https://images.novelbin.com/novel/semi-coercive-imperialist.jpg
Information
Table of Contents URL: https://novelbin.com/b/semi-coercive-imperialist#tab-chapters-title


                                【A new work from the author of 'The Villain Wants to Live'!】I became a Semi-Coercive Imperialist… To prevent everyone’s destruction.

                            

Chapter 1: To That Place
────Tick-tock.
In the underground prison where not even a sliver of sunlight enters, I lie in the coldest and deepest cell. The passage of time is imperceptible. I cannot tell whether it is day or night, yesterday or today.
Thud.
Heavy footsteps approach, accompanied by a dull noise. Familiar yet unfamiliar, the rhythmic sound of military boots.
A voice as sharp as a blade.
“It’s already been a year.”
His silhouette beyond the iron bars remained firm.
Edmon Bruindol. Once a fellow member of the knight order, he had become one of the Empire’s strongest enemies at some point, and now, as a member of the new Cabinet, stood before me.
I asked him.
“How is it outside? Is the weather nice?”“Of course. Every day shines golden.”
His voice overflowed with confidence. Edmon had always been like that, but today he was especially full of it.
“Oh. Are you married too?”
"I've been too busy with public and private affairs. I think I will soon."
When Edmon spoke to me, there was still a hint of his old tone. A distinctive manner of speaking, somewhat uncomfortable with the difference in status, yet slightly pitying.
I gave him a smile with my eyes.
“Congratulations.”
“......No need for congratulations.”
Thirty-five. At such a young age, he succeeded in toppling the Empire.
My father, once a high-ranking figure of the Empire, was ‘justly’ executed and his head displayed at the center, and I was caught after years of fleeing.
No matter how twisted one’s beliefs, those who dedicate their lives to loyalty are respected. But losers like me, captured after endlessly running, are covered only in disgrace and filth.
The only reason I’m still alive is purely thanks to Edmon’s lingering affection.
“Maximilian. Keep watching from down here. Watch how we, who brought down the Empire, rise.”
His voice was full of hope.
“Oh? Watch? I thought it was my execution.”
“Better to keep you alive. Your father was a pillar of the Empire, so he had to be destroyed, but you’re just a scratched piece of precious metal. Suitable as a trophy.”
Trophy. I chewed over that word. A living trophy of war. Somehow, it sounded cool.
“Thanks. For letting me live.”
It was sincere in its own way.
Edmon gave a faint smile and turned away. Leaving me in this underground, he ascended the stairs.
His voice echoed hollowly.
“Take care, Max. I’ll drop by from time to time if I have the chance.”
Maximilian von Ebenholtz.
A name foolishly discarded. My life had rotted behind the glory of my father.
All I could do was a little swordsmanship, a little pretense of handling mana.
Yet thanks to that ignorance, I survived- so in the end, among my family, I could say I’m the victor.
───Tick-tock.
How much time had passed? The iron bars opened again and Edmon appeared. A few more wrinkles had deepened on his face.
Though it was only the second visit, quite some time seemed to have passed.
Having lived in confinement, the passage of time felt unfamiliar.
“......Oh, Edmon.”
I raised my hand to him.
“Yes.”
“How many years has it been? The guards never tell me.”
Edmon stared at me for a moment.
“Three years.”
“That’s quite a while. Is it different outside?”
“......It is.”
He clearly said it was different. But instead of the former confidence, there was a subtle weariness in his voice.
"Three years, so you must have gotten married. Do you have a child too?"
“.......”
Edmon looked at me in silence. His eyes, once filled with the urgency of public and private affairs and the need to plan a bright future after the Empire, now carried a shadow.
“I postponed the wedding. Too busy.”
“When were you not busy. Were you dumped, by any chance?”
At my teasing joke, the corner of Edmon’s mouth twitched slightly. He looked like he was holding back a forced laugh.
“You’re still the same.”
At some point, he had changed the address from “you” to “you” (in a more formal tone).
A subtle distance? Or perhaps respect?
“Ah~ I get it now. You’ve come to know how terrifying the political arena is, haven’t you? The revolution succeeded, but the aftermath’s been a headache, right?”
“.......”
Instead of replying, Edmon let out a sigh.
“It’s more complicated than I thought. But....... I suppose it’s part of the process of change?”
It was as if he were seeking advice from me. But as a prisoner in the underground prison, I had nothing to offer him in return.
“......Who are you even asking right now?”
Edmon quietly nodded and turned away. At his waist, the sword was no longer visible.
He, once a candidate for the title of the Empire’s greatest swordsman, had let go of his sword.
The world must have been changing like that.
──Tick-tock.
I opened my eyes.
Thud.
Footsteps echoed again. This time, they were slower and heavier.
“......Has it been ten years?”
Edmon approached me, muttering to himself. The small fire on the wall illuminated him. I almost fainted at the state of his head.
“Edmon, what happened to your hair?!”
“My hair?”
“Yeah. Did rats eat it?! Oh my, this."
His once-thick black hair had half disappeared, leaving his crown bare, and even the remaining strands were dusted with white frost. The wrinkles on his face had deepened, making him look easily more than ten years older.
“Hair doesn’t matter.”
“Every balding man around me said the same thing.”
“......You haven’t changed. Strangely, not at all.”
Rather than anger, he looked at me with pure admiration. Or perhaps it was the expression of someone witnessing something inexplicable.
“Your appearance, your voice, everything.......”
“Really? Maybe it’s because I haven’t been exposed to the sun.”
Without a word, Edmon dragged over a chair and sat down. He was dressed fully like a seasoned politician.
I asked him.
“Is it different out there?”
“......”
He remained silent. The flickering lantern on the wall lit his weary face.
“It’ll change...... No, we must make it change.”
It was the face of someone who had accepted reality, with a certain degree of resignation.
“Politics must be hard? I mean, your face has changed more dramatically than the world.”
Pft. Edmon looked at me and laughed. The chuckle that slipped out soon turned into a full smile.
“Hahaha. Yeah...... Yeah. I guess so.”
“They say people mellow with age. Must be true. Looks like you took a beating from thirty years of time. Where did that solid knight go, and why is this worn-out old fox sitting here?”
“......Who knows. Probably rusting somewhere.”
Edmon smiled with a short sigh.
“......Maximilian.”
He called my name for the first time. All those old friends used to call me Max.
It felt a little awkward, but not unpleasant.
“Is it different inside?”
He asked. I shrugged.
“Who knows. I’ve just been training in here. Cut myself off from the world.”
“Can you even train? In a place like this?”
“You think that’s possible?”
Kuhahaha. Edmon burst into laughter, and I laughed along. The laughter, once let out, soon filled the entire prison.
“Edmon.”
At the end of the laughter, I nodded.
“It’ll change. The world outside.”
“.......”
Edmon’s expression stiffened for a moment.
“Because the outside world still has people like you.”
I looked him straight in the eye.
“Commoners far more valuable than a half-baked noble like me.”
His brows curved sadly.
I never thought I’d see the feeble side of a now-aged politician in Edmon.
“My father used to say something like that. ‘Edmon is far more valuable than most of the Empire’s nobles’.”
“Duke Sebestian, that great old man.”
Edmon responded to my words.
“I still think of him sometimes. How he cut down dozens of the Revolutionary elite all by himself.......”
His sentence stopped awkwardly. He lifted his eyes quietly, as if gauging my reaction.
“It’s fine. He’s already dead, after all. Not someone I especially want to remember anyway.”
I spoke calmly. My father was the epitome of an imperialist. He led the charge in racial discrimination and segregation and stood at the forefront of the Empire’s glory more than anyone, and I had completely deviated from his expectations.
“Well then... Ah. I’m out of time now.”
Edmon stood up from his seat. This visit felt unusually short.
“Are you leaving?”
“......Yes.”
Edmon looked at me with a faint smile.
“Next time I come, I truly want to bring you your freedom.”
Edmon ascended the stairs with a limp. In his hand now was a cane, not a sword.
───Tick-tock.
Tick-tock.
Tick-tock.
The regular ticking sound of this clock wakes me from sleep.
It has become a persistent hallucination that lingers deep within me since some time ago.
A ticking second hand that seems to swallow all the noise of the prison and beat against my insides.
Tick-tock.
When I opened my eyes in the darkness, a faint shadow could be seen beyond the iron bars.
“Edmon...?”
I tried to confirm his face. He had changed too much to simply say he had aged. He looked like an old man who had borne the suffering of the world for a long time.
“Max.”
He dragged a chair over and collapsed into it, leaning his body with difficulty. He looked far more frail than during his previous visit.
I asked him,
“How many years has it been?”
“......Twenty years.”
His phlegm-filled voice was barely more than a whisper.
“But you’re still the same. Still... almost the same as when you were first imprisoned here.”
A mix of disbelief and deep sorrow flowed from him.
“Oh come on. I must’ve aged too.”
I raised a hand and touched my face. The sensation was faint and hard to feel.
I asked the question I always asked him.
“Edmon. How is it outside?”
“.......”
Edmon didn’t answer for a while. There was deep meaning in his silence.
“Max. Lately, I’ve been having these thoughts.”
His voice cracked. It was as fragile as a glass cup on the verge of shattering.
“If only, if only the Empire had lasted a little longer, if only we hadn’t brought it down, if that had happened... maybe humanity could have... lasted a little longer.”
Humanity.
I furrowed my brows. It was too heavy a word for an aged politician to be speaking.
“What do you mean by that?”
“The Ezenheim race. Do you remember them?”
Ezenheim. One of the many minority races persecuted by the Empire.
“I do. Why?”
“The Empire was right. The Empire classified them as demonic mutants and strictly isolated them. But we... we saw them as people to be liberated and protected.”
Suddenly, his face twisted with despair. A surge of deep regret and self-loathing rose up.
“But the Ezenheim... they were a catastrophe. They weren’t human. Those damned bastards ruined the world.”
“What?”
The Empire had discriminated against minority races. Treated them not as races, but as subspecies. The justification was neither scientific nor based on mana, it was a witch-hunt-like policy that claimed they were descendants of demons.
"What are you talking about......"
Edmon lowered his head deeply. His shoulders trembled slightly.
“I’m sorry.”
“Explain it to me. Clearly.”
“......The Ezenheim. They were alien species that devour worlds. They were never human to begin with. The underground cities they dug, remember those? We thought they gathered there to survive, but they were developing dimensional gates. Those demonic bastards deceived us.”
I asked blankly.
“......What?”
Did I read the wrong novel somewhere?
