a right angle.

	Of course, even normally one would bow at a right angle to the Crown Prince, but this was beyond a right angle... it seemed ready to become an acute angle.

	Scholars who crossed over from that world, and scholars from this side. The way they looked at me lately was very unusual.

	They weren't eyes looking at a human.

	They were the kind of eyes one might have when facing a god, or a dragon, or such things.

	I had a rough idea what misunderstanding they had.

	Father, who occasionally dropped by, looked at me with similar eyes.

	Of course, in Father's case, it wasn't just a misunderstanding... well, since he's my father, other emotions were mixed in.

	It was a misunderstanding that didn't need to be cleared up.

	At least not for the time being.

	It was when Kirisins was away.

	Duke Sylvester approached silently from the side.

	"Your Highness."

	It was a low voice. Closer to a whisper than a report.

	"Why did you lie?"

	"We can go. But... can we defeat that existence? This isn't a joke, it's a war of gods. It might be wise not to intervene. The claim that the black dragon will kill everyone is ultimately just Kirisins's one-sided assertion."

	That old man's point wasn't wrong.

	In front of Kirisins, he was no different from other researchers in sucking up to her, but that was only because Kirisins knew a lot of knowledge worth coveting, and he didn't particularly deify her.

	But...

	"Rejected."

	I said flatly.

	"Isn't it because it's her matter that you're deliberately thinking that way?"

	Of course, saying he wouldn't deify didn't apply only to Kirisins.

	The being who sucked up even more than to Kirisins.

	In other words, it applied to me as well.

	The story that if it were someone else, I would have given up quickly, but because it happens to be her, I'm trying to fight somehow.

	Well, it might not be wrong.

	But...

	I had my own things to say.

	"First. I can't trust her completely, but I can't completely distrust her either. Do you agree?"

	"Yes. I agree."

	There was no hesitation. It was a good answer.

	"Second. There might be a way to win."

	"What?"

	This time was different. His expression wavered for the first time.

	"There's something I collected while clearing the dungeon near the capital."

	"Something you collected..."

	Reclaiming the capital overrun with undead was ultimately thanks to the undead controller.

	Only after the capital was cleared did certain things become visible.

	The entrances to dungeons that had been sealed.

	The places where undead had poured out. Naturally, we explored them. There were things that came out.

	And among them... there were naturally items that were thought to be discarded.

	But I took them anyway.

	I presented them to Father.

	"That thing that left Father traumatized. More precisely, that powerful thing that among existing humans, except for Father, there's no need to use, or more precisely, except for Father, there's no point in killing with it."

	"Ah..."

	Duke Sylvester widened his eyes and said.

	"You're talking about Dragonsbane Poison."

	 


Ch.123 Faith As A Defense Mechanism

	That was it. That was right.

	The poison that kills dragons.

	"Even Father, who was said to be invincible, was helpless against it, and it was effective on the one we call Lise as well, according to old records. In other words, there's a high probability it will work on that black dragon too. What other reason could there be for it suddenly entering sleep mode?"

	Logically speaking, it made sense to think that it too had been affected by Dragonsbane Poison.

	But that elf didn't seem to agree.

	"There's a logical leap in that reasoning, Your Highness. It's true that Dragonsbane Poison was effective against His Majesty Walther. There are records of it being effective against Lady Lise as well. However, the black dragon is a being that created dragons. It's on a different level. Do you have evidence it would be effective? There's a high probability it entered sleep mode for a different reason."

	As expected...

	He's not buying it.

	He wasn't wrong.

	To be honest, my evidence was incomplete.

	If we went logic against logic, it would be an elf victory. Human defeat.

	But just because there wasn't complete evidence didn't mean I could postpone judgment.

	"I know it's not certain. But it's not zero either. If that's the case, there's sufficient reason to take the gamble. Before it's too late. Before Lise is completely defeated. You'd agree with that much, wouldn't you?"

	"I agree with that. However... even assuming the poison is effective."

	His tone changed. It meant he'd retreated one step, and at the same time, it also meant he'd set up the next line of defense.

	"How do you plan to administer it? That place is a battlefield of gods. How can a human approach a place where two dragons are fighting in a dimensional rift?"

	It was a good question.

	"I've thought of various things regarding that."

	I laid them out one by one. In order.

	Things that hadn't existed before the portal opened. Things I hadn't had in my hands a week ago. Things that would have been embarrassing to even call possibilities—I placed them on the table.

	Duke Sylvester's expression changed with each sentence.

	The mouth that had opened to object closed around the third piece of evidence, and by the fifth, it had stopped completely.

	If round one of the argument had been my defeat, this was my victory.

	Well, he wasn't a military expert.

	At best, a dilettante.

	Even if he was a hundred times older than me, I had a hundred times more military achievements.

	"Do you have any objections?"

	"None. I will follow, Your Highness."

	He bowed politely. However...

	Those weren't the eyes of someone convinced. He'd accepted the logic, but something beyond it was resisting.

	This was like...

	The intuition peculiar to someone who'd lived long—the sense that while he couldn't win the argument, that person had entered irrational mode.

	Let's be honest.

	That intuition was probably right.

	I hadn't calculated the odds of success.

	Technology brought through the portal this and that, the probability of Dragonsbane Poison being effective that and that. I'd laid out about five plausible pieces of evidence.

	It was enough to shut Duke Sylvester's mouth, it had the form of logic, and it wasn't actually false.

	But... those pieces of evidence were absolutely not what came first.

	The order was reversed.

	The conclusion came first, and the evidence was attached later.

	The decision to go came first, and the reasons why I could go were collected to package that decision.

	The current me was doing what the original me would have despised most.

	What if the being fighting in that dimensional rift wasn't 'her'?

	The hypothetical itself was meaningless.

	Not because it was a road not taken. It was too obvious that I would have made a completely different choice from the current me.

	I would have waited for mutual destruction.

	If I'd gone actively... the United States, China, Russia. I would have shoved in those things called hydrogen bombs collected from those destroyed nations. Didn't they say that nation called America had dealt a very slight blow? Though they'd only fired some because they lacked preparation.

	That was the method I'd used until now, and the method that had worked until now.

	I abandoned that method.

	There was only one reason.

	I have no memories.

	But for me, she wasn't a means.

	She was a complete goal in herself.

	Before a goal fighting until her body broke, calculating odds wasn't something I should do.

	**

	Lise rescue operation briefing.

	A Korean officer explained the entry route, pointing at the dimensional diagram drawn on the thing they'd brought called a monitor.

	His voice was clear, his pronunciation precise. Thanks to Kirisins's translation magic.

	"The mana density change rate from the first portal point to the dimensional boundary is approximately 3.7 times. After the second point, measurement itself becomes impossible, so we judge it appropriate to separate the formation at this point."

	I nodded. The logic was clean.

	However, the pronunciation caught my attention.

	It was precise. Too precise.

	Though the translation magic was providing near-perfect conversion, perfection and naturalness were different things. Someone who spoke this world's language as their mother tongue would swallow certain syllables, blur certain pronunciations. The officer's speech had none of that.

	The will to not drop a single letter was embedded in his pronunciation.

	It was a tone closer to an oath than a report.

	"Excellent. The model of a knight."

	I didn't actually know if the rank of colonel corresponded one-to-one with knight.

	But when I said it like that, they liked it.

	"If it is Emperor Hwanung's will, we will stand at the vanguard. Our warship is invincible, and while the warship holds, our comrades will open the path."

	The officer believed the warship was invincible.

	Not based on technical grounds. The logic that it was invincible because Hwanung was with them.

	Circular reasoning too embarrassing to even call logic.

	"Can't we do something about that title 'Emperor Hwanung'? My memories of my past life are limited, and honestly almost nonexistent. Crown Prince will do."

	"Crown Prince. My apologies."

	The officer immediately bowed his head. His adjutant followed suit.

	But I knew. In a few days, they'd call me that again.

	Actually... that damn Hwanung talk... I thought I'd be found out.

	So I'd even prepared an excuse.

	However... it got worse if anything, it didn't improve.

	There's a story they want to believe, and a human who fits that story perfectly is standing before their eyes.

	In that state, truth and falsehood become secondary issues.

	That's not faith.

	It's a defense mechanism.

	If I say I'm not Hwanung, they have no backing.

	Refugees who crossed over from a destroyed world have nowhere to rely on but this empire, and the belief that this empire's crown prince is their progenitor is their only safety device.

	So they decided to believe. Strongly.

	I could understand. I would have done the same.

	What was funnier was that this faith was spreading.

	Even the mages from this side who'd been researching together were starting to get similar looks in their eyes.

	Of course, the mages had always been polite.

	But much of that politeness stemmed from the fact that the power I held could physically snap their heads off, or originated from being a 'patron' who generously funded the work they wanted to pursue.

	Or from my ability to fluently decode the alien language they couldn't manage no matter how hard they tried.

	Well, in any case, it was respect for an excellent superior if it was respect, but it wasn't like this.

	As for what caused that change, I'd overheard it by chance not long ago.

	I was passing through the research building corridor. Voices leaked through a half-open door.

	One side was a mage and archaeologist from this side, the other a scientist who'd crossed over from that side. Thanks to Kirisins's translation magic, both understood each other's words, and thanks to that, the speed of their chat was quite fast.

	I had no intention of stopping. But one sentence caught my ear.

	"So you're saying that beings called dragons... correspond to gods in our conceptual framework?"

	It was the scientist's side. His tone was cautious. A confirming tone.

	"Not exactly omnipotent gods, but... how should I put it, higher divine beings in polytheism? They correspond to that level of position."

	The archaeologist answered, stroking his beard.

	His voice had strength in it now that his field was being discussed.

	"Ah, like Olympus then."

	"What is Olympus?"

	"It's a mythological system that existed in our world. It was the most famous polytheistic system. Stories of gods living on mountaintops and interfering in human affairs... the highest god among them uses lightning as a weapon."

	"Like lightning magic?"

	"Similar. However... it's similar, but that wasn't just mythology."

	"Pardon?"

	"It was real. More precisely... summoning was possible. We actually summoned it during the planetary defense project. An entity called Zeus."

	The air in the corridor seemed to stop for a moment. Of course, what actually stopped was the archaeologist's breathing.

	"Summoned? A god?"

	"Yes. But. It got smashed by the black dragon. It was instant. Preparation period 8 months, summoning ritual 3 days, combat time 4 minutes. It was our most powerful card, but..."

	Silence descended.

	"It was chaos. Comments like 'I knew it, those Greek bastards,' 'shouldn't have trusted that washed-up country,' 'America's nukes dealt more damage' flooded the comment sections."

	"Nuclear weapons are that thing you mentioned last time."

	"Yes. That definitely dealt damage. But it wasn't a fatal wound, and that nation disappeared in retaliation."

	And silence.

	The way that silence broke was the problem.

	"Wait. Then. The fact that His Highness the Crown Prince is going to rescue that Krustein means His Highness is a being of an even higher dimension, doesn't it?"

	"This family itself is divine, isn't it?"

	"I was reaching the same conclusion."

	They were saying such things in the tone they'd use when writing papers.

	"Brother."

	"Brother."

	Is that what people called scholars should be thinking?!

	More logically...

	That thought crossed my mind.

	Still, that side was better.

	Rather than logically facing the situation and despairing...

	Rather than saying I'm an alien so I'm different, different from the face up...

	Believing there's a god before them, and thinking that god is our common progenitor god

	Was actually better.

	 


Ch.124 The Black Dragon And My Silver Dragon

	Two encampments stood side by side.

	On the left were torches. Those of the Krustein knights.

	Red light flickered and lapped over their armor, while beneath them, warhorses snorted and pawed at the ground.

	On the right were electric lights. Those of the Korean military.

	Cold, uniform white light illuminated the armor plating of tanks, while above them, the propellers of drones hummed like a swarm of bees.

	Drones. Tanks.

	Familiar names.

	They had been mentioned countless times in the annotations of the military manuals.

	Though I was only familiar with the names, not what they looked like...

	So that's what they look like.

	I had wanted to bring fighter jets as well, but that request was rejected.

	If they crossed over while in flight, there was too high a risk of crashing at the moment they passed through the dimensional portal.

	Cross over without flying?

	We wouldn't have the luxury of going through takeoff procedures after arriving there.

	Two men stood on the sandy ground.

	Knight Commander Sir Wolfram from Krustein's side. Colonel Kim Chul-soo from the Korean side.

	The Colonel had also received formal knighthood from our side.

	Now he was Sir Kim. Or Sir Chul-soo.

	Though he wore a military uniform instead of armor, that wasn't what mattered.

	What mattered was that those two stood on the same ground.

	What two weeks of joint training had created wasn't language, but rhythm.

	At first, they had clearly looked down on our knights.

	To them, swords and magic were outdated weapons. Or did they say magic didn't exist? Anyway, they thought these were inferior to their guns and tanks.

	That perception changed on the first day of joint training. After one of our Experts sliced through a steel plate as thick as tank armor like it was paper with his sword aura.

	In actual combat, knights could instinctively sense where bombs would land, and were formidable opponents that rifles could hardly deal with.

	When they learned that techniques for handling mana could even extend lifespan, their gazes began to mix with reverence.

	They said they could learn it too. Since they had received knighthood.

	That wasn't wrong.

	In fact, we had already passed on the basics.

	They really loved it.

	Of course, even if they learned mana, results would only show up around their children's generation, and it was already too late for them personally.

	There was no need to bring up something that would dampen their spirits.

	Three Krustein mages had their hands on the exterior of a tank. Mana Shield Enchantment. Blue light flowed across the armor plating, forming a double protective barrier.

	"If we'd had just 50 tanks like these earlier, we could have pushed north. We were stuck in place because both sides kept deploying drones..."

	"What are you talking about? Pyongyang and Ju-ae's father's grave would have been blown away with one breath. Just prepare for war!"

	I didn't know what "pushing north" or who "Ju-ae" was.

	But the structure of filling each other's gaps was working reasonably well.

	Two civilizations moving as one army—it sounded grand in words, but this was the reality.

	I didn't know how long they would remain so cordial.

	But... they didn't need to remain cordial forever.

	Only until we defeated that thing called the Black Dragon.

	I turned my steps toward the portal device.

	Kirisins was standing there.

	Her hands were placed on the device, and the surrounding air shimmered with silver light.

	Mana charging in progress.

	No one was within ten meters of her.

	Whether it was voluntary avoidance or instinctive fear. It didn't matter which.

	The result was the same.

	But I approached without hesitation.

	"Things seem to be going well."

	"Of course."

	"I see."

	After briefly confirming,

	"When the portal opens, I'll go in first."

	Kirisins said.

	"That's not acceptable. If our mana source is exposed at the front lines... and if His Majesty finds out, he'll..."

	A knight standing twenty meters away spoke.

	"We need to arrive before Krustein falls. There's no room for negotiation. And you're afraid of me but not of Walther, who's lying down taking a nap before the decisive battle?"

	"It's not exactly that..."

	For the record, this knight wasn't just any random knight. He was somewhat in the line of my father's disciples. However...

	"Come to think of it, you supported Müller's side, didn't you?"

	"That's! That's! Absolutely not! I just thought the commander was wasting his life obsessed with a woman! If I had known your true identity, I would never! Never!"

	"Not commander, but His Majesty. I'll tell Walther."

	"Your Highness! Please! Have mercy!"

	The knight clasped his hands together.

	Unfortunately, two Korean soldiers were watching the scene.

	Thanks to the translation magic, they seemed to have understood everything.

	I heard them saying something about how that knight must be marked... and that they shouldn't get close to him.

	He certainly did seem to be marked.

	Kirisins, who had approached without notice, placed her hand on the knight's shoulder. Lightly. Really lightly.

	Yet the knight's knees buckled.

	"Hmph. From just this? You call yourself Walther's disciple."

	Judging by the posture, she must have applied quite a bit of force.

	"D-disciple is an overstatement, I'm barely at the bottom..."

	"If you're at the bottom, just say so. Why add 'barely'? If you're going to be cowardly on top of it, there's nothing worth seeing."

	She removed her hand. The knight rose, staggering.

	The shoulder part of his armor was dented in the shape of fingers.

	"Your Highness! Your Highness, please..."

	The knight looked at me. His eyes were desperate.

	I had no particular reason to help him.

	No, to be precise, I had no desire to help him.

	Regardless of my antipathy toward Kirisins, the fact that he had been critical of her before the succession was confirmed meant he wasn't particularly friendly to me either.

	Besides... it was honestly a bit entertaining.

	"It seems there's nothing I can do."

	The knight's face crumbled.

	He straightened his posture, accepting that there would be no salvation. Still, he didn't run away. That much was commendable.

	Just as Kirisins was about to reach out her hand again.

	The sound of warhorses was heard.

	Many of them.

	Looking back, I saw dust first, then flags.

	The silver dragon banner of House Krustein.

	It was Father.

	Walther Von Krstein was riding at the front.

	Behind him, knights followed in column formation.

	Sir Karl, Sir Heinrich, and others were right behind him, with familiar armored figures lined up beside them.

	He had finished his nap and appeared in full armor.

	Kirisins's hand had stopped.

	The hand that had been reaching toward the knight was lowered. Her gaze was fixed on my father.

	"Hey, stop bullying the weak one and let's go fight the strong one."

	Kirisins nodded as well.

	The two people—whether to call them spouses or lovers, I wasn't sure—faced each other.

	No words were exchanged.

	They nodded simultaneously. That was enough.

	Silver light erupted from Kirisins's hands.

	"Erupted" was the right expression. It didn't just flow out.

	As the mana that had climbed up the surface of the device crossed a threshold, the air was torn.

	It was a rift.

	A long, vertical silver line cutting through the middle of empty space.

	As that line widened, it pushed space away on both sides.

	All the torches went out.

	It wasn't the wind.

	Those torches were actually magical items.

	The mana sustaining the flames had been sucked in.

	But magical items weren't the only things affected.

	The lights on the tanks flickered. Once. Twice. On the third time, half went out before coming back on.

	A Korean military technician shouted something, but it was drowned out by the low rumble emitted by the rift.

	Kirisins walked.

	She didn't look back.

	Her silver hair disappeared into the rift as if being sucked in, leaving behind something that was neither light nor darkness.

	As promised.

	I never intended to stop her.

	"All forces. Enter."

	I didn't raise my voice. The crystal orb relayed the command.

	Father went first. He drew his sword at the front. He neither rested it on his shoulder nor held it upright. He just walked with it in his right hand. Dozens of knights followed behind him.

	The engines of the tanks roared louder, and infantry ran alongside them.

	And I too... entered.

	The moment I stepped into the rift.

	The world folded.

	Front and back became indistinguishable. More precisely, the very concept of front and back was twisted into a spiral. All that entered my vision was a passage where streams of light flowed in distortion.

	I extended my mana sensitivity.

	Twenty-meter radius. Not even a tenth of my usual range.

	Though there were no walls, my sensitivity was blocked. Space itself was devouring mana.

	"Communications down. Drones lost power."

	It was Colonel Kim. His voice was clear, but there was a tremor at the end.

	"Abandon them! Don't cling to mere drones, focus on getting through!"

	The gait itself was a command.

	Stronger than any verbal order to follow.

	The end of the passage came into view.

	It wasn't light.

	It was pressure. A sensation pushing against eardrums and skin.

	The mana density was rising sharply.