Edmon gave a bitter smile. His complexion was already corpse-like, pale and hollow.
“Under the republic, they finally revealed their true nature. Through continued research, they eventually summoned an alien species. I’m sorry. If the Empire had still existed, it would have relentlessly crushed them, but we couldn’t. We couldn’t betray the ideals we had built. We only tried to go to war at the very end, but...”
He looked at me and shed tears. I unknowingly asked back.
“You got your ass kicked?”
“......With the help of the Yaken race, we held out decently in the beginning.”
“Yaken?”
“Yes. They had the power to resist the Dimensional Devourers. But there was a limit, and in the end, we tried using a Mana Core Bomb as a last resort.”
Edmon shook his head.
“It didn’t work. We, humanity, were completely defeated. I’m sorry.”
“.......”
I still didn’t understand, but it was clear that Edmon had broken down.
And I had no choice but to believe the words of a man so broken.
"No, no. You don't need to apologize to me. I wondered why meals haven't been coming down at all lately. I guess even the guards ran off?”
For the past few days, I hadn’t received even a sip of water, let alone food.
Yeah, a few days.
It only felt like “a few days” to me.
“......That’s what’s strange.”
Edmon’s deeply wrinkled eyes looked into mine.
“This underground prison was officially shut down and recorded as destroyed seven years ago. So I thought, of course, that you must be dead. I didn’t even consider the possibility you might still be alive.”
The old man who had been Edmon barely managed to speak, clearly suffering inside.
“I came here on a whim, really, just the tiniest chance… But you were really here... Are you... a hallucination? Something my guilt has conjured?”
"Are you crazy?"
“......Ha.”
At my blunt reply, Edmon let out a hollow laugh.
“Max. It seems you’ve been born with some kind of talent, even one you yourself don’t know. There’s no other way to explain this unrealistic situation.”
“Me?”
Edmon reached into his coat. His bony fingers trembled and dropped a rusted key.
Clink. Clink. The key bounced a couple of times before slipping inside the iron bars,
Rummmmmble─!
The ceiling trembled above. Edmon looked up.
“.......I should get going. It’s time I accepted the end I deserve.”
He slowly turned his back to me. That feeble frame began to fade into the distance.
“Edmon.”
I stopped him as he walked away.
“I never hated you. Not even once.”
“.......”
He said nothing. Just gave a faint smile as he ascended the stairs. His slow-moving body was soon swallowed by the darkness.
I picked up the key and opened the cell.
Thud.
The rusted lock that had imprisoned me for twenty years finally opened. I climbed the narrow passageway and ascended the stairs, following after Edmon.
And just like that──
I discovered a world that had been destroyed.
“......What the actual fuck.”
The whole world was in ashes. Buildings had collapsed, leaving behind only skeletal remains, and traces of humanity were scorched across the landscape.
The underground prison was located directly beneath the Imperial royal residence.
In other words, this was the Capital. One of the world’s greatest cities had been utterly wrecked.
I found scattered scraps of paper strewn across the crumbling asphalt. The letters printed on them stood out clearly.
[Mana Bomb Failed]
[Prepare for the End]
[Ezenheim: They Devour Dimensions]
[......Sentinel Knight Order Defeated]
[Summoning ritual was performed.......]
[Mana is collapsing.]
The things Edmon had said were recorded as facts. I stared blankly at the arrangement of words and muttered,
“What the fuck did these idiots do?”
At that moment, I felt a chilling presence. I turned around abruptly.
There was a strange monstrous lifeform.
It had no eyes, nose, or mouth, no clear features, barely holding form, as if its very existence was unstable. It looked like a sponge, or like something oozing and floating in mid-air. But its ‘mouth’, attached to its amorphous body, opened wide to bite down on my face.
───Tick-tock.
No, just as it was about to bite me, everything stopped.
I couldn’t tell whether I had stopped, or if the world had stopped.
──Tick-tock.
The ticking sound that had echoed inside me for so long now rang loudly.
It wasn’t just a hallucination.
─Tick-tock.
The world began to rewind. The monster drifted away, the collapsed city began to regain its shape, and ruined buildings returned to their proper places.
The days I had lived flashed past like a film being rewound, rushing backward.
The meetings with Edmon, the years in the underground prison, my father’s execution, the fall of the Empire, all of it rewound until...
Tick-tock.
There I was.
At age twenty.
Chapter 2: Must Kill
One summer day. Sebestian Ebenholtz, the head of the Ebenholtz family, asked while signing documents.
“Where is Max?”
The knight standing before him, Edmon, answered.
“He should be with the cadets from the Military Academy.”
“Really?”
“Yes.”
“So, he’s playing around.”
Sebestian rose from his seat and pulled back the curtain. Sunlight poured in. His thick jaw clenched in displeasure. It was clear he wasn’t satisfied with any of his son’s actions.
Edmon spoke.
“Still, he was admitted into the best knight order. There was no recommendation involved in the process.”"At least he'll be useful for propaganda."
Maximilian Ebenholtz. Blond hair, golden eyes, fair skin, delicate facial features, long arms and legs with perfect proportions, he was like a textbook example of a “Pureblood Noble” as defined by ethnology.
In appearance alone, he was the ideal image of an Imperial citizen, but to Sebestian, that was all he amounted to.
“On the inside, he’s nothing like an Imperial. Far too weak.”
“.......”
Edmon quietly bowed his head. If Max had been born into an average noble family, he would have been considered above average, but Sebestian and the Ebenholtz family were far from ordinary.
The title “Bulwark of the Empire” is not granted to just anyone.
“That’s enough. Go.”
Sebestian scribbled his signature on the documents.
“Yes, Commander.”
Edmon turned and left with the signed paperwork in his arms.
He boarded the vehicle waiting outside the residence.
“Let’s go.”
“Yes, Major.”
The adjutant in the driver’s seat adjusted the rearview mirror.
“Oh right. I heard the young master was accepted into the Sentinel Knight Order?”
Edmon held up the document he had just gotten signed.
“This is the approval matter. In other words, the consent form.”
“Ah. But… do you think he’ll do well? No matter what, the Sentinels… They won’t go easy on him just because he’s the Ebenholtz heir.”
The adjutant glanced at Edmon’s expression. Edmon was more qualified than anyone to be in the Sentinels, but he couldn’t join. It was because he was of mixed blood.
He was disqualified due to the Sentinels’ pureblood policy and instead chose to enter the Imperial military.
“His father is the mountain king. No need to worry.”
Sebestian wasn’t just any tiger, he was the monarch of the mountain. In fact, the Ebenholtz estate was surrounded by rugged mountain ranges, fitting the reputation perfectly.
“Let’s stop by one place on the way.”
“Yes. Where shall we go?”
“......Library.”
With that, he quietly picked up a book.
Blocked by the wall of bloodlines, Edmon naturally came to dream a different dream.
It was the grand dream of revolution.
***
Under the blazing sun, I finished the morning jog. My whole body was soaked in sweat. The cadets quickly approached and handed me a dry towel.
“......Oh, thanks.”
“You’re welcome!”
Just one word of thanks lit up their faces.
Three boys, one girl. All of them were trainees from 'Empire Point', the pinnacle of the Military Academy.
It meant they were elite students gathered from all over the Empire.
“When does your apprenticeship end?”
Their assignment was to shadow me, a newly inducted member of the Sentinel Knight Order, for one week and learn from me. And I had to accept it. It was also a duty of a fully-fledged knight.
“Until this Friday!”
“I see.”
I wiped the sweat roughly with the towel and handed it to the buzz-cut boy cadet. He received it with both hands, as if deeply honored.
At that moment.
───Crunch!
A sharp pain suddenly stabbed near my left collarbone. Instinctively, I pressed a hand to my chest.
“Oh- Knight, are you alright?”
The buzz-cut boy flinched and checked my complexion.
“......Ah, it’s nothing. Just felt a bit queasy. I’ll go to the bathroom real quick.”
Pretending it was nothing, I hurried away.
Ebenholtz Castle is big. Disgustingly big. Even just getting to the nearest bathroom from the training ground takes five minutes.
Clunk.
I entered the bathroom, locked the door, and threw off my upper clothes. Standing in front of the mirror, my sweat-drenched upper body was revealed.
On the left side of my chest, near my heart, a black object was wriggling.
It wasn’t a mere stain or mole. Like a living shadow, it pulsed faintly, squirming beneath the skin.
“Haa.......”
It looked like a cancer cell or a parasite. I wasn’t exactly sure what it was, but I was certain of its origin.
A part of the “Dimensional devourer” that had tried to consume me in the ruined world just before I regressed.
A fragment of that alien being was now alive and moving inside me.
“......Stay still.”
It was something I cherished in its own way. It was also the clearest proof that I had regressed.
I had returned to the past, to when I was twenty years old.
The Empire fell when I was thirty-three, so that was thirteen years ago.
Then twenty more years passed, and the world was destroyed, meaning I had returned thirty-three years into the past in total.
Thirty-three years.
An overwhelming span of time.
Until the moment I died, I was still an immature noble brat, but no matter how hard I tried to recall, my time spent imprisoned in the Underground prison felt like only one or two years at most. It was an enormous discrepancy compared to the twenty years Edmon had mentioned.
Suddenly, Edmon’s voice echoed in my mind, the same Edmon whose hair had all fallen out.
‘It seems you were born with some kind of talent even you don’t know about. That’s the only explanation for this unrealistic situation.’
I took a deep breath and stepped out of the bathroom.
Outside, Enzi, the family butler, was waiting. A middle-aged man in his fifties with eyes as thin as thread. His familiar face smiled at me gently.
“Oh, Enzi. What is it?”
“It’s almost time for your class, young master. Though I suppose you’re a knight now. The mana studies professor is waiting for you.”
Right now, I was twenty years old. I had been accepted into the Empire’s top knight order, the Sentinel Knight Order. And yet, my private tutoring schedule was more packed than most cadets.
It was all forced by the family. My father wanted me to shine not just in appearance but also in ability under the name of Ebenholtz, and he had brought in all sorts of private professors in various fields.
It had all been useless.
“Really? Then have those kids come with me too.”
I pointed to the trainees gathered at one side of the training ground.
“Are you sure it’s alright?”
“Of course. I’m not that petty.”
Thanks to that, the trainees scored big today. They’d get to attend a top-tier mana studies class, worth $30,000 per session, for free.
“Yes, understood. I’ll inform them. Please go on ahead.”
“Sure.”
I walked through the long corridor of the main house.
In this lavish space that would collapse thirteen years from now, I thought about the Empire.