	My sensitivity returned.

	No... it didn't just return. It exploded.

	The density of things caught in my sensitivity was abnormal. It wasn't mana dissolved in air, but air floating in mana. This space itself was a mass of mana.

	We emerged from the passage.

	KWEWEWEWEWENG!

	The sound hit first.

	It was beyond what could be called a roar.

	A vibration like the world's framework breaking rose from beneath my feet to my skull.

	The sky was two colors.

	Silver and black collided without boundaries, mixed, pushed each other away, and collided again. With each collision, fragments of the surrounding space broke off. The broken pieces evaporated in midair.

	I saw Lise.

	Silver scales. A long, elegant neck.

	Her left wing was gone. Silver mana scattered like blood from the severed surface where it had been cut off at the root. The trajectory drew lines in the air before disappearing.

	Yet she was still fighting.

	At that rate of burning, she wouldn't last long.

	The Black Dragon came into view.

	It was as big as Lise. No, perhaps even larger.

	It wasn't just a matter of size. The density of its very existence was different. The texture captured by mana sensitivity was on a completely different level from Lise's.

	 


Ch.125 Valid Hit

	"Lise!"

	I only knew her name.

	Even that... I had memorized it because it was embedded dozens of times in the annotations of the Art of War, not because it had risen from my memories.

	Yet my mouth moved first.

	My vocal cords resonated as if they would tear.

	The collision of the two dragons separated a beat late.

	The black dragon broke away first and ascended. It was a leisurely withdrawal.

	Meanwhile, Lise fell. It was closer to slowing her descent rather than flying.

	Flying with just one wing was illogical to begin with, but she wasn't the type who could fly with wings alone anyway.

	She must have barely managed using magic or mana or whatever.

	Now even that seemed to be at its limit.

	Curled up in the corner of the dimension, silver mana rose like smoke from the severed root of her wing.

	She was alive.

	"All units, open fire."

	The tank cannons spewed fire.

	The muzzle flames split the dimensional air, followed by the mages' attack spells streaming down as beams of light.

	The knights' Sword Aura was projected at long range, drawing blue and red trajectories.

	Simultaneously.

	All at once.

	The firepower of two civilizations converged on a single point.

	What we had rarely succeeded at in training, we accomplished in actual combat.

	With this...

	With this... it might work.

	That's what I thought.

	But...

	The black dragon didn't even flinch.

	The shells disappeared first. About 10 meters from the black dragon, their trajectories warped and they exploded in mid-air.

	The magic fared even worse.

	The moment the light beams touched the mana field, they dissolved like ink dropped in water, becoming nothing.

	The Sword Aura was the same.

	Only Father's Sword Aura was different.

	Cleverly, he struck at the spot where the shells and Sword Aura had hit in succession.

	That tiny bit of Sword Aura... penetrated the barrier and grazed the black, smooth scales.

	Just that much.

	It grazed, but left no wound.

	At that moment, the black dragon turned its head. Not toward Lise. Toward us.

	Its jaw opened.

	Black energy began to condense inside.

	Breath.

	The energy density registered by my Mana Sensitivity was abnormal. If we got hit by that, it would be over. Tanks, knights, mages. All would vaporize.

	"Scatter!"

	I shouted, but I knew it was meaningless.

	What good would scattering do against a breath that could destroy an entire city?

	Silver intervened.

	It was Kirisins.

	Not in human form. Silver scales unfurled in mid-air as massive wings blocked the path between the breath and our forces.

	And Father was on her back.

	Whether he jumped up or was pulled up, either way, my eyes couldn't catch it.

	My vision was stolen by the sight of the black dragon's condensing breath, and honestly, the movements of those two were beyond what I could see even if I tried.

	He had discarded his sword and was holding a spear. A spear that wasn't there until just now. Mana was concentrated on the spearhead, making it white-hot.

	Dragon Knight.

	A being that only appeared in myths was right before my eyes.

	Kirisins charged toward the breath.

	Head-on. Not evasion or circumvention, but a frontal assault.

	The Sword Aura—no, Spear Aura—loaded in Father's spear merged with Kirisins' mana and collided with the breath.

	The world shook.

	That wasn't a metaphor. The space beneath our feet rippled. The shockwave split in both directions, scattering dimensional fragments like glass, and those fragments evaporated in mid-air.

	The breath was neutralized.

	Completely. Cleanly.

	The Korean forces erupted first.

	"Waaaaaah!"

	It was closer to a scream than a cheer.

	A breath that had wiped out enemy capitals after a hundred years of standoff. A breath that had vaporized cities of even more powerful nations. A single human had blocked it.

	People who had suffered countless times from that sight were watching.

	I saw soldiers crying out. Some had their knees buckle while still gripping their guns.

	The Krustein knights also raised their swords and cheered.

	It wasn't a victory cheer.

	It was a cheer of survival.

	I remained quiet.

	Because my Mana Sensitivity was reading it.

	Father's residual mana. One-third had been depleted in that single move.

	One-third of his power just to block a single breath.

	The same was true for Kirisins. More than 10% of her mana had been drained.

	In contrast, the black dragon's mana was like taking a single scoop from a pond.

	It meant it could fire such breaths again and again.

	The calculations didn't add up.

	Maybe they never did from the beginning.

	The possibility that Count Sylvester's intuition was correct. I had to admit that. Logically, that elf was right, emotionally, I was right, and reality was siding with that elf.

	Still, I came.

	Having come, I had to see it through to the end.

	Of course, I couldn't perform a magnificent spear strike like Father.

	Nor did I have overwhelming mana like the being who might be my biological mother.

	Even her mana became embarrassingly inadequate before the opponent, but between a being who could spread silver wings and cleave through a breath head-on and myself, there was what could only be called a barrier between species.

	As for my special abilities.

	Superior Mana Sensitivity.

	Yes, that was the one thing even Kirisins acknowledged.

	That I was better than her.

	Eyes that could lift the fog of war, read the enemy's position, and quantify the status of allies.

	Until now, I had dominated battlefields with that.

	But this wasn't a battlefield. It was the realm of gods.

	I could read the structure of the black dragon's barrier.

	The result of that reading was simply "untouchable."

	Being able to observe something and being able to defeat it are completely different matters.

	Only one thing remained.

	Analytical ability.

	Something I thought I was a bit better at than others.

	I habitually downplayed it. I was aware of that.

	Being aware but unable to fix it wasn't a matter of personality but habit.

	I had no memories of my past life, but the methodology left by those memories was ingrained in me.

	Reading the enemy's patterns, inferring weaknesses, and concentrating all resources there.

	Before an overwhelming enemy, with non-overwhelming means, striking at one point to bring them down.

	The problem was whether that "one point" was visible.

	For days, I had been questioning Kirisins about dragon habits.

	How they eat, how they sleep, how they fight. The sequence of attacks, defense priorities, breathing patterns when using breath. Mana recovery cycles, conditions for lowering their guard.

	"Why are you asking? Even if you know, is there anything you can do?"

	I was immediately shot down, but I didn't lose heart.

	"Even if it's a dragon that created dragons, if it's still a dragon, it might follow the same patterns."

	It might have been an angle they hadn't considered. Or perhaps they had thought of it but never tried.

	The very idea of a dragon analyzing dragon habits to defeat a dragon might not have existed in their way of thinking.

	That was the human approach.

	For the weak to catch the strong, they must strike where the strong don't examine themselves.

	Kirisins, though seemingly annoyed, told me well enough.

	What I learned from Kirisins:

	Dragons don't waste defensive resources on attacks from inferior beings.

	The same principle as humans not bothering to catch bugs by hand.

	Then what about drones carrying poison?

	They likely wouldn't be perceived as threats.

	"Colonel Kim."

	When I called, he was already beside me. I didn't know when he had arrived, but he was in a stance awaiting orders.

	"Yes!"

	"Launch them."

	"Drone unit, proceed as planned!"

	While the drones flying in the passage had all crashed, the reserve units that had been transported with their power off were functioning normally.

	The propeller sound rose from low to high pitch, and dozens of dots simultaneously lifted off the ground.

	I extended my Mana Sensitivity.

	The position of each drone was marked as a dot in my mind.

	The outline of the black dragon caught by my Mana Sensitivity became clear.

	A massive clump of mana was floating without movement.

	I was betting it wouldn't even bother to pay attention.

	"Distance 400. Prepare to drop."

	The drone unit commander looked at me.

	I nodded.

	"Drop."

	Thirty drones simultaneously released their payloads.

	Not the highest grade, but they contained a decent mix of Dragonsbane Poison.

	Boom-boom-boom!

	The explosions overlapped.

	Nearly thirty explosions detonated almost simultaneously, making the dimensional air vibrate.

	The black dragon's mana rippled.

	Like dropping a grain of sand into a lake.

	But it was clear. Though very slight, we had dealt effective damage.

	As proof, the creature that had been ignoring things like drones moved.

	The black dragon raised its front paw. Not even shoulder height. Just, lightly.

	It struck down at the empty air.

	Its claws touched nothing.

	A wave spread out. My Mana Sensitivity caught it first. A black ripple expanding in a circle. Wherever it touched, the mana signatures of the drones went dark.

	Not one by one. Simultaneously. All of them.

	The silence when the propeller sounds stopped all at once seemed louder than the bombardment.

	Thirty wrecks fell without any resistance.

	Some soldiers stepped back.

	A natural reaction.

	"What are you so afraid of! Just a few drones falling!"

	I shouted, but in truth, I was the only one not afraid.

	No, to be precise, it wasn't that I had no fear, but that I had no luxury to be afraid.

	Because it was going according to plan.

	Kirisins had told me something.

	Dragons have an instinct to move toward what they've just dealt with.

	She didn't know why herself.

	That momentary gaze creates a direction, and the direction creates a trajectory.

	My Mana Sensitivity caught it.

	The black dragon's massive mana clump tilted slightly toward the drone wreckage.

	The predicted path was confirmed.

	This time, it wasn't mass-produced.

	That thing from the dungeon.

	The thing that had driven the invincible Father to the brink of death, and according to old records, had been effective against Lise as well.

	Superior Dragonsbane Poison.

	I had applied the entire remaining amount to the blade of a single spear.

	Sir Karl was holding it.

	For the entire two weeks of joint training, he had practiced only this one javelin throw.

	"Sir Karl."

	Sir Karl's body twisted.

	"Twisted" was the right expression. The motion of concentrating all the mana in his body into one arm was beyond the range allowed by human joints.

	He released it.

	The spear disappeared.

	It didn't fly away. As if evaporating from sight, it vanished from where it had been.

	The sound followed belatedly. A sharp tearing sound of air being ripped apart.

	If it missed, would we need to retrieve it?

	Before that thought could finish.

	Thud.

	The sound was disappointingly mundane.

	To think that the sound of piercing the scales of the dragon that created the world was only that much.

	But it had penetrated.

	Between the black, smooth scales, in the gap of the neck that had tilted toward the drone wreckage.

	There, the spear had driven halfway in.

	 


Ch.126 You Want Me To Go?

	The spear left a trail of black blood where it struck.

	The viscous fluid slowly trickled between the scales, and as drops fell, they evaporated in midair, leaving behind a foul stench.

	The smell of rotten mana.

	The change detected by mana sensitivity was even more apparent.

	The black dragon's mana circulation was disrupted.

	The dragonsbane poison was spreading.

	Its movements had noticeably slowed. The speed of its head turns, the intervals between wing beats. That explosive acceleration it had shown earlier when sweeping away the drones was gone.

	Like before, with its invincible barrier... it couldn't block everything. The momentary pain from the poison must have stripped away the barrier.

	Bullets began to make contact with its skin.

	Of course, the naturally hard scales covering its body prevented any real damage.

	But anti-tank missiles were different.

	Whoosh!

	The scales didn't break. But they cracked.

	Sir Heinrich was the first to charge forward on horseback.

	Not a sword but a spear. The tip plunged into the crack.

	Precisely. Without a hair's breadth of error.

	Then he pulled back.

	Sir Wolfram followed in the same spot. Same point. Same depth.

	A third knight charged. A fourth followed.

	Striking the same point repeatedly with spears was a challenge of an entirely different dimension compared to swords.

	It wasn't slashing but thrusting, and the thrusting area was just the single point of the spear tip.

	That point had to be driven into exactly the same spot the previous attacker had pierced, all while riding on horseback.

	Eight strikes.

	Eight knights charged in a line, striking the same point before pulling away.

	The crack became a fracture.

	And the mages didn't miss their opportunity.

	"Om Kard!"

	"Um Kard!"

	They chanted corrosion spells to erode the area around the open wound.

	If an ordinary human were subjected to such an attack, they would rot alive, but the being before them was a dragon.

	No, a dragon above dragons.

	Naturally, it wasn't proper corrosion.

	It merely made the area slightly, very slightly... softer.

	Even that would have healed quickly under normal circumstances.

	But the tank batteries fired at that softened wound.

	Boom! Boom!

	That definitely widened the wound, making it burst open.

	The black dragon groaned in pain.

	"Did we get it?"

	Someone from the Korean military side shouted.

	For some reason, that single phrase filled me with extreme unease.

	I didn't know why. A sensation not in my memory scraped down my spine.

	Something like a remnant from my past life was sending a warning, but the unidentifiable warning was merely an unpleasant intuition.

	I extended my mana sensitivity again.

	It was true that the poison was spreading. The stagnation in circulation was widening, and the black dragon's movements were clearly restricted.

	But.

	The total amount of mana had barely decreased.

	I scanned the surroundings. Tank ammunition, zero. Drones, annihilated. More than half of the mage group had collapsed from mana depletion.

	There was nothing left to fire.

	Sir Karl was kneeling.

	His right arm was bent backward from the elbow. The recoil from the throwing spear.

	A natural consequence of making a throw beyond the range permitted by human joints.

	"Sir Karl. Retreat."

	Sir Karl nodded and tried to stand.

	Holding his broken arm with his other hand, bearing the weight of his armor, just as he was about to take a step.

	The air changed.

	My mana sensitivity screamed.

	This wasn't a metaphor. The sensation of all mana within my sensitivity range rushing in one direction. Like wind being sucked in, like the center of gravity of the world shifting.

	The black dragon moved.

	Not with the slowed speed I had judged earlier.

	Explosive acceleration. A straight line ignoring both drone debris and our main force. One target.

	Sir Karl.

	It was a charge precisely targeting the one who had thrown the spear that wounded it.

	"Sir Karl!"

	I shouted. There was nothing I could insert between them. No orders, no magic, no tank fire. The distance was too close and the speed too fast.

	Sir Karl probably couldn't even look back.

	No, perhaps he did.

	With the senses of a knight who had traversed battlefields for decades, he might have felt the death approaching from behind.

	Felt it, but couldn't avoid it.

	The jaw opened and closed. A single motion.

	The sound of armor tearing like paper reached my ears.

	Sir Karl's upper and lower body separated.

	Mana scattered before blood did. Blue particles sprayed in all directions before becoming nothing and disappearing. Sir Karl's response vanished from my mana sensitivity.

	"Karl!"

	Father's voice.

	What that single word carried was neither command nor strategy.

	It was the name of someone who had been by his side for over 40 years.

	Kirisins didn't ask questions.

	She changed direction. Silver wings spread toward the black dragon, and acceleration began.

	An agreement without agreement.

	Father readjusted his grip on the spear. The dragonsbane spear excavated from the ruins.

	A weapon from the same place as the spear Sir Karl had thrown.

	The target was visible. The wound on the neck where Sir Karl's spear was still embedded. Scales were lifted around the black blood. The only open gap.

	The black dragon's jaw opened again.

	Breath preparation. Black light condensing.

	Kirisins changed her trajectory into a spiral. Not evasion but disruption. It was a flight pattern meant to disturb the targeting axis of the breath, and though Father's body swayed with the centrifugal force, he didn't let go of the spear.

	Rapid ascent followed by rapid descent.

	Father thrust the spear.

	Not at the neck.

	The dragonsbane spear penetrated halfway into the black dragon's left eye.

	"KUOOOOOOOOO!"

	A roar erupted.

	The dimension itself convulsed. It was more vibration than sound.

	The tank armor plates resonated and rang, and one of the Korean drone technicians collapsed with a nosebleed.

	Father pulled out the spear.

	As he pulled, he twisted. On Kirisins's wings, he contorted his body to enter a third charge trajectory.

	Once more. This time for the other eye.

	But my mana sensitivity was reading it.

	The black dragon's mana utilization had changed.

	It had finished diverting mana to neutralize the poison.

	The sluggishness was over.

	It had recovered from the poison.

	"Father! The barrier has changed!"

	I shouted, but I wasn't sure if it reached him.

	Even if it had, he wouldn't have stopped.

	Having lost a man he considered a brother, he was blinded by rage.

	Father's sword aura hit the barrier.

	It wasn't a miss. It stopped just before penetration.

	It seemed the dragon had concentrated its barrier just at that spot.

	The white-hot spear tip created sparks as it pressed against the black mana wall's surface, but it couldn't break through.

	In that instant, the tail came.

	The black dragon's tail swung horizontally. No technique, no skill, just pure power.

	Kirisins tried to block it with her wings.

	Scales shattered.

	Silver fragments flew in all directions, and the impact penetrated Kirisins's entire body. Her wings folded, and her flight collapsed.

	Father fell from her back.

	One rotation in midair. Ground collision.

	Kirisins crashed.

	Scales detached in large quantities, silver fragments scattering like snow.

	Flight impossible. Returning to human form, she collapsed beside Father.

	My mana sensitivity was reading it.

	Father's remaining mana, at dangerous levels.

	A waveform where even consciousness was uncertain.

	Kirisins's mana was also nearly depleted. Moreover, her arm was bent grotesquely, suggesting her wing was severely damaged as well.

	People's screams reached my ears.

	"AAAAARGH!"

	"It's over!"

	Pure despair, raw sounds wrung from instinct.

	Something flew through the midst of it all.

	It was Father's spear. The dragonsbane spear that had bounced off the black dragon's barrier was spinning toward me.

	Its trajectory was clearly marked in my mana sensitivity. Distance, speed, arrival time. I read it all.

	However...

	Reading something and avoiding it were separate issues.

	My body wouldn't move.

	I'm going to die.

	As that thought flashed through my mind, silver cut across my vision.

	A single wing sliced through the air, altering the spear's trajectory.

	Clang!

	The spear tip embedded in the ground, corroding the stone floor and sending up smoke.

	It was Lise.

	The silver dragon, half-unconscious, had sprung forward.

	Her condition was miserable.

	Silver mana still leaked like smoke from the severed surface of her left wing, and crimson flesh was exposed where scales had been shattered.

	One eye was swollen shut, and even her remaining wing was torn at the edges, hanging in tatters.

	In such a state, she had deflected the spear.

	To save me.

	My feet moved first.

	I placed my palm on the root of the severed wing, where silver mana scattered like blood from the cross-section.

	It wasn't cold.

	It wasn't hot either.

	Only the sensation of life transmitted through my fingertips.

	And then it flowed out.

	Mana.

	Huh?

	It was a sensation completely different from normal mana utilization.

	Not consumption but transfer. From my body to hers, like water flowing from high to low.

	Something began to sprout from the severed surface.

	Silver tissue rose like a bud.

	Things that couldn't be distinguished as bone or muscle intertwined, taking shape.

	The wing was growing.

	"What is that?"