‘If only, if only the Empire had lasted a little longer, if only we hadn’t brought it down, if that had happened... maybe humanity could have... lasted a little longer.’
That’s what Edmon, who had been consumed by despair, had said. But the Empire was undoubtedly the worst as well.
The Emperor and the sycophants around him were all utterly rotten, and most of the noble houses supporting the Empire were garbage too.
Because I had been weak and incompetent, I was able to escape their fanatical brainwashing relatively quickly. I came to clearly understand their filthy corruption.
Imperialism was a illusion, and there was no such thing as superiority between races as they claimed.
But I couldn’t even think of resisting them. That too was because I was weak and incompetent.
The problem was, just as a broken clock is right twice a day, their blind hatred and discrimination were correct for exactly one race.
‘The Ezenheim race... they were the catastrophe. They weren’t human. Those damn bastards destroyed the world.’
I looked down at my body.
All of it felt like a midsummer illusion. Like a nightmare I had been trapped in for far too long, feverish and endless.
“Ah... my head seriously hurts.”
I placed my hand over my left collarbone.
The only thing that now proved my existence was this strange black object writhing inside my body.
***
“What is a mana circuit? It is a type of biological organ and tool that allows humans to sense the mana within their bodies and handle it quantitatively.”
The mana studies professor, dressed in a neat uniform, projected a human body diagram into the air. The complex veins and organs disappeared, replaced by simplified blue lines.
It was a diagram of the system extending from the head down to the ends of the hands and feet.
“The mana circuit is a pathway that allows mana to move safely and efficiently within the body. By circulating mana through this circuit and concentrating it in specific areas, humans can exert superhuman strength or control natural phenomena through magic.”
Blue mana particles flowed smoothly along the circuits.
The single large circuit that ran throughout the entire body was called the 'mana circuit', and the smaller branches that extended from it were called “auxiliary circuits”.
“The wider the diameter of the circuit, the greater the total amount of mana that can move at once and the faster it can circulate. On the other hand, the more auxiliary circuits there are, the more precise the mana control becomes.”
In the end, the important thing is the mana circuit. Every element, its shape, length, and rigidity, matters.
Whether knight or wizard, one must be born with a good mana circuit.
“In the past, there were also studies that focused on concentrating mana in one place by designating an imaginary central point called the ‘mana core’, but the side effects were severe and the efficiency was low, so that approach has almost entirely been abandoned. Now, we will begin covering the actual theories.......”
Formulas. All sorts of complicated symbols and numbers appeared densely. It was the self-enhancement type of magic used by knights.
Self-enhancement magic was all about memorization. It could only be used if memorized.
I had been lazy, so I hadn’t mastered many.
The mana studies professor gave a very passionate lecture for 40 minutes, and I, at the very least, did not fall asleep.
“......Let’s take a short break, and then I’ll explain practical mana usage.”
The first period ended.
I stood up from my seat and stretched. The four trainees approached me all at once and bowed deeply.
“Thank you! Thanks to you, we were able to attend a truly valuable class!”
“Thank you!”
“Thank you!”
──Crack!
Once again, my left collarbone twitched. This time, it wasn’t just pain, it was a violent sensation of something thrashing inside. I pressed it down with my hand, pretending to be calm.
“Oh. No need to thank me. Just keep working hard.”
“Uh, Knight! May I go to the restroom?”
The buzz-cut cadet asked with a nervous face.
“You don’t need permission for that kind of thing. Go ahead, feel free.”
“Yes! Thank you!”
The four cadets rushed to the restroom. I stared quietly at the seats they left behind.
Nothing special. Rather, endearing for that age.
They weren’t anything special. Rather, they were charmingly appropriate for their age.
And yet, suddenly, I felt nauseous.
Something inside me kept bubbling up with a burning, unpleasant sensation.
“.......”
The buzz-cut one, his name was Jacob, I think.
I looked at his seat. I picked up the bag hanging on the chair and dumped out its contents.
Thud, thud, thud.
Writing tools, a sketchbook, a novel.
Among them, the novel caught my eye. I didn’t know why. I just picked it up and flipped through the pages. On a particular page, faint mana markings highlighted specific words.
[Soon, retu, rn, poss, ib, le, tha, t, ti, me, me, et, you]
[This, way, com, mu, ni, ca, tion, pos, si, ble, to, com, rades, trans, mit......]
It pretended to be a simple cipher sentence, but it was a double-layered trick. Beneath that layer of mana, I could see a hidden, ominous “residue”.
A remnant of cold, alien energy entirely different from ordinary mana.
I placed my hand on that section. A chilling voice flowed into my mind. At the same time, the black fragment inside me squirmed violently. The alien language translated itself automatically.
━Hungry. Need to eat a fresh heart to replenish mana. The younger and purer the child, the better. Their life force is necessary.━
━You will be selected as a knight of the Empire, so we will assist you in securing food whenever needed. Lexi will soon come to you. Follow her instructions.━
“......Kh!”
I quickly pulled my hand away from the book. A splitting headache and overwhelming nausea surged up.
Ezenheim.
That race was hiding here.
Chapter 3: Must Kill (2)
‘Weakling.’
This was the greatest insult my father Sebestian could think of.
Weakness. He despised things that were soft and feeble, and valued things that were solid and strong.
I clearly failed to meet such expectations of my father.
I was never a solid person. I was someone who would bend rather than break, and I had no desire to overpower or dominate others with my own convictions.
That was who I was.
━Hungry. Need to eat a fresh heart to replenish mana. The younger and purer the child, the better. Their life force is necessary.━
━You will be selected as a knight of the Empire, so we will assist you in securing food whenever needed. Lexi will soon come to you. Follow her instructions.━
However, this, these whispers, were by no means human.
As Edmon said, could it be that among us humans, a subspecies of demons had mixed in? Was it no longer the time for me to worry about ‘myself’?Since when have they been here, and where did they come from?
But questions about their very existence would have to be postponed for now.
Right now, there is a threat in front of me.
Do I have to kill him with my own hands?
......There seems to be no need for that.
After all, according to Imperial law, just the fact that a cadet at the Military Academy has left behind such a seditious cipher is grounds for execution, immediate judgment.
Yes, at the very least, I don’t need to kill him now.
Just in time, the cadets entered. I sat on the desk and scanned them one by one. My gaze stopped at the buzz-cut boy.
From earlier, the black fragment inside me had reacted only to this guy.
“You said your name was Jacob, right?”
“Y-yes! I’m Jacob!”
The buzz-cut boy replied, startled.
Fifteen years old, still with baby fat on his face.
“Everyone except you, get out.”
“......What?”
"Get out."
They all looked confused but exited. Even the mana science professor who entered late was turned away.
Only Jacob and I remained in the lecture hall.
“Jacob.”
“Yes?”
I picked up the novel book. His pupils shook with anxiety for a moment.
“You know what I’m about to say, right?”
I opened the book and recited the ciphers written on the pages.
“Let’s keep communicating like this. Tell your comrades to do the same. I don’t think we’ll be able to return for the next five years.”
“Uh......”
Jacob’s eyes widened, and he soon lowered his head. A hollow laugh escaped me.
How easy must I have seemed for him to bring something like this here. This place could practically be called the heart of the pureblood nobles.
"You're not an imperial citizen, are you?"
I can no longer claim that only the Ezenheim race are demons. From the start, the method of racial classification in the Empire is extremely subjective and unscientific, and the external traits of Ezenheim are only minor, not much different from other races.
The most definitive way to distinguish a human race is to kill and dissect the corpse.
Even that is impossible for the average person. Meaningful racial differences stem from the structure of mana circuits and minute traits of the heart.
Each race exhibits unique mana responses and circuit patterns in the process of accepting and circulating mana through the body.
This was once the biggest evidence that humans were divided into elves, dwarves, beastkin, and the like, and it was the logic the Empire used to consider them inferior races.
“If you were truly an Imperial, you wouldn’t be passing around codes like these.”
The problem lies in these impure ciphers. It’s a world where even possessing a subversive book like this can get you tortured for years.
If one were to dig into Jacob’s background, the fact that he’s not a pure Imperial would soon be revealed.
“The Intelligence Bureau will probably investigate your entire background.”
He tried to manage his expression, but his face had already gone pale.
I asked him.
“Which side are you on? Are you Ezenheim?”
There was no answer. Instead, the black fragment inside my body confirmed his identity.
It reacts to a ‘kin’.
“Speak. At this rate, you’ll be detained and executed.”
“.......”
Jacob’s lips remained tightly shut.
Suddenly, a chilling suspicion brushed through my mind.
Is this situation truly real?
Could it be that the black fragment inside my body, the bizarre Ezenheim language I just heard, and even the Regression I experienced, could all of it merely be an illusion? A form of psychotic delusion?
I had to find out.
Whether this guy was truly one of ‘them’, or just a product of my imagination.
“Do the Ezenheim have a hobby of eating children’s hearts?”
──The air shifted in an instant.
Jacob’s shoulders trembled. I noticed the change, but it was still within the realm of an ordinary reaction.
“Who is this ‘Lexi’ you say is coming to offer you a heart?”
In a flash, Jacob snapped his head up. At that moment, I was certain.
This is reality.
Jacob lunged forward in a single step and grabbed me by the collar. His pupils opened grotesquely. A wave like bloody tears flowed from them.
[How dare you steal our language? I’ll rip your heart to shreds and devour it.]
There was language contained within that roar, and it was clearly interpreted by me.
Ch-ch-chk.
Jacob’s mouth opened wide. Still in human form, only the corners of his mouth split toward his ears.
Tick-tock.
A ticking sound echoed from deep within my heart.
Time slowed. The creature’s movement, lunging at me with its maw, became endlessly sluggish.
I don’t know the cause. It simply happened this way.
There was no time to think. I focused my consciousness. Slowly, I moved my body.
It was awkward, like I was submerged underwater, but I kicked him hard in the solar plexus. Using that recoil, I spun my body and snatched the sword by the desk.
I swung the sword upward toward the creature’s retreating neck.
Tick-tock.
The second tick.
The slowed world returned to normal.
Slice!
The blade slashed his neck. His head flew toward the ceiling. Blood spurted from the severed stump, drenching my body.
The boy who had been Jacob collapsed powerlessly.
Ezenheim died like any other.
“Haa, haa.......”
Squirm, squirm.
Then, something wriggled near my collarbone. It was the same black fragment.
Squirm, squirm.
It crawled along the veins of my arm down to my palm.
“!”