	Gazes turned toward us.

	I couldn't explain. I didn't know either.

	Was it an ability received from the spirit stone contract?

	Something the demon had left behind?

	I had certainly heard that there would be some kind of ability, but...

	There was no way to confirm.

	Only one thing was certain.

	Lise's mana circulation was stabilizing.

	The silver mana that had been only leaking out was beginning to circulate inside her body again.

	A wing was growing beneath my palm.

	I could think about the principles later.

	I turned my gaze toward where Father and Kirisins had fallen.

	My mana sensitivity detected responses from both of them. Faint, but alive.

	Going to them first would be rational.

	If this healing ability worked on Father, if it worked on Kirisins.

	We could restore our fighting strength.

	Just as I was about to move, Lise blocked my path.

	Her massive head lowered.

	She spread her newly grown wing once. It wasn't complete.

	There were areas where scales hadn't fully grown, and the tip was slightly short.

	But there was strength in the folding and unfolding motion.

	She lowered her head further and picked up the dragonsbane spear embedded in the ground with her teeth.

	She placed it before me.

	I grabbed the spear. The poisoned blade vibrated slightly.

	Lise lowered her back. Folding her wings, bending her forelegs, her gaze turned to me.

	The eye that had been swollen shut was now half-open.

	Whether the recovery had extended that far, or she had forced it open.

	Either way, that eye was speaking to me.

	"You want me to ride?"

	Lise nodded.

	 


Ch.127 Knight Of Courage: Charge

	I mounted her back.

	My field of vision rose.

	I realized anew. She was bigger than Kirisins. Definitely bigger.

	There was no comparison.

	The ground viewed from her back was at a completely different height.

	I extended my mana sensitivity.

	Lise's physical condition flowed into my awareness. She wasn't fully recovered.

	The mana density in her newly grown wing was less than half that of the other side, and mana was leaking slightly from areas where scales hadn't fully grown.

	Still, my first assessment was that she could fly, and Lise seemed to have reached the same conclusion.

	Her hind legs tensed.

	The ground split.

	This wasn't a metaphor. The dimensional ground actually cracked.

	Not upward, but forward.

	Horizontal acceleration came first.

	Inertia running up my spine pulled my body backward, and the ascent followed after.

	My hand reflexively tightened around the spear.

	It wasn't my mind but my palm that knew letting go would be the end.

	Fierce wind and mana currents struck my face.

	The dimensional air itself had density, making high-speed flight feel like cutting through water. My lungs felt heavy with each breath.

	Cheers rose from below.

	I didn't know whose they were.

	I only knew for certain they came from living humans, and the speed at which those sounds receded beneath my feet gave me a visceral sense of Lise's acceleration.

	I adjusted my grip on the spear shaft.

	The dragonslaying spear tip trembled slightly as it received Lise's silver mana.

	The black dragon drew closer.

	Its barrier was being redistributed.

	My mana sensitivity read it clearly.

	The left eye that Father had pierced. And mana was concentrated around the remaining right eye. Including the spot where the dragonslaying spear had been embedded, the wound where black blood had not yet dried.

	A determination that a place pierced once would not be pierced twice.

	Whether it was animal instinct or intelligent judgment, the result was the same.

	Around the eyes, an iron wall.

	At the neck wound, thick reinforcement. Chest and belly, additional protection on top of already sturdy scales.

	Near the horns.

	Empty.

	A gap created by concentrating defensive resources around the eyes.

	It would be more accurate to say it wasn't that the dragon chose not to protect its horns, but that it lacked the resources to do so.

	Kirisins had said it. A dragon's horns are mana amplifiers. Breaking them won't kill it, but its output drops.

	That was enough.

	I readjusted my grip on the spear.

	Lise's mana flowed in through the contact surface. Not my mana. Hers. The silver flow passed through my palm, traveled up the spear shaft, and reached the blade.

	Spear aura formed.

	Spear aura made from mana that wasn't mine.

	There was no time to question whether this was possible or impossible. It was happening, so it was possible.

	Above the black dragon's head. Where two horns protruded. I thrust.

	I thrust.

	I twisted not from my arm but from my waist.

	This was the posture Sir Karl had corrected by beating me daily. The movement he made me repeat, raising me up even when my ribs broke. There are things the body remembers even when the mind forgets.

	This was one of them.

	The spear tip touched the horn.

	I drove it in.

	Lise's mana explosively amplified and penetrated through the spear.

	It wasn't my strength. My arm merely aimed the direction, and it was her mana that pierced through.

	The horn broke.

	It split from the root, black fragments flying in all directions. One fragment grazed the shoulder of my armor.

	I felt something tear but didn't feel pain. Adrenaline was faster than pain.

	"KUOOOOOOOOO!"

	The black dragon's roar erupted.

	The black dragon's head tilted asymmetrically after losing one horn.

	My mana sensitivity caught the change. The black dragon's mana output was dropping.

	My master's spear had pierced the neck scales, my father's spear had stabbed its eye, and my spear had broken its horn.

	As Lise banked away, creating distance, my breath burst out.

	"Haa... haa... haa... haa..."

	Not a single gulp but bestial panting.

	I detected Lise's remaining mana. Dangerous level. Mana was steadily leaking from her newly grown wing, and the leakage from areas where scales hadn't fully grown was worse than before.

	My condition wasn't much different.

	The edges of my vision were dark.

	Not black, but a spreading haziness.

	The precursor that comes after excessive mana expenditure.

	Still, my sensitivity remained.

	I read the entire black dragon again.

	The mana output on the side with the broken horn had decreased.

	That was within the expected range, but there was a chain reaction.

	The wing on the same side.

	The barrier had thinned—no, it was almost gone.

	Losing the horn's amplification function had created an imbalance in mana distribution.

	With defensive resources concentrated on the eye and neck wounds, there was no capacity left for the wing.

	The wing.

	I didn't say it aloud.

	There was no need.

	Just by pointing the spear tip toward the wing, Lise nodded.

	Lise's body changed direction.

	As reacceleration began, silver fragments peeled off from her newly grown wing.

	Mana overload.

	Scales scattered like a trajectory, sucked backward.

	Cracks were spreading across the wing membrane surface.

	Even so...

	I pushed in mana.

	The same sensation as before. From my body to hers, like water flowing. Only this time, the quantity was different.

	The sensation of crossing a limit line struck my heart.

	It felt like my sternum was being wrung out.

	There was no choice.

	Because stopping meant the end.

	The black dragon drew closer.

	Its jaw was opening.

	Preparing a breath attack. Black light began to condense.

	But it was slow.

	That was the price of losing one horn.

	Condensation speed not even half of before. We pierced through that time gap.

	The wing on the side of the broken horn. Where the barrier was paper-thin.

	I thrust the spear.

	Lise's mana exploded along the spear.

	The wing membrane tore.

	"KUWAAAAAAAA!"

	In that moment, Lise cried out.

	It was different in texture from a roar.

	Emotion was carried in it. Whether anger or satisfaction or sadness, probably all of them.

	She had torn the wing of the one who had cut her own wing.

	That realization became a cry that filled the dimension.

	The black dragon's flight collapsed.

	One wing folded powerlessly. The remaining wing beat the air as if trying to maintain balance, but half-strength lift couldn't support that weight class.

	KUWAWAWANG!

	Two tanks were pushed sideways.

	Soldiers fell like dominoes, and mana fragments, not dust, rose like a mushroom cloud.

	"Front tanks, commence firing! Concentrate on existing damage points!"

	The already cracked scale areas. Knights stabbed, and various firearms and magic pounded.

	Hit and retreat, hit and retreat.

	Tank shells widened wounds, knights deepened them, mages applied corrosion, then tank shells blasted again. The firepower of two civilizations meshed like gears.

	An unnamed knight began climbing the black dragon's face.

	Hooking hands between scales, placing feet, ascending inch by inch.

	The target was the left eye. That hole where Father had thrust the dragonslaying spear.

	After the spear was removed, black blood had congealed, but the hole itself remained open.

	The knight drew his sword.

	He drove it in hilt-deep.

	All the way to the handle. Into the eye socket. With enough force that his forearm nearly followed.

	The black dragon convulsed.

	Its tail came.

	The knight's body flew away, armor and all. Movement stopped about 30 meters away.

	But the sword remained.

	Still embedded hilt-deep in the eye socket.

	Seeing this, a Korean soldier ran forward.

	On his shoulder was an anti-tank rocket. His kneeling and aiming movements were mechanically precise, but his hands were shaking.

	He aimed the rocket at the eye socket where the sword was embedded.

	Fire.

	The blast pressure sent the soldier flying. Two other soldiers ran to pull him away, though I couldn't tell if he was alive. But he had clearly inflicted enormous damage.

	Everyone was frenzied.

	All of them.

	For knights as a species, dragon hunting was the ultimate romance.

	For the Korean military, that monster was the source of their world's destruction. With revenge and survival pointing in the same direction, there was no reason to stop.

	The black dragon thrashed.

	One tail swipe sent three knights flying.

	Their armor crumpled like paper as all three simultaneously rose into the air and fell.

	Claws tore through one tank. Armor plates split open like a tin can, and flames erupted from inside.

	The black dragon roared.

	Four mages within range of the roar collapsed, blood spurting from their eyes and noses as they failed to complete their spells.

	Meanwhile, the black dragon spread its wings.

	It was the damaged side. The torn wing membrane was ragged, but mana rapidly began condensing around the wing.

	Not physical lift but magical flight.

	"Lise, what can we do? We've come this far."

	My silver dragon nodded.

	She too had no other options.

	This time I didn't push in mana. There was none left.

	My heart had been racing irregularly for a while, and sensation in my fingertips was fading.

	Still, I held the spear.

	I thrust the spear.

	A hole opened in the opposite wing membrane.