It yanked me violently toward Jacob’s corpse.
Gulp, gulp, gulp-! My palm greedily sucked up the blood pouring from Jacob.
“What... what the fuck is this thing.”
Thud.
In the meantime, Jacob’s head rolled across the floor. I stared into his eyes.
Standing on the blood that spread across the floor, I thought.
Squirm, squirm.
The black virus that lived and moved inside my body. Though it was merely devouring something, this thing was the proof.
The proof that what I just did was ‘right’.
Bang!
At that moment, the lecture hall door burst open.
“Uwaaaaah!”
A scream rang out. It was Jacob’s friends. The sound of the guards’ footsteps came rushing in too.
“Haa.......”
I took a deep breath.
I had killed a fifteen-year-old Ezenheim.
The crime for that──in truth, would be completely irrelevant.
I am the sole legitimate heir of the Ebenholtz family, and the son of Supreme Commander of the Empire, Maximilian von Ebenholtz.
One of the highest-ranking nobles in the Empire, a pureblood of a lineage that has lasted half a millennium.
It means killing a minority like him wouldn’t be a problem at all for someone of my status.
Chapter 4: Method
An adult knight, just before joining the Sentinel Knight Order, killed a cadet.
The perpetrator was the eldest son of the Ebenholtz family. The victim was a cadet with no backing or influence.
It could have easily been buried, but a few media outlets, claiming to be the conscience of the Empire, picked up the story.
“Does this make any sense?! So just because he’s from the Ebenholtz family, he can kill people however he wants?!”
They camped out in front of the main gate of the Empire's Saheran Police Station. The chief waved his hand and ordered the officers to block them.
“They say there's a reason for it, so just go back now.”
“What kind of reason! What kind of reason could be serious enough to justify killing a 15-year-old cadet!”
“You talk too much....”
Tsk. As the chief clicked his tongue, a subordinate approached and whispered quietly. The chief's eyes widened.
“......Is it true?”“Yes. It seems they’re confident about it.......”
“Got it.”
The chief clicked his tongue again as he looked at the reporters.
“They’ve scheduled a public autopsy, so come watch then.”
An autopsy is the only way to determine race. If the deceased cadet was not an Imperial citizen but from a minority race, as the eldest son's statement claimed, then it would be sufficient grounds for immediate execution.
Here, “sufficient” means “under Imperial law”.
“Public autopsy?”
“They’re doing it openly?”
The reporters exchanged confused looks.
An autopsy is, of course, expected. Even for the Ebenholtz family, it's a necessary process. But a public autopsy is hard to manipulate, if there were any hidden wrongdoing, it would be exposed.
“They said it’ll be held at the Etten coroner's office at 8 p.m. today, so you'd better hurry.”
The chief went back into the station. The reporters murmured among themselves for a moment, then rushed into their vehicles. Phrases like “See you in Etten!” echoed here and there.
***
8 p.m.
“......The autopsy is complete.”
The coroner placed the deceased’s heart onto a tray. Countless people were watching from beyond the transparent glass wall.
“Analysis result.”
It was a fully transparent public autopsy. Numerous reporters had gathered, and even the political enemies of the Ebenholtz family were present. If the deceased had been a wrongfully killed pure Imperial citizen, Maximilian would have been indicted.
“The deceased, named ‘Jacob Mac’, is not an Imperial citizen.”
An uproar broke out.
When a heart is analyzed through magical means, racial differences are clear. In particular, the Dromon descendants of dwarves, Elina descendants of elves, Yaken descendants of beastkin, and Ezenheim and Edlem, these five races, show distinct traits.
The Empire classifies them not as races, but as demi-humans (Ain).
“Jacob Mac is presumed to be Ezenheim or Elina.”
Only Imperial citizens can join Empire Point. If someone falsifies their identity, it is punishable by death under Imperial law.
Therefore, Maximilian Ebenholtz made the right judgment.
Some reporters quickly left. Others stood dazed, as if they couldn’t comprehend. The retainers of the Ebenholtz family were relieved.
“......There was no fabrication?”
On the other hand, the political enemies of the Ebenholtz family looked disappointed.
“No. One of the coroners is our person."
“Tsk.”
Maximilian Ebenholtz, the eldest son of the Ebenholtz family, had killed an Ezenheim disguised as an Imperial citizen. And the deceased was not just any cadet but a distinguished student at the Military Academy, confirmed to be a true knight candidate.
It was a clear military achievement, he had caught a spy who nearly infiltrated the Empire’s center.
"For someone who became even a cadet to be so careless."
Ken, second son of Bertem, unconsciously blamed the deceased.
A retainer beside him added slyly like a sycophant.
“Perhaps he didn’t think he’d be caught by Maximilian?”
“Ha. That might be true.”
Maximilian is notorious among the nobility for being half-witted. His appearance is more Imperial than anyone’s, earning the envy of many nobles, but that’s all he has going for him.
“He caught a rat by stumbling backward.”
“Exactly.”
“Let’s head back.”
“Yes.”
Some reporters, still clinging to their conscience, clung to the coroner and asked.
“......Are you certain he wasn't an Imperial citizen?”
“If you’re that doubtful, take a look yourself.”
The coroner pointed to the heart on the tray.
Mana remains in a deceased body for quite a long time, and the estimated time of death can be calculated based on that amount. In other words, heart-swapping and the like are impossible.
“Huh.......”
The reporter looked at the face of the deceased lying on the steel slab of the autopsy room. He wasn’t an Imperial citizen, but he was still a boy whose baby fat hadn’t even fully disappeared yet. That peaceful appearance was somehow cozy, and therefore, all the more sorrowful.
It didn’t feel right.
Crack.
The reporter, Alphonse, clenched his teeth tightly.
***
I sit with my eyes closed.
This is not a prison.
Rather, the ones behind bars are the cadets.
"......Wow. It was cleverly hidden in this novel too. You're truly remarkable."
Instead, I received praise from the detectives. A man with a mustache held out a book page to me.
“Unfortunately, it looks like the location of the hideout isn’t written here. Well, probably one of their own rules.”
“Please release those kids. They’re ordinary cadets.”
I gestured with my chin toward the inside of the bars. The three cadets’ faces still looked skeletal. It seemed they still couldn’t believe the death of a friend they had been with for years, and were scared, too.
“No, even so, we need to investigate them just in case. Their ideology might be compromised.”
“......If they are investigated, what happens to them?”
“Oh. Please, speak comfortably, knight-nim. I’m Sergeant Georges.”
I immediately changed my manner of speech.
“What’ll happen to those kids?”
“Well. Of course, one of their cohort turned out to be a demi-human, so their path is blocked now. As it should be.”
.......
This is wrong.
The Empire’s persecution of minority races is clearly wrong.
With one exception.
Ezenheim.
They are not a race but a species, not even considered demi-humans, but a clan from beyond.
Therefore, as long as they are not Ezenheim, it’s fine. And the cadets are not Ezenheim.
The ‘thing’ inside my body hasn’t reacted, so I’m sure.
“......Let them go.”
“Ah, still-”
“I said they’re fine. I won’t repeat myself.”
“Uh...... yes. Hey, open it!”
Clang. The bars opened. The remaining three cadets walked out with heavy steps.
“Damn kids. Be more careful choosing your friends.”
Sergeant Georges smacked each of their heads with a file folder as they passed by.
“Go on. Say goodbye to Lord Ebenholtz.”
“.......”
“.......”
“.......”
The cadets gave me brief glances and silently bowed their heads.
As they passed by, I asked them.
“Were you close to him?”
The form of the question had to be that way. I didn’t know what else to put into my words.
“......No.”
One of them answered. A girl. Was her name ‘Hannah’?
It was a good answer.
I signaled to the detective.
“Write that down in the report. That they weren’t close.”
“......Ah, yes.”
Joshua added one more sentence to the report, and I turned away. The autopsy results were out, so I figured it was about time to head back.
Just then, Hannah grabbed my sleeve.
“There could have been a better way. I'm sure of it.”
“Are you out of your damn mind!”
The sergeant’s face twisted like a demon, and the cadets next to her held her back, asking if she was crazy.
.......
I stopped the sergeant who was about to hit Hannah. Instead, I looked into her eyes. Into the pupils filled with a sense of justice. I looked at her and thought about the world that had been destroyed. I recalled Edmon, who had waned like a candle. I remembered the bizarre dimensional devourers that had once charged at me.
And then, I spoke the core of all those memories, of that future and present intertwined.
“This is the method.”
***
Ebenholtz main estate.
“Here are the autopsy results.”
Sebestian does not usually place his hopes on small things. In truth, he doesn't place them on big things either.
It had been quite a long time since he stopped expecting anything at all.
However, this time, surprisingly, it wasn’t something small.
It was strange from the very first report.
Max was not the kind of person who killed easily. On the contrary, he was someone who couldn't kill. A weak boy who still hadn’t forgotten the dog he had raised when he was eight years old.
And yet, that kind of boy killed a mere fifteen-year-old cadet. With a single slash, he cut off the cadet’s neck.
That alone was shocking, but on top of that, the cadet turned out to be from a minority race.
An insolent demi-human who had dared to infiltrate the Empire’s Empire Point.
“What a ridiculous situation.”
Even so, right now, it seemed better to believe it was a coincidence. Expectations only lead to disappointment, and Max had always been a child who brought nothing but disappointment.
“When is the Sentinel induction ceremony?”
“Next week. Will you be attending?”
The Sentinel induction ceremony is quite a significant event, even in the Empire. It’s the gathering place of the Empire’s most talented individuals.
“No need.”
However, Maximilian is far from the best. Even if he went, it would only make him fodder for those detestable nobles and bring ridicule.
Of course, there had been no backdoor favors involved in Maximilian’s admission, but the personnel department surely wouldn’t have been able to ignore the name Ebenholtz.
“I already have plans for that day anyway.”
For Sebestian, who had always walked the road of success, having a son had now become a blemish.
Chapter 5: Did I Have Great Ambitions?
As a man in his twenties from a well-off Imperial family, of course I almost had a fiancee. Quite an active marriage discussion went on between the families. But she was a woman who, in many ways, didn’t suit me. In fact, she didn’t have the kind of personality that would work well with any man.
“How was it? Your first kill.”
Her name was Ezell. Her facial features were sharp like a cat’s, and her hair carried the characteristic ash-grey hue of her family. She was the eldest daughter of the Runsellot Family, a lineage that rivaled the Ebenholtz.
“Well. I don’t really know.”
There was a time when I liked her. And she too, could have ‘liked me’.
You can believe it, because it’s something Ezell herself said.
But the paths we walked were different.
“But Max. Do you really want to marry me?”
Ezell asked, sounding fed up. I let out a brief laugh.
She was like this back then too. I used to always feel anxious, overly alert to her every word, but not anymore.“Do you not want to?”
“Of course not. You’re not even manly. Your personality is too soft. And that hair, what the hell is that? It’s too long. You should trim it short.”
Ezell was an Imperial citizen, but the balance in her heart had already tipped toward the revolution.
That meant she was a good person.
I asked her in return.
“How was it, my kill?”
“......Well. I don’t know.”
At the time, I thought she was a woman whose thoughts I couldn’t read. I thought it was a typical push-and-pull.
That’s how little experience I had.
“I do wonder if there was really a need to kill him...... But then again, he was a demi-human, so I guess it makes sense?”
Now, the trembling corners of her mouth and her shaking voice were revealing her true feelings.
“Ezell. To be honest.”
I leaned toward her. I whispered the truth.
“That bastard turned into a monster first and tried to kill me. All Ezenheim are monsters.”
“......Huh?”
Ezell’s face went dumb.
Probably everyone else in the world would make that expression too. Unless they were a totally deranged racist, it’d be hard to agree.
I raised my eyebrows.
“Kidding.”
“Wow...... Hey, go see a doctor.”
“I said I’m kidding. I was just pissed that he tricked me, so I killed him.”
“Yeah, you still need to go. You’ve got anger management issues.”
“.......”
The words “anger management issues” lightly touched my heart. My pulse suddenly spiked, quite roughly.
I picked up the knife.
“It’s not about anger management.”
Rage welled up from the bottom of my chest. Days from a distant future flashed before my eyes like a revolving lantern.
The Empire had already fallen, Father was executed and his head hung for months in the center of the Capital, you became part of the revolutionary core and formed the Parliament, and all the while I kept running like a madman, then got caught and was imprisoned for decades, though it felt like only a few years, and I watched Edmon grow old in real time, and in the end, I witnessed the world perish......
“......Just.”
Even if I told you all of that, you wouldn’t believe me.
Honestly, if it weren’t for the virus inside me, I wouldn’t have believed it either.
So no one understands how I feel. I shouldn't even expect anyone to.
“Just eat your damn food.”
I pointed at her plate with the knife. Ezell gave a sly smile.
“Ah~ You’re so obvious? I say I like macho types, and you act like this right away?”
“Before I smash your mouth in.”
Ezell chuckled lightly and turned her attention to her food.
In truth, if we got into a real fight, I’d lose a hundred times out of a hundred. Even so, she never once boasted or showed it. Probably because she understood my inferiority complex.
Ezell was always, to me, a good friend who could never bring herself to beat me.
It was Ezell who let me escape when the Empire fell. Probably Ezell who kept me alive in the Underground prison too.
If it weren’t for you, I wouldn’t even have gotten a chance to regress.
So.
“Today’s meal is on me.”
"......Am I really that transparent?"
“Then you pay.”
“Thanks for the food~”
I casually added, pretending indifference, as she sliced up her steak with a knife.
This was today’s main topic.
“Let’s not get married. I’ll tell our families that too.”
Ezell’s hand trembled slightly, but she soon looked at me with a serious gaze.
“Yeah. I think that’s the right choice for us.”
I think that’s the right choice for us.
Only now did I finally understand the true meaning behind the words you once said.
***
After returning home, I sluggishly threw off my clothes. I tossed aside the cumbersome suits and stood in the bathroom. I stared at my reflection in the mirror.
In the end, the essence is strength.
Today, thanks to Ezell, that became even clearer.
I must become stronger. Both in body and mind.
Edmon once said that if the Empire had survived, humanity would have lasted longer.
That was because the Empire never sought to be understood. Because the Empire was made of iron and blood.
Even if its insides were rotten and crumbling, the bonds and glue of the Empire were stronger than any external force on this continent. They became weapons meant to crush the outside while being crushed themselves from within. The Empire was a chimera golem created for that very purpose from the beginning. I was born near the top of the pyramid that formed such an Empire. Ebenholtz stood at such a height.
If I, as an Imperial, had to exterminate an entire race, I had a status that made it entirely possible.
There is more than enough justification.
‘To prevent the end of the world.’
An ending that only I know. A perfectly noble purpose, like something out of a hero’s tale.
To achieve that, I must grow stronger.
But, am I ready?
Back in the Empire’s final years, I was weak. As the Empire declined, I was afraid. After its collapse, I was always running.
Am I ready?
“I’m asking you, Maximilian.”
I asked the me in the mirror.
“Are you ready?”
If I am ready.
Then it’s time for a change.
***
The next morning, I began running. I ran until I coughed up blood, trying to persuade the virus inside my body. It was a plea for it to be of use to me.
This way benefits you too. If I die, you die too.
After running about twenty laps.
“......Enzi?”
Enzi was standing at the starting point. He smiled brightly and held out a towel to me.
“What’s going on?”
“The head of the house wishes to give you a gift. He says it’s rare to see you doing something truly Imperial.”
The family head, Sebestian. Though he’s my father, calling him that still feels awkward.
He praised me for killing a 15-year-old cadet.
“What’s the gift?”
“He says he’ll tell you himself. Apparently, he’ll give you whatever you want.”
“......Figures.”
That stiff middle-aged man likes to evaluate everything. He used to judge all my actions however he pleased, crushing me under endlessly high standards.
This time, the gift I want is clear.
“A swordsmanship instructor.”
“But swordsmanship...... The Ebenholtz are a family famous for swordsmanship.”
“It doesn’t seem to suit me.”
Ebenholtz’s base was long swordsmanship. I didn’t use a long sword.
On the contrary, I found that using a light sword in one hand suited me more.
In many ways, the Ebenholtz family didn’t match me.
“Father’s not exactly by the book either, is he? Also, follow up on the three remaining cadets.”
The three cadets left after killing Jacob. I only remembered Hannah’s name, but I didn’t want their futures to be ruined.
The Empire fell because it was too cruel.
“I hope they don’t suffer any consequences.”
“And the reason?”
Enzi’s tone sharpened. I had already prepared an answer. Enzi was a loyal Imperial after all.
“Gaps appear when people feel at ease. If you tie them down too tightly, they won’t reveal themselves even if they are traitors or demi-humans.”
My answer must have been reasonably convincing, because Enzi smiled.
“Yes. I’ll do as you say. Then, please rest well.”
“Yeah. Thanks.”
Enzi bowed his head and left. Even his butler-like posture and steps were perfectly refined.
“Phew.”
I let out a sigh of relief.
“......I got lucky.”
Jacob Mac. It was a huge relief that the opponent was sloppy. If he had been even slightly stronger, I would’ve been the one to fall.
Let's not forget.
The Ezenheim are strong.
And right now, I am weak.
Therefore, I must not let it be known that I understand them, that I can interpret their language.
The enemy of humanity is the Ezenheim. That alone is what I need to remember.
The worst and the lesser evil.
The worst would be the destruction of the world, and the lesser evil would be the continuation of the Empire.
‘The Empire was right. The Empire labeled them as mutated demons and thoroughly isolated them. We… we considered them beings to liberate and protect.’
Edmon of the distant future regretted not choosing the lesser evil.
I decided to trust his regret.
I now had great ambition, too.
Chapter 6: From Day One
The Sentinel Knight Order is regarded as the best occupation in the Empire. It is a position admired by all the Empire’s youth, and merely being admitted is considered an honor for one’s family. They are the Emperor’s sword and the Empire’s shield, and also an institution that symbolizes the ideals and purity of the Empire.
......Today is the induction ceremony of such an honorable Sentinel.
I looked at myself standing in front of the mirror. The Sentinel Knight Order uniform, embroidered with golden threads on a deep navy base. It was once an outfit I desperately desired. I used to delude myself that just wearing this would make me noble, and even earn recognition from my father.
It’s just a superficial shell.
No, not even a shell, just a piece of cloth.
Rather than that damned Sentinel, I was thinking more about the special ability that manifested when I killed Jacob.
“Tick-tock.”
I clicked my tongue, mimicking the sound of a second hand.
But nothing happened. There was no phenomenon of time stopping or slowing down.
Twitch.Instead, a familiar sensation came from below my left collarbone, near my heart. It was the black fragment embedded in my body.
A faint but distinct wave of mana could be felt.
Not just now. Before bed, during exercise, while eating, this thing pulses like a heart.
So naturally, this thought occurred──
Maybe, I could use this thing as a pseudo mana core.
Mana cores were once one of many methodologies for handling mana, but in modern times, they’ve become nearly obsolete. As fields like manalogy, human biology, and life sciences advanced, the inefficient core was replaced by a far more elaborate circuit system that became the standard.
The essence of modern mana usage is clear:
: To circulate and amplify mana using the ‘mana circuit’ that forms within a human body through innate or acquired awakening.
Of course, depending on how the circuit is trained and how mana is used, people are classified as knights or wizards, and within those, there are countless schools and factions, but the foundation remains the mana circuit.
However, the black virus inside me is a ‘plus alpha’.
Strictly speaking, it’s an unearned source of mana.
“......Hey.”
With my hand placed over my chest, I spoke softly.
“Become my mana core.”
There was no response. Well, of course, it wouldn’t talk.
“Make it work, even if it doesn’t want to. If I die, you’re done too.”
If this thing could function similarly to a mana core, generating, storing, and releasing mana, then there’s no reason we couldn’t get along.
Knock knock.
With a knock, Enzi’s voice flowed in.
─Young master. It’s time to go now.
“Yeah. Got it. I’ll be right out.”
I applied wax to my messy hair. Back in my early twenties, I was terribly bad at grooming, but now I had quite a bit of experience with social life.
“Nice.”
After a few strokes, it turned into a cleanly styled updo.
***
The induction ceremony was held in grandeur, as it was every year.
The central plaza of the Capital was packed so tightly with people there was no room to step, and every window of the surrounding buildings was filled with the faces of citizens. On the stage stood high-ranking imperial officials and renowned nobles, and at the center, where flower petals rained down, the newly inducted members of the Sentinel Knight Order stood in line.
Even among them, I was in the most attention-grabbing position. The halo of the Ebenholtz family and my Imperial appearance pushed me into the center of everyone’s gaze.
“We shall now commence the induction ceremony of the Sentinels.”