	A massive hole. A hole too large to maintain magical lift.

	The condensing mana dispersed. Like a soap bubble bursting, the mana around the wings—which should have been silver—scattered as black fragments in all directions.

	The black dragon crashed to the ground again.

	"Bring it! Bring that thing!"

	Shouts erupted from the Korean side. Not from an officer. A soldier with enlisted rank insignia was shouting with a bloodied face. His superior beside him tried to stop him but hesitated.

	The reason for hesitating was simple. He had the same thought.

	"Colonel! Let's use it! If we don't, we'll all die!"

	The highest-ranking living Korean military officer. Colonel Kim looked at me. Not eyes seeking permission. Eyes confirming. Not asking if it was okay to use it, but asking if I understood they had no choice but to use it.

	"I authorize it."

	The colonel raised his hand toward his back.

	The waterproof cover was removed from one transport vehicle.

	The item the Korean side had labeled only as "Last Resort."

	Nothing registered on my mana sensitivity. It was something that operated on something other than mana.

	 


Ch.128 Nuclear Ending

	The Final Weapon of Earthlings.

	I had been thinking of it as a last resort, but my original expectations weren't high.

	According to them, a country called America used it first. A country called Russia followed suit.

	It did inflict damage. Enough to crack the scales.

	But that was it.

	Before long, the scales had recovered, and the two countries, America and Russia, were thoroughly—very thoroughly—retaliated against, they said.

	And China, a country that witnessed this outcome, tried something different.

	Surrender?

	As if that would ever work...

	They tried something even more foolish.

	They shouted "We can do it, our country can!"

	They deployed a miniaturized high-powered variant, they said.

	Theoretically, if it hit, it would completely shatter the scales and roast the flesh underneath to a golden brown, they claimed.

	But...

	Was the Black Dragon stupid?

	The Black Dragon, having already learned, reportedly dodged with teleportation right before impact.

	And China received retaliation and likewise perished.

	The story of a country called North Korea was even more bizarre.

	They, like South Korea, were under Lise's protective barrier.

	They were in a protected position. Yet they dared to use that weapon.

	There were rumors that they might have had some deal with China.

	But ultimately, it failed.

	The consequences were immediate.

	A palace with the ostentatious name of Kumsusan Palace of the Sun was reduced to dust with a single breath, and the one called the Queen was blown away inside it.

	Not everyone died, though.

	Some fled with the produced weapons, questioning why they, who had a protective barrier, should be involved in this war. Korea received those weapons, they said.

	A weapon that had already failed once.

	I was skeptical.

	But this time, the method was different.

	Instead of detonating it outside, we would detonate it inside.

	Teleportation? There was a high possibility that such advanced magic couldn't be used.

	Of course, I wasn't 100% certain.

	Its wings were torn. Its horn was broken. A sword was lodged in its eye, and its entire body was covered in wounds.

	Of course, if we could continue attacking like this, we might somehow manage, but...

	We had run out of both bullets and mana.

	We had to rely on that.

	"Shove the mini-nuke in!"

	Four knights hung from the Black Dragon's eye socket.

	The dragon-slaying spear of my father had pierced through, a nameless knight had thrust his sword in to the hilt, and a rocket had gutted the inside of that hole. Armored hands gripped the edges where black blood had not yet congealed.

	They pried it open.

	Two Korean soldiers jumped into that gap.

	A metal cylinder. About the size of an adult's forearm. It seemed much heavier than it looked.

	The two of them carried it from both sides, running in a posture that resembled pallbearers.

	"Push!"

	One soldier shoved the front of the cylinder into the wound.

	Half of it went in. The soldier behind pushed the remaining half with his shoulder.

	The cylinder slid in.

	"Secure it!"

	A mage rushed over. When he placed his hand on the cylinder's surface, a yellow light spread—whether it was an adhesion spell or a sealing spell, I couldn't tell.

	Simultaneously, a Korean military technician applied something from the opposite side.

	Super-strong adhesive, was it?

	Magic and science congealed on the same surface.

	The cylinder was fixed to the wound wall.

	The Black Dragon convulsed.

	It must have felt the foreign object inside. Its neck twisted, and its remaining foreleg tried to scratch its face.

	They performed the same operation on other wounds large enough to push those things in.

	"Get out!"

	"Secure safe distance! All wounded to the rear!"

	I saw two knights supporting my father and Kirisins.

	My father seemed to have regained consciousness. He limped on one leg but tried to shake off the supporting knight's hand.

	Kirisins was half-carried on a knight's shoulder, her human-form arm bizarrely bent and hanging limply.

	Lise also flew beyond the safe distance. No, she glided above the "safe distance."

	KWAWAWAWAWANG!

	An explosion occurred.

	It was white.

	There was no other way to describe it.

	My mana sensitivity was cut off.

	Sound disappeared too.

	The cheers of our allies, the roars of the Black Dragon, the engine sounds of tanks. All of it. Simultaneously.

	All that remained was the silent pressure vibrating inside my eardrums.

	How much time passed?

	The first thing to return was heat.

	Even at this distance, my face felt hot. Sweat streamed down inside my armor, and even my palm resting on Lise's scales felt like touching heated iron.

	Before my vision recovered, the smell came. The stench of burnt mana. The same rotten smell that had flowed from the Black Dragon's wounds, but hundreds of times more intense, enveloping the entire dimension.

	Mana debris rose up as a mushroom cloud.

	A pillar of intertwined black and white shot upward and then spread sideways.

	My sensitivity recovered.

	The place where the Black Dragon had been.

	The mana density was completely empty.

	Only faint residual reactions remained. The overwhelming mass from earlier, the weight of that existence said to have created the world, had vanished like a lie.

	As I descended, I saw it.

	"Th-that is..."

	"Is that it?"

	It seemed I wasn't the only one who saw it, as murmurs could be heard here and there.

	That thing lying in the center of the crater left by the mushroom cloud.

	No black scales, no wings, no horns.

	A woman was lying there.

	She might have been beautiful originally, but I couldn't tell now. She was fucking miserable.

	There was little skin left.

	The left side of her face had charred flesh stuck from the jawline to the forehead, and on the right side, the flesh had melted away, exposing bone.

	Half of her hair was gone, scalp and all.

	The remaining hair would have been black. Probably.

	Now it was impossible to tell what color it was, with ash and blood congealed together.

	She was breathing.

	Her chest rose and fell slightly. Evidence that she wasn't a corpse.

	I looked at Lise.

	Her eyes were on the woman.

	She nodded.

	It was brief. Once. That was enough.

	I thrust the spear.

	I aimed for the face. The right side where bone was exposed. The place that looked weakest.

	It didn't reach.

	A black membrane rose over her face. It was faint.

	Almost invisible. But the spear tip stopped there.

	Crack!

	It wasn't even funny.

	Even in that state, she responded.

	With skin melted, bones exposed, and hair gone with the scalp.

	A body that might not even be conscious was spreading a barrier.

	I applied force to the spear. To the limit. Beyond it.

	The spear answered.

	Crack!

	By breaking.

	With a dull sound, the spear blade split.

	The metal imbued with dragonsbane poison couldn't withstand the repulsion of the barrier and opened like flower petals, and the crack ran uninterrupted to the handle.

	What remained in my hand was the handle, and the rest was scattered on the stone floor.

	Come to think of it, the spear should have broken long ago.

	In this battle, what inflicted the deepest wound on that immortal being wasn't the technology of two worlds, nor the lives of tens of thousands of soldiers.

	It was this single spear that had been sleeping deep in the dungeon.

	When everything is over. I'll collect every single one of these fragments without missing any and enshrine them in the most precious place in the Empire.

	"You really did well."

	Even building a dedicated museum.

	That much should be done.

	I dismounted from Lise's back.

	The sensation of my feet touching the ground was strangely distinct.

	The uneven texture of the floor came up through the soles of my boots.

	Is this what they mean when they say senses become clearer right before death?

	I wrung out mana.

	"Wringing out" was the accurate expression.

	The sensation of forcibly extracting from what wasn't there, rather than what was left.

	But it came out.

	Surely I couldn't be worse than that thing.

	There was no way a human with intact limbs couldn't squeeze out mana when that woman with half her face collapsed and her entire body roasted could raise a barrier.

	I drew my sword.

	It had no dragon-slaying properties.

	It was just a good sword.

	The magic imbued in it was the kind that enhanced cutting and penetration power.

	It was better that it was a sword, not a spear.

	The range was shorter, but the precision was different.

	And that was exactly what was needed now.

	I spread my mana sensitivity.

	The barrier was readable. A faint but definitely existing black mana membrane.

	It covered her face.

	But it wasn't uniform.

	Below the left jaw. Near the boundary between burnt flesh and exposed bone.

	There was a spot where the barrier's density was slightly thinner. Less than half the thickness of other areas.

	She didn't have enough mana to cover the entire front evenly.

	Of course.

	It would be a miracle to maintain a barrier with the mana left in that body; there had to be gaps.

	I brought down the sword.

	Toward that point. Precisely at the point where the barrier was thinnest.

	The sword pierced the barrier.

	But that wasn't the end.

	Black mana leaked from the cut, and though the wound didn't heal, the barrier immediately reorganized. Filling the thinned area, and then another area becoming thin on the opposite side.

	I read it with sensitivity. Found the new gap. Brought down the sword.

	Pierced it. Reorganization. Read. Brought down.

	It wasn't thinking, it was repetition.

	I infused mana into each strike, but since it wasn't a dragon-slaying weapon to begin with, and I didn't have much mana, it wouldn't cut through in one go.

	Still... it gradually cut through.

	The sword sliced flesh and split bone. On the tenth strike, the top of the skull caved in. On the eleventh, the jaw separated.

	Not stopping the count was a habit.

	Twelve. Thirteen. Fourteen.

	Fifteen.