Knight Order Commander Alberich von Stein began the speech announcing the knighting. His voice rang throughout the entire plaza via a mana amplification device. The Empire’s glory, the honor of knighthood, loyalty to the Emperor... A repertoire I had heard to the point of exhaustion.
I slowly scanned the faces of my fellow inductees standing on the stage with me.
This class of Sentinels had 40 knights selected.
I already had their faces and names memorized. Each of them would leave their mark on the Empire’s history in their own way.
At least 30 percent of them harbor intentions different from the Empire, or will eventually turn their backs on it.
You think 30 percent is too much?
It can’t be helped.
Because this is the Empire’s twilight era.
“──As the shield of the Empire, as the sword of His Majesty, do you swear to dedicate your soul for the glory of the Empire!”
Grand Duke Stein's shout shook the plaza.
“──The Empire shall remember your loyalty, and will reward your devotion with glory! For His Majesty the Emperor!”
At the Knight Commander’s lead, we pledged our loyalty.
Someone signaled me. I briefly closed and opened my eyes. I stepped forward and raised the sword at my waist high into the air. My fellow inductees followed behind me. Forty swords gleamed dazzlingly in the sunlight. The cheers of the citizens surged like a wave.
......A long time ago.
That is, before the regression, I had felt an indescribable sense of ecstasy at this very moment.
It felt like the entire world existed for me, and I was caught in the delusion that the Empire’s future rested on my shoulders.
Now, it was just dull.
The Knight Commander, who once felt like a towering mountain, the nobles clapping with greasy smiles, my fellow inductees standing next to me, and all the people in this plaza, every one of them would die.
I had seen such a future.
“Now, go down. Show your proud selves to the citizens.”
At the Knight Commander’s instruction, we descended the stage. Numerous nobles and officials swarmed in to offer their congratulations and flattery.
I accepted it half-heartedly, trying to slip away.
"So it is you."
Then, a familiar yet unfamiliar voice called to me. A man stood with arms crossed, scrutinizing me.
The man who had once been my supervisor long ago.
“The one who’s said to have cut down a fellow cadet.”
His name was Julian Ascar. His deep blond hair and sharp jawline stood out, and his golden eyes pierced into me more than anyone else’s.
It was a familiar face.
Looking at someone so intimately familiar, I had a strange intuition.
“Yes. I’m Maximilian.”
In the not-too-distant future, I would end up killing him.
***
Even before the commotion of the induction ceremony had fully settled, we immediately moved to the Sentinel Knight Order Headquarters. The inside of the fortress-like building was laid out like a complex maze, filled with bustling knights and administrative staff.
“This is your space.”
My supervisor Julian opened the door to an office at the end of the corridor. The office itself wasn’t spacious. Just a few desks and cabinets for document storage. Before the regression, I had been quite disappointed.
I was arrogant back then.
But now, I understand. I was someone who had taken even this position from someone else. Someone more capable than me, who didn’t get this opportunity simply because of lower social status and rank.
“Yes.”
I placed my luggage on the desk.
“You can freely hire personal staff within a 500,000 dollar limit. You’ll probably need administrative support or someone to assist with information gathering. If you’re not sure, request a recommendation list from HR.”
Julian lightly tossed a file folder onto the desk.
“And, you know what that is, right?”
He motioned with his chin toward a square box-shaped machine. It looked like a television, but was a far more advanced device.
It was the latest desktop model connected to the Empire’s communication network, capable of browsing various information, writing reports, accepting missions, internal messaging, and video conferencing.
“Yes, I do. A computer.”
I answered as I sat down in the chair.
“Right. You really are young.”
Buzz. A vibration came from Julian’s wrist. It was his watch. Most likely the latest type of terminal equipped with an artifact.
“......Finish organizing and come down to the first floor. Your first mission has been assigned. A noble murder case, apparently.”
A murder case.
Before the regression, I probably would’ve responded with, ‘Already?’ I had a ton of unpacking to do back then.
In fact, I had been the only rookie ever assigned such a case on the very first day.
“You’ve got ten minutes.”
“Yes.”
Julian exited first.
Now, a brief thought: what is the true duty of a knight?
To look cool?
Of course not.
Maintaining public order in the Empire, suppressing special criminals or rebel forces that ordinary troops can’t handle, dealing with monsters, and protecting nobles, those are just a few of the responsibilities.
Because of this, knights could earn a lot of money through additional allowances on top of their base salary.
Hunting monsters yielded rare materials from their corpses, and bounties placed on criminals were quite lucrative. The more skilled a knight was, the more wealth they could accumulate. In its own way, it was a thoroughly meritocratic system.
It was the reason why I, who lacked ability, was quickly pushed aside.
I left the office. Two of my fellow inductees were standing side by side in the hallway.
One was Tiana. The other was Leon.
The two simply gave me a nod.
That’s the fate of a parachute hire.
Back then, I hated those kinds of looks so much I’d go absolutely apeshit, overcompensating like a madman.
Now, there’s no need for that.
I am......
"I do not know, fuck."
I don’t even know myself.
In a world where this fucked-up future is already set in stone, I have no clue how I’m supposed to make it through.
Chapter 7: From Day One (2)
The lobby of the Sentinel Knight Order. Two people were watching Maximilian walking away down the hallway.
“Tiana. You look pissed.”
At Leon’s remark, his fellow recruit, Tiana, calmly relaxed her expression.
“What are you talking about?”
Most of the new Sentinel cadets were from Empire Point, part of the Military Academy, but Maximilian was inferior to Tiana in skill, grades, and conduct.
Far inferior.
“I never had any expectations to begin with.”
However, at this induction ceremony, Maximilian had taken the central, best position among the cadets, and all Tiana could do was glare at him from the side.
“Knights are like private contractors.”
Tiana brushed back her red hair and smirked.For knights, individual capability is crucial. It’s a job where results are clearly visible. Even commoners, even those from insignificant families, can make a lot of money. Income is purely performance-based.
“Aren’t they supposed to be the sword of the Empire?”
“.......”
Tiana quietly snorted.
Loyalty is just a romantic notion from the distant past. These days, no knight values such abstract ideas above all else. Because of the limitations of social status. If you’re born an Imperial citizen, unless you're a noble, you're not even given the chance to rise. And even among nobles, no one can beat the insane bloodline of Ebenholtz.
“......Of course, being the sword of the Empire is a given. I'm just saying it wouldn’t hurt to live well along the way.”
But saying such things aloud would obviously be a problem.
Tiana’s childhood dream was to become the Knight Order Commander, but now it had changed to becoming a decent millionaire. It was a future entirely achievable if she worked hard for just ten years as a knight.
***
I arrived at the scene of the incident with Julian. It was a mansion in a wealthy neighborhood of the Empire.
The police controlling the scene approached us.
“You’ve arrived.”
A middle-aged detective gave a polite salute. Julian spoke.
“Please lead the way.”
“Yes. Right this way.”
We followed the officer guiding us into the mansion.
"It's a bit messy."
The scene was a secret chamber in the basement of the mansion. On the walls hung torture devices of unknown origin, and on the floor, dried bloodstains were clearly visible. It was obvious what had happened here. The dead bastard had twisted hobbies.
“The body was found in this basement.”
I know the outline of this case. The victim was one of the many noble scum in the Empire who absolutely deserved to die.
However, regardless of his crimes, the murder of a noble is considered one of the most heinous crimes under Imperial law. And hunting down noble murderers is one of the top priorities for Imperial knights.
“Let’s take a look.”
Before Regression, I had failed to catch the culprit. Because I was a worthless vermin.
......Honestly, I still don’t know.
Twitch!
The virus beneath my left collarbone reacted faintly. A twitch ran between my brows.
Is it Ezenheim?
“The scene has been well preserved.”
Julian looked around and muttered. With gloved hands, he began picking up items around the room.
“But there’s no clue.”
I searched for evidence too.
The Ezenheim race operates in tightly compartmentalized cell-like structure, and they are extremely sensitive and adept at concealing their identity.
But no matter how perfectly they disguise themselves, they can’t erase the unique ‘traces’ they leave behind.
“Maximilian. Did you find anything?”
Julian suddenly asked. I turned my gaze to him.
"These footprints."
I pointed to the faint footprint on the floor.
“Judging by the size, it seems to be that of a child.”
It appears so in shape. But appearances can’t be trusted. They are alien beings. We don’t even know if they experience time the same way we do.
“I see.”
Julian nodded.
“Quite the interesting case for your first mission. Do your best, Maximilian.”
He suddenly removed his gloves and raised his eyebrows at me.
“......You mean on my own?”
Was he like this before Regression too?
I could not recall the details clearly. It was too long ago, and at that time, I neither had the ability nor the will to properly handle such an incident.
“Of course. It’s a good opportunity to test the assistant’s capability, isn’t it?”
Julian left just like that. He casually climbed the stairs and soon disappeared from sight.
“What the......”
Left alone, I looked around the underground prison again.
Then, in one corner, I noticed an old sketchbook. It was the one Julian had briefly stared at for a few seconds earlier.
I picked it up. Every page was filled with twisted drawings.
One particular section caught my attention.
A painting of a park.
From it, a ‘trace’ was detected.
“......Found it.”
The virus inside me reacted violently.
The residual energy unique to the Ezenheim race.
It was a distress signal sent by one Ezenheim to another.
“Detective.”
“Yes?”
“Where is the nearest park from here?”
The creature is hiding there.
And the person I remember as Julian is probably......
***
Julian arrived at a secluded park. He moved deep into the forest behind an old fountain and discovered a small shelter made of wood. It was a hideout children had patched together on their own.
He carefully peered inside. A small figure was crouched down.
“.......”
A child trembling in fear.
“So, it’s you.”
Julian’s voice was low and gentle. The child lifted his head. He looked no older than twelve, maybe thirteen at most.
A pale face, eyes filled with terror.
“It’s alright. I won’t ask you anything.”
His duty as a knight and his compassion for the child were in conflict. Julian was a knight who defended the Empire, but he knew better than anyone how corrupt and rotten the noble society was. There were far too many maggot-like nobles in this world.
“Come here.”
He slowly extended his hand.
“It’s alright.”
The child hesitated for a moment, then finally grasped Julian’s hand with his small one. Feeling the fragile touch, Julian clenched his teeth.
The child slowly stepped out.
“Now......”
It was then.
──Rustle.
A sound of footsteps came from afar. Julian instinctively hid the child behind his back.
“.......”
From the shadow of the woods, a man suddenly appeared. His face, shrouded in darkness, was faintly illuminated by the eerie blue moonlight.
Julian spoke his name.
“Maximilian.”
Maximilian Albrecht Ebenholtz.
The man known as ‘Max’ glanced alternately between Julian and the child, then nodded.
“Yes, Sir Julian. You may simply call me Max if you prefer.”
Julian showed no expression, but his mind was racing. Was he being tailed? No, that was impossible. His perimeter vigilance had been perfect. That fledgling knight didn’t have the skills to deceive his senses.
There was only one conclusion.
I underestimated him far too much.
“.......”
Max said nothing. Indifferent and cold. His transparent, ice-like pupils were fixed on the child. Julian felt heat crawl up his spine.
But that silence lasted only for a moment.
A soft smile spread across Max’s lips.
“The victim was a real piece of shit. Old Essent. His infamy was quite well known around here.”
“......You’ve already looked into it?”
“The police told me.”
Max approached the child.
“A worthless human scum who committed unspeakable acts. Even if this incident hadn’t happened today, I probably would have wanted to kill him myself someday.”
Still smiling gently, Max bent down to meet the child’s eye level.
“Was it you who killed him?”
He asked the child. The child’s entire body was covered in dried blood. It wouldn’t be hard to identify the real culprit if one analyzed the traces of mana.
“Tell us the truth. We can help you.”
Then the child looked up at Max. Eyes filled with both innocence and fragility, the kind that stirred a sense of protection.
“......Yes. That person.......”
The child’s voice trembled and stopped.
“You don’t need to say any more.”
Max instead brought his lips close to the child's ear and whispered something softly. But the child gave no response. Only his lips trembled faintly.
The next moment── Max's hand moved like lightning.
Whoosh─!
The air split. The rising blade traced a straight line across the child's neck. Julian's body stiffened. Unconsciously, his hand went to the hilt at his waist. That instant felt like an eternity.
Should he draw his sword to block it?
It was already too late. His hesitation made him too slow.
The child collapsed without even a final scream, and red blood gushed from the small body. A surge of blood from the frail frame formed a pale stream.
“Sir Julian.”
Max returned to that same indifferent expression.
“Under Imperial law, noble's murder is subject to immediate execution, regardless of reason. Even if the noble was a total bastard.”
Julian's lips twitched slightly. He roughly wiped the child's blood from his cheek.
“......Right.”
He tried to maintain composure, but a note in his voice trembled. He forcefully suppressed the swirling emotions rising within him.
“Couldn't we have arrested him and interrogated him?”
Julian asked instead. Max looked down at the child's corpse and pulled out a cloth. He wiped the blood from his dirtied blade.
“The evidence remains in the corpse anyway. More importantly......”
Max's response was calm.
“Who knows if creatures like this might grow up to become monsters no one can handle.”
“.......”
Julian smiled gently and thought.
This bastard, he's a fucking psycho.
Chapter 8: The Blade Beneath the Neck
Julian preserved the scene of the immediate execution. The beheaded child’s corpse was left alone in the park, and the virus inside my body secretly absorbed a small part of him.
I didn’t know the exact principle, but I felt that my mana core had slightly grown larger.
“.......”
I looked at Julian. His composed face suggested he had intended to let the child go. He was a man who, both then and now, always pondered over what was "right".
Click. Click.
Before I knew it, a few reporters rushed in and took photos of the scene. Julian didn’t particularly try to stop them.
“Good work. The detailed results will come from the forensics team. Loyalty.” (TL Note: 충성 is the word used when giving a salute in the Korean military to a superior officer, which can be translated as "Loyalty" or "Allegiance".)
The police pushed back the reporters and retrieved the body, leaving only Julian and me behind. We seemed to be gauging each other’s thoughts, but there was no real way to avoid this.
A chilly wind blew on this night. A back alley where the lights of the Capital did not reach.
We walked side by side along a road where the gas lamps flickered faintly.“You did a good job on your first day.”
Julian broke the awkward silence.
“Yes. Thanks to you.”
Julian was a pure Imperial. Shining blond hair and sharp golden eyes. Every one of his gestures reeked of nobility, down to the bone.
That was why he became my instructor, and honestly, he was my spiritual mentor.
Before his strength, I realized my own weakness. That’s why I once harbored petty jealousy.
Julian was a man who had everything I did not.
“How do you feel? For a first mission, it must’ve been rather bland.”
“I’m fine. It was manageable.”
Yet Julian was a man too noble for this rotten Empire.
And the Empire had no need for Julian, either.
One day, I had watched as he was sentenced to death. Having lost everything, he looked at me with a full smile and said,
......Max. I would’ve rather died by your hand.
“Good work.”
Julian spoke, breaking my recollection.
“You’ll need to attend the committee tomorrow. Immediate judgments go through post-review, as you know, right?”
I would likely undergo an internal investigation. It would be a bit annoying, but it would probably end in a day or two.
“......Yes. I don’t mind.”
***
By the time I arrived at the Knight Order Headquarters, it was already dawn. I returned to the office and wrote up a report. Using the memories from before my regression, I documented the course of events in a sound and proper format.
The final paragraph of the report read as follows:
‘──As the circumstances of the suspect murdering a noble were clear, a immediate judgment was carried out on the spot in accordance with Imperial law.’
A knight is a prosecutor, a judge, and an executioner all in one. It means they hold a status that allows them to get away with accidentally killing a few commoners under the pretense of self-defense.
Of course, since the Empire was a strict bureaucracy, even a immediate judgment required a post-review process.
That morning, the day I submitted my report to the higher-ups, I was summoned to appear before the review committee.
It was a cold and static space.
Across the table sat two high-ranking knights. One was a woman with a sharp impression, and the other was a man with a blunt expression.
“The report is well written.”
The woman said as she placed the file on the table with a tap.
“According to forensics, the victim’s blood and mana residue were clearly detected on the body of the child you executed. With evidence like this, there’s no need to infer any other circumstances.”
She closed the file. Then, resting her chin on her hand, she stared at me. It was a probing gaze.
“However, you've already killed two people. You weren’t this kind of character at Empire Point. I was a professor back then, didn’t we see each other a few times?”
“......Yes. I remember.”
Her name was Adria von Hardenberg.
There’s no way I wouldn’t know. Though she now sat before me as a high-ranking knight, behind that facade she was a defector of the Empire.
Codename: “Blue Owl”.
A noble-born spy who had served as a core executive of the Revolutionary forces for decades.
To me, she was more dangerous than the Empire itself.
Probably, the same went for her.
Because one day, I will sever your head.
“You might be referred to the Grand Jury. There was a report filed.”
“A report.”
“Yes. You killed a fifteen-year-old and an eleven-year-old, didn’t you?”
Adria faintly smiled.
“It's a perfect headline for the press to bite on. ‘Cold-blooded Ebenholtz’s excessive suppression’. Those bastards always claim the pen is mightier than the sword, yet they don’t give a fuck about the weight behind the words they write.”
She pointed a finger at me.
“Of course, if you want, we can bury it. The Grand Jury’s just a formality-”
“No.”
I rejected it.
“There’s no reason to bury a just act. Please proceed with the formal process.”
Adria’s eyes widened slightly.
“......Alright. I’ll let you know once the schedule is set.”
The male knight, who had remained silent until then, smirked.
“Aren’t you curious? Who reported you?”
In principle, the identity of a whistleblower should be confidential. But in the Empire, such principles are never upheld.
“It was this guy.”
He slid a photo and a document across the table toward me.
Name: Alphonse von Stauffen. Born into a reputable family, yet willingly descended into the lower ranks alongside the pen. A journalist who exposed the Empire’s corruption.
“I see.”
“Someone you know?”
I hid my expression.
I did know him.
Even in these grim times, there were still people who pursued what was right. Some of them held a pen, and some held a sword.
But their righteousness, in the end, was never truly right. For the justice they believed in led the world to ruin.
"No. It's a name I'm hearing for the first time."
I rose from my seat.
Then, just as I was about to leave, a voice drifted over to me.
“I’m curious.”
Adria looked at me with her chin resting on her hand as she spoke. Her voice was languid, but hidden within it was a sharp blade. At least, that’s how it felt to me.
“What will Ebenholtz do to him?”
It was a testing remark. Before answering, what came to my mind was my father.
Sebestian.
The Revolutionary forces respected my father. They severed his head and hung it from the Central Road, but even that was an expression of reverence. It was an act born out of fear, an attempt to forget what terrified them.
Sebestian risked his life to uphold his convictions. Conviction was a value that important.
“Suppressing a man’s belief through force is not the Ebenholtz way.”
A petty man who sways in pursuit of his own gain will eventually disappear, buried in disgrace and filth.
However, one who has lived his whole life upholding his beliefs, even if an enemy, deserves respect.
“Hm.”
Adria’s gaze wavered slightly.
With just a single call to Enzi, Alphonse could be found dead by tomorrow morning. Maybe Alphonse himself was prepared for such an end.
And so, those annoying bastards called martyrs are born again.
“I’m curious. What is the Ebenholtz way?”
“To let them find out for themselves.”
Killing Alphonse would only worsen my image. It would only raise Adria’s suspicions. In every way, it was a losing equation.
For my sake, I must thoroughly calculate profit and loss. At the very least, I had to be perceived as a “rational” noble.
“A few lines scribbled by some reporter won’t change anything. The Empire’s society isn’t so soft that it can be dyed with ink.”
I looked at Adria.
“I executed the criminal who murdered a noble on the spot. No matter how much the pen is swung, that fact does not change.”
I stood up. There was nothing more for me to do here.
“Well then, I’ll be going.”
***
As soon as I left the Knight Order, I immediately got in a car. The destination was a nearby autopsy room.
[Imperial Eaton Forensic Institute]
A space reeking of disinfectant. I opened the door to one of the autopsy rooms. A small figure covered with a white cloth lay on a steel table.
The medical examiner took off his gloves and turned to face me.
“What were the autopsy results?”
“Ah, yes. As expected, it is a demi-human.”
“Ezenheim?”
“Ezenheim… I’m not sure. Could be Edlem, or a mixed-blood Elina. The subject is too young for a clear distinction to be made.”
The examiner, with graying hair, removed his mask. Deep fatigue lined his face like wrinkles.
“It’s definitely not of Aran descent. Based on the unusual mana reaction detected in the body…”
‘Aran’ is, strictly speaking, not a race. It’s a term used by Imperials to refer to themselves in a superior tone.
“So you’re saying it’s indeterminate?”
“Yes. Usually, subjects this young haven’t fully manifested their racial traits. Still, the structure of the mana circuit is clearly that of a demi-human.”