	The hand holding the sword stopped.

	It wasn't that I stopped, but that I was stopped. I had no strength left to lift it again.

	What was before me was no longer a face.

	Something that had lost its form was spread across the floor. The same was true below the waist. I couldn't remember when it had been cut. Was it on the twelfth strike? Or the thirteenth?

	I spread my mana sensitivity.

	There was no response.

	The waveform of black mana that had been faintly detectable until just now had completely disappeared.

	There wasn't even a residual reaction. That tenacious mana that had raised the barrier, that mana said to have created the world, was nowhere to be found anymore.

	"Haa... haa... haa... haa..."

	Thud.

	My knees buckled first, followed by my buttocks.

	It was closer to collapsing than sitting down.

	No muscle remained to maintain posture.

	The coldness of the stone floor crept up my thighs.

	That felt good. The cold felt good. Because it seemed to cool down the heat remaining on my face and the hot air in my lungs, if only a little.

	Even breathing was difficult.

	Could this possibly be that radiation exposure?

	I took medicine to prevent that before coming here...

	No.

	I'm just exhausted.

	"Yooou did wellll."

	A voice was heard.

	It was close. Very close.

	But I couldn't turn my head.

	I didn't even have the strength for that.

	 


Ch.129 Happy Ending (The End)

	"I thought about helping you, but I believed it was right for the Young Master to finish it himself."

	She approached me.

	In human form.

	Her appearance was a mess.

	When she was in dragon form earlier, her injuries were less noticeable due to her size, but now that she had returned to human proportions, the damage was fully revealed.

	Her skin was covered with what might have been burns or abrasions—it was hard to tell the difference—and about half of her silver hair was singed yellow.

	And her left arm.

	The shoulder muscle twitched slightly, and her fingertips occasionally trembled.

	I focused my mana sensitivity.

	The difference compared to her right arm was stark.

	The right arm had a steady flow of mana. The left arm's flow was minimal.

	The severed part had been her left wing, the one I had forcibly regrown.

	It seemed that when returning to human form, wings became arms.

	Yet she was still smiling.

	"Since I received a lot of mana, I should be able to endure it well enough."

	Indeed, my mana alone wouldn't have been enough to use a legendary weapon to the point of breaking it. Nor would it have provided that much attack power.

	I must have unknowingly received her mana.

	Lise moved behind me and grabbed my shoulders.

	"Lie down."

	I had no strength to refuse. My back touched the ground.

	Lise stood up.

	Glancing slightly, I saw her walking toward the black dragon's corpse.

	Actually, it was barely appropriate to call it a corpse anymore.

	It was literally pulp.

	Pulp that I had created.

	Black mana was still rising from the formless remains.

	It was more like steam than smoke—a sticky, heavy energy.

	Lise extended her hand.

	When her palm touched the remains, the black mana wavered.

	And then its color changed.

	The black energy was purified into silver as it climbed up Lise's hand.

	It passed through her arm, across her shoulder, and seeped into her entire body.

	The change was clearly detectable through mana sensitivity.

	Lise's mana circulation was recovering in real time.

	Her slumped shoulders straightened.

	Her grayish silver hair regained its luster.

	"This part is mine. The rest is yours, Young Master."

	Lise returned.

	Her palm came to rest on my forehead.

	Mana flowed into me.

	Mana that wasn't mine. A silver, deep, and quiet flow.

	My scorched lungs cooled.

	My racing heart found its rhythm again.

	The hazy edges of my vision cleared away layer by layer.

	"I'm returning what I borrowed, Young Master."

	"What?"

	"Everything."

	My consciousness sank.

	It wasn't sleep.

	Somewhere between wakefulness and slumber.

	A strange state where my body couldn't move but my mind became clearer.

	The hand on my forehead was warm. Something flowed in following that warmth.

	First came the memories of my past life.

	Kindergarten.

	Elementary school.

	Middle school.

	High school.

	University.

	Work.

	A lifetime unfolded like a panorama.

	At the end of that panorama was a truck.

	That must have hurt.

	It must have been painful.

	But damn, that truck driver was insane!

	What kind of truck driver plays Eurobeat while driving!

	Memories of this life followed.

	Very early childhood.

	When I grew a little older.

	My tenth birthday.

	The gift Ernst gave me.

	A silver-haired girl with an eye patch stood there.

	A child who was extremely withdrawn. A child who couldn't even bear to stand before people.

	I recalled the nights reading Romance of the Three Kingdoms.

	One candle. One book. A room with just me and that child.

	At the part where Liu Bei goes to find Zhuge Liang, Lise asked for the first time.

	"Why does he go three times?"

	"Because he's too valuable to give up on."

	"Too valuable to give up on?"

	Her voice repeating like a parrot. Even the intonation was vivid.

	I felt warmth from the palm transmitting these memories.

	It wasn't just the temperature of mana.

	The sense that these scenes were precious to the being sharing them.

	The weight she had kept was being conveyed directly.

	The story continued to unfold.

	The ravine where we burned the orcs.

	Count Sylvester turning pale across the chessboard.

	The dawn when we raided the supply warehouse.

	The surrender of the Kuman tribe.

	The moment I lifted the stone in the Chamber of Judgment in the dungeon.

	The contract with the demon.

	And my face at the moment I gave up these memories as the price for that contract.

	Within me, having recalled everything, two lives were overlaid.

	Me before losing my memories. Me after losing my memories.

	Same body. Same name. Same face.

	Yet both versions reached the same conclusion.

	The conviction that one's success was not one's own.

	Riding on Lise's coattails. Riding on Earth memories.

	The me before losing my memories had definitely judged so.

	Traces remained throughout the military manual. "Lise is the real talent, I just stamp the seal." I recalled how I felt when I first read that sentence after losing my memories.

	I thought it was the typical false modesty of a genius.

	That showing humility after accumulating such achievements was just another form of boasting.

	I was wrong.

	It wasn't modesty.

	It was sincere.

	And what about me after losing my memories...

	I thought I was riding on the records left by my pre-memory-loss self.

	Truly... truly... a pathetic fellow.

	Of course, I also thought that being so cautious had prevented mistakes.

	Still, as a man... no, as a human... I was pathetic.

	I had a habit of leaving annotations whenever I used Lise's strategies or achieved success with knowledge from my past life.

	"This belongs to Lise."

	"It was merely knowledge from my past life."

	These weren't notes. They were confessions.

	As achievements accumulated, the handwriting got smaller. As if trying not to be discovered. Even from myself.

	The me after losing my memories was the same.

	Whenever I applied strategies from the military manual, I had a habit of silently repeating one line to myself.

	"This is not my creation."

	When I devised the rainbow flags. When I detected the enemy's ambush. When I drove the undead into the bait stones.

	Two inferiority complexes.

	The me before losing memories thought I was indebted to Lise and my past life knowledge.

	The me after losing memories thought I was indebted to my pre-memory-loss self.

	A structure where a debtor looks up to another debtor.

	To the me who lost my memories, the author of the military manual was mythical.

	An undefeated strategist. A human who stood as an equal beside a dragon that wasn't even human. A human who commanded a dragon. A genius who, out of mere humility... created and wrote a one-line annotation.

	But now that I had received that person's memories back.

	We were the same.

	The same person who only looked outside himself for the source of his achievements.

	It was funny.

	It should have been funny.

	But laughter didn't come.

	Instead, something else rose up.

	The palm on my forehead. Lise's hand.

	That warmth was flowing in along with the memories.

	The sensation of two Adrians overlapping.

	They didn't clash.

	They didn't misalign.

	They just overlapped. Like filling in empty spaces. Like a sheet of paper that had been folded and then unfolded.

	The conclusion was simple.

	Both were the same person.

	Looking at the same things, intimidated by the same things, feeling small before the same person.

	And therefore unable to be honest before that same person.

	The hand on my forehead remained warm.

	I opened my eyes.

	Silver hair filled my vision.

	Lise was looking down at me with her hand still on my forehead. The singed ends of her silver hair trembled slightly despite there being no wind.

	Her left arm seemed to have recovered with the power from the black dragon, as the trembling had somewhat subsided. I caressed that arm.

	I turned my head.

	The crater where the black dragon's remains were scattered. The tail of the mushroom cloud still lingering in the sky.

	Among the tank wreckage and shattered armor fragments, survivors were moving about.

	With my recovered memories, I retraced this battle.

	Lise fighting that monster with one wing severed.

	Who was it that climbed onto her back to save her?

	It was me.

	I did borrow Lise's mana.

	But it was my eyes and arms that set the direction, and my judgment that thrust.

	I broke the horn and tore the wing. It was also me who charged forward ignoring my racing heart when my mana was depleted.

	It was also me who drew my sword before the black dragon in its reduced human form.

	Reading the gaps each time the barrier reformed, striking, reading again, and striking again.

	All of it was done by me.

	Of course, I had Lise's help. Earth weapons too. Father and Mother's power as well.

	And Sir Karl's life.

	Something that wouldn't have been possible without any one of those.

	But... but could it have been done without me?

	'This is not my creation.'

	The inferiority complex shared by two Adrians.

	Even if it started with borrowed knowledge.

	It was this body that honed it on the battlefield along with blood.

	What I borrowed was merely the material. I was the one who cooked it.

	It took two lifetimes to acknowledge that simple fact.

	Cheers erupted.

	"Long live His Highness Adrian!"

	"Long live Lord Hwanung!"

	I was getting used to that title now.

	Honestly, I'm no worse than a dog, am I?

	People crying while laughing. People kneeling and looking up at the sky.

	People shouting while embracing each other.

	The Krustein knights also raised their swords and shouted.

	"Waaaaaah!"

	"May Krustein be eternal!"

	My vision broadened.

	The world I had considered the source of plagiarism.

	The people of that world were standing there alive. The people I had saved were talking about tomorrow while embracing the people of this life.

	Lise, whom I believed to be a true genius. It was also me who saved her, who was far more amazing than I thought.

	I had surpassed the two beings I had placed above myself.

	Not through conquest but through salvation.

	Not by taking but by saving, not by pulling down but by lifting up.

	"I was the answer all along."

	It wasn't a planned statement. It just came out.

	And once it did, that was everything.

	"From the beginning, Young Master."

	Lise was smiling. With her disheveled face. With her singed silver hair.

	Her palm left my forehead.

	The warmth remained.

	It was the kind that would remain for a very long time.

	-The End-

	 


Ch.130 Side Story - Epilogue

	"Haaaaah."

	The maids sighed in unison.

	The fatigue of six people made the waiting room air suddenly damp.

	"It seriously gives me chills. Another strategy meeting today."

	"That crazy bitch calls it a 'serving briefing.'"

	The blonde maid unfastened her apron and collapsed into a chair.

	"Drawing arrows on the wall, talking about movement patterns and bottlenecks. 'When approaching table 3 from the right, maintain wine glass at 15-degree angle...'"

	"Is that serving at a banquet or a cavalry charge?"

	Laughter spread. Quietly. Cautiously.

	Just because the door was closed didn't mean they could relax completely.

	The walls weren't thin, and there was no magical eavesdropping, but in this palace, words traveled faster than feet.

	Still, lips loosened.

	It was before the banquet. A victory celebration banquet, no less.

	With tension at its peak, this level of gossip was within acceptable limits.

	"But. You all know, right? That woman's true identity."

	The waiting room fell silent.

	There was no one who didn't know the head maid's true identity anymore.

	The entire empire knew. But knowing something and speaking it aloud were entirely different matters.

	"She's older than Duke Sylvester."

	"Seriously ridiculous."

	"I get dizzy every time I see her going 'yesss, yesss' to His Highness the Crown Prince."

	"You know what? I heard her in the corridor yesterday. 'Young Master, I've brought the documents heeere.' That 'heeere,' you know. Heeere."

	The imitation was quite accurate.

	Incredulous laughter erupted, then several people simultaneously checked their surroundings.

	The door. Still closed.

	"A lizard who's who-knows-how-many thousands of years old going 'yesss, yesss.'"

	The brown-haired maid delivered the final blow.

	Few people in the empire would know her exact age, but among the maids, "many thousands of years old" had become something of a meme. For reference, many thousands of years was actually younger than her real age.

	But more concerning was the word "lizard."

	"Isn't 'lizard' crossing the line? If we're caught, they'll have our heads."

	Someone spoke up.

	"If we don't get caught, it's fine."

	"Yeah, if we don't get caught, even talking behind the Crown Prince's back isn't a crime."

	After that retort, the tone dropped lower.

	"Still, be careful. 'Lizard' is really going too far."

	"Enough. Let's start preparing for the banquet. If you drop a tray, your head will really roll."

	Several pairs of hands retied their aprons. The waiting room returned to its usual state of tension.

	The maid in the corner—that is, me—was the last to rise.

	No one looked my way.

	They really have a lot of complaints.

	Well, it's understandable. Lise's briefings are military-style.

	She thinks it's efficient, but for those on the receiving end, it must feel like being dragged onto a battlefield.

	The banquet is soon. A victory celebration banquet, no less.

	This level of complaint will dissolve with a drink after the banquet ends, and even if it doesn't, it will pile up again at the next briefing, so it's a cycle anyway.

	Of course, I wasn't walking around with my bare face.

	A fantasy magic item. The cross-dressing duration of this item Lise made for me was very long, lasting even a full year if needed.

	Truly an excellent item.

	Of course, I wasn't using such an item to satisfy some cross-dressing hobby.

	Information reported to the Crown Prince has already been refined through three stages.

	Refined information is clean but has no smell.

	A scent that could never be detected with Adrian Von Krustein's face.

	So occasionally I disguised myself like this. Mixing among the maids, I could hear surprisingly many things.

	Though what I heard was mostly childish gossip.

	I wonder what Lise would say if she heard. She might not care much.

	Or she might double the movement arrows in the next briefing.

	Either way, she wouldn't punish them.

	Probably.

	I left the waiting room and removed the fantasy magic item in an empty room at the end of the corridor.

	The maid uniform disappeared, revealing formal attire.

	I had been wearing it underneath. Since this wasn't my first time doing this, the routine was already established.

	**

	"His Highness the Crown Prince enters!"

	The attendant's announcement cut through the entire hall.

	The knights lined up on both sides of the entrance simultaneously raised their fists to their chests. Though dressed in formal attire rather than armor, their salute sounded just as solid.

	I nodded slightly. Just that much.

	I'd learned long ago that acknowledging each one individually would be endless.

	Before I could take three steps, the mage delegation approached.

	"Your Highness, the portal stabilization work is proceeding smoothly. The third expansion test is also progressing as scheduled..."

	To give work reports even at a banquet.

	Well, for them, this occasion was a lobbying opportunity, not a celebration.

	Knowing that the budget passes through my approval, they wanted to impress their achievements on me even in this setting.

	"You're working hard."

	"I'll briefly report on Earth's recovery status."

	I nodded at the Earth scientist's words.

	"Radiation contamination area purification is 17% complete, and construction of the second base city has begun. Water supply procurement is proceeding faster than expected, so there's a possibility the schedule may be advanced."

	"Things are going reasonably well."

	The Earth people no longer think I'm Hwanung, but that doesn't matter anymore.

	Walking toward the center of the hall, I surveyed the atmosphere.

	Three Krustein knights were clinking glasses with two knights of Korean military origin.

	In that corner, a mage from our side and a scientist from their side were drawing something together on parchment.

	Were they researching even at the banquet, or was research itself their form of celebration?

	As the banquet was in full swing, the main door opened again.

	"His Majesty the Emperor enters!"

	The entire hall froze.

	Glasses were lowered, laughter ceased.

	The knights immediately stood at attention.

	Walther Von Krstein.

	Emperor in name.

	I run the state affairs. Isn't that how it usually goes when the Crown Prince is excessively capable?

	He wasn't in formal attire.

	His dress was closer to casual wear. A silent declaration that he didn't consider the banquet significant.

	No, rather than a declaration, it was more likely he just couldn't be bothered to change.

	A typical entrance for my father.

	Lise was standing at the door.

	The head maid's posture. A perfectly standardized greeting, from the angle of her waist to the position of her hands to the height of her gaze.

	"Welcome, Your Majestyyy."

	Father's footsteps halted.

	He looked down at Lise.

	The corner of Father's mouth twitched slightly.

	Lise maintained her position, head bowed without moving.

	The issue was behind her.

	Kirisins.

	She was standing in human form.

	Her fingertips were trembling slightly.

	She was afraid of Lise.

	More precisely, she seemed afraid of the fact that Lise was both her superior and prospective mother-in-law, a higher-ranking entity.

	"Good work."

	Father left only those words as he passed by.

	He didn't even look back.

	Kirisins visibly exhaled in relief.

	The hierarchy was tangled in a remarkably complex way.

	And as for me, standing in the middle of this complicated tangle of relationships... I was just sipping wine.

	The door opened and Celine entered.

	She was in a lady's formal dress.

	Sixteen years old. Her body, regrown after being reset, was no different from other noble young ladies her age.

	The cut of the dress, the length of the gloves, the position of the necklace—all were within regulation.

	Lise approached with a tray of refreshments.

	"Princess, your dress suits you well todayyy."

	The head maid's smile. A perfect customer service expression, as if even the angle of her mouth corners had been calculated.

	Celine accepted the refreshments.

	And she looked at Lise.

	"Sigh..."

	A sigh escaped her.

	It was deep.

	She said nothing more.

	Lise said nothing either. She just kept smiling.

	There was probably no one in this hall who didn't understand what Celine wanted to say.

	In reality, her maid cosplay was considered an enormous bad taste.

	But there was no one in this palace who dared to say those words in front of Lise.

	Celine was no exception.

	She took a bite of the refreshment. Then turned away.

	Another sigh accompanied her turning motion.

	From behind her came a voice.

	"Enjoy your meaaal."

	Celine's ears folded.

	After watching this scene for a moment, I went out to the balcony.

	The noise from inside the hall became distant like a tale from a faraway land with just one door between us.

	As I rested my elbows on the railing and was about to tilt my glass, I heard footsteps.

	Those of the head maid.

	Lise appeared with a bottle of wine and an empty glass on a tray.

	She set down the glass, poured the wine, and returned the bottle to the tray without making a sound.

	"Sit down."

	"I prefer to staaand."

	I took a sip after receiving the glass.

	She stood beside me, holding the tray with both hands.

	The head maid's posture. Straight shoulders, gaze fixed slightly below eye level.

	Except for her manner of speech, she was truly a textbook head maid.

	"How long are you going to keep this up?"

	"Yesss?"

	"Being head maid. Surely there are higher positions available. Minister, for instance, or chancellor."

	Or... Crown Princess.

	Lise tilted her head slightly.

	"Until Young Master says he doesn't need a head maid anymoooore."

	"Do you think that day will come?"

	"It won't coooome."

	"Then you'll be head maid forever."

	"Yesss. I like thaaat."

	This wasn't our first conversation on the matter.

	Third or fourth time. The conclusion was always the same.

	The position that allowed her to be closest, to stay by my side the longest. If her rank increased, distance would form. Meeting rooms and offices would separate, attendants would change, protocol would intervene.

	She didn't want that distance.

	When I grew older, she might take a different position, but for now...

	She liked this position.

	Lise shifted the tray to one hand.

	She poured her own share into the empty glass.

	She raised her glass.

	It clinked lightly against mine.

	Ding.

	This was enough.

	For now.
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