Demi-human. At some point, the Empire stopped calling them a “race”. It was a brand marking them as inferior to humans. A mechanism to socially and academically justify the Empire’s discriminatory policies.
“You’ve achieved great merit on your first mission. Congratulations, Sir Maximilian.”
The examiner offered a customary compliment.
I lifted my head and looked at him. At the word "congratulations", I unknowingly clenched my jaw. The examiner flinched and stepped back.
“......I merely fulfilled the duty assigned to me as a knight. There is no reason for congratulations.”
“Ah, yes.”
The examiner gave an awkward cough. I turned and left the autopsy room.
......
“What’s with the kid… So intense.”
After the knight had gone, the examiner was honestly taken aback.
Maximilian Ebenholtz. A young knight, barely twenty years old. Public opinion mostly labeled him as timid and incompetent, with some going so far as to call him a “tainted bloodline” that tarnished the Ebenholtz name. But after all, blood is blood.
He actually resembled Sebestian in his younger days. A blade-like presence, quite far from the rumors.
"Well. A soft guy wouldn't kill a kid like this."
The examiner shifted his gaze to the dead child. The severed neck had been clumsily stitched with thick wire.
“.......”
He stared at the child in silence, then let out a sigh without realizing it.
Yes, the child had killed a noble. But the child’s body was filled with unspeakable wounds likely inflicted by that very noble.
“Sometimes… I wonder if this is really the right path.”
Forty years had passed since he began serving the Empire as a loyal examiner. He had performed his duties with as much transparency as possible, but perhaps he had grown old now.
Sympathy and pity welled up from deep within.
“Rest well. The next life will be kinder to you.”
He gently closed the child’s eyes with his hand.
Then he placed the body in the freezer and turned off the light.
Chapter 9: The Blade Beneath the Neck (2)
Starting the next day, I began moving busily. It was for the first time in my life to become 'independent.'
In the past, I always felt a suffocating pressure at the main house, but I never thought of leaving it. I believed that if I ran away from that place, I would forever escape my father's eyes.
I was a moron.
First, I checked my personal account.
There was more money than I expected.
“How is there this much?”
18.7 million dollars. That’s about seven to eight years of salary for an average knight.
It was probably a legal gift. Most likely an inheritance left by my late mother and a formal deposit from the family to commemorate my coming of age. While my father had no interest in me, he wasn’t someone who would ignore the family’s dignity.
The more money, the better, and now it was even more so. To change the future, I needed much more money.
I currently lacked power, and money is a part of power. Even as an Ebenholtz, money wasn’t infinite. Compared to the other ‘pillars’, it was rather limited.“The greatest advantage of Regression......”
My greatest weapon is information. So I would leave half of the account for investment purposes and use the remaining half to buy a house.
Decision made.
I drove straight to a real estate agency.
[Imperial Brokerage Office R]
“......Welcome~”
The manager, who had been eating lunch inside the office, hurriedly stood up. I looked around at the maps of the Capital that covered the walls.
“What brings you here?”
“I’m here to purchase a house.”
I wanted a mansion not far from the Sentinel Knight Order Headquarters. Among the options were apartments and mansions, but I needed a place of my own where I wouldn’t have to share space with anyone.
“Ah, I see.”
“Von Klein-Schmidt Street. That area looks best.”
I pointed to a part of the map with my finger.
[Imperial Capital Arcadia 3rd District, Von Klein-Schmidt Street, No.13]
It had a very good location overlooking the Ipsilon River of the Empire. Because of that, properties rarely came up for sale in the area, but due to recent policy changes in the Empire, there must be someone looking to sell.
“Uh...... Ah~ there are no properties in that area.”
But he said there weren’t any.
There was a suspicious stench in the way he said it.
“No properties?”
I intentionally spoke less. I glared at the manager and asked again.
“Could you check again?”
The manager scanned me once more.
Though I was in casual clothes, my fashion was at the forefront of the Empire. Even if he didn’t recognize the face of someone named Maximilian, he would recognize the luxury brand Jeronimo.
“Ah...... hm. There is a property that recently came up for urgent sale.”
“Show it to me.”
“Yes. It’s a mansion right in that area, but... here’s a photo taken recently.”
The agent trailed off as he pulled out a photo of a mansion. The windows were broken, and part of the wall was damaged, it showed signs of considerable violence.
Aha.
I immediately understood.
The owner of this house likely wasn’t a pure Imperial. And they must have committed a ‘very minor offense’.
Recently, the Empire’s racial policies had been growing increasingly severe. The blade was now even aimed at descendants of foreign origins who had been naturalized and loyal to the Empire for generations.
In particular, the Merin, a bloodline of wealthy merchants, became the main targets. The newly emerging power group, the Imperial Guard, especially coveted their assets.
“......As you can see, there’s a lot that needs fixing.”
“That’s fine. I’ll buy it.”
“.......”
The agent brushed his hair back, looking flustered.
“Where is the homeowner?”
“Ah...... well...... um.......”
The agent glanced at my face and let out a deep sigh.
“Technically, I’m not supposed to tell you this, but this mansion is in a bit of a complicated situation.”
“A complicated situation?”
“There’s someone who claims they already have seizure rights over the property......”
As expected. I gave a faint smile.
“Who is it?”
“Ah, that...... someone called Viscount Rodriguez? He’s with the Imperial Guard.”
At that moment, my temple throbbed.
It was a name I knew.
─This is Rodriguez. Nice to meet you, Knight Maximilian.
A high-ranking officer of the Imperial Guard I had met once before Regression. He was a bastard who had clawed his way up by looting property through all kinds of means.
“I see.”
“Yes. If you can, I’d suggest avoiding-”
The agent still hadn’t recognized my face. He hadn’t even asked for my name. He probably assumed I was some wealthy noble’s child because of the expensive clothes.
“Perhaps you should come back another da-”
“Listen carefully. My name is Maximilian Ebenholtz.”
“......What? Max, Eben... Eh?”
The manager’s eyes, nose, and mouth opened wide like a full moon.
In the Imperial Capital Arcadia, the name Ebenholtz was nearly untouchable. At the very least, despicable lowborn nobles who covet other people’s property wouldn’t even dare look.
“I’m also a new knight of the Sentinel Knight Order.”
Rodriguez was a filthy scum. Most of the Imperial Guard were. Maggots obsessed with the Emperor who only hastened the Empire’s downfall.
He had to be cut down while the root was still small.
“Knights uphold public order in the Empire. But the phrase ‘has seizure rights’ doesn’t make sense no matter how I look at it. I’ll have to find out what happened.”
One of a knight’s duties is to maintain public order in the Empire.
That bastard is the one disturbing the Empire’s order, so let’s see if I can turn this into a merit of mine.
“But, you must never reveal my name.”
This is a kind of undercover. Cockroaches hide when people come near.
Yes, Rodriguez was exactly like a cockroach.
***
Viscount Rodriguez was a noble who had recently been drawing considerable attention in the Empire. Originally from a frontier family, he had captured a high-ranking officer of the rebel force ‘Revolutionary forces’ a few years ago. For that merit, he was selected into the Emperor’s Imperial Guard and entered the central political scene, where he began to fully demonstrate his specialty. He tracked the financial flows of foreign-born capitalists, those who were not pure Aran, within the Empire and uncovered tax evasion and illegal activities. He turned non-issues into issues. The Imperial Guard wanted that, and Rodriguez advanced along the fast track to success.
"The mansion?"
Rodriguez asked without really reading the report handed to him by his butler. His office was filled with expensive works of art he had either seized or bought at throwaway prices.
“Yes, someone has expressed interest in purchasing the mansion on Von Klein-Schmidt Street.”
“Who?”
"According to what I heard from the broker, just some noble offspring......"
It was a mansion in a prime location. Rodriguez had already set things in motion because it caught his eye. The original owner, a Merin merchant, had been falsely accused of funding rebels and was now practically a living corpse. All that remained was to swallow it legally.
“Any detailed information on the buyer?”
“Hmm...... it seems they didn’t ask that far, but judging by the fact that they’re looking for a house near the knight order, they appear to be a new knight from the provinces. Haven’t there been initiation ceremonies at various knight orders recently? Sentinel, Lotus-”
“Hmph, ridiculous.”
Rodriguez snorted.
Of course, knight orders still had prestige in the Empire. But that was just outward honor. Before long, actual power would shift to the Imperial Guard. That was the Emperor’s intent from the start.
If the knight orders were the sword of the Empire, then the Imperial Guard was the one who wielded that sword...
“That Merlin or Molain fellow, is he still hanging in there?”
“Yes. He hasn’t confessed.”
The owner of the mansion, the Merin entrepreneur Merlin. His listing of the mansion with the agency was nothing more than a procedural formality forced by Rodriguez’s pressure.
No one would try to buy this house. The price would naturally collapse. Then it would be passed to a prearranged auction and bought at a bargain.
“This week’s schedule is packed. I’ll deal with it next week.”
“......Do you plan to go yourself?”
The butler asked, sounding puzzled. It was rare for the viscount to personally involve himself in such minor matters.
“I should. He’s a knight, isn’t he? No harm in establishing a face-to-face relationship. And if the conflict escalates too much, it could become troublesome. I’ll go in person and persuade him, reasonably.”
“Yes. Understood. Then please rest well.”
The butler left. Rodriguez poured a glass full of red wine. His eyes, staring at the swirling liquid, turned crimson.
Suddenly, a smile spread across his lips.
It seemed this would be quite an enjoyable matter.
***
The meeting was set for next week. There was no need to rush.
Rodriguez owed me time, and on that day, I would make sure to collect.
Anyway.
“......Are all these people my instructors?”
Today was a day for receiving a gift. In the grand training hall of Ebenholtz, ten swordsmen were lined up. These were the ‘new swordsmanship instructors’ I had asked Sebestian for.
“Not all of them. You just need to choose one among them.”
Enzi smiled brightly. I swept my gaze across their faces. Each one radiated the aura of a powerful fighter.
“They are carefully selected candidates who passed through an examination process. They’ve cleared both the document screening and live evaluation.”
Nine out of the ten were people I recognized.
Seven of the nine were former knights who had once shown excessive loyalty to the Empire, and the other two were faces I had seen far too often in the social section of the newspapers before Regression.
Enemies of the Empire - Revolutionary forces officers.
Those two were dangerous individuals I should avoid getting close to right now.
The remaining seven were the kind of people I had no desire to get close to either.
Naturally, my eyes turned to the one person left.
A face I was seeing for the first time. My memory wasn’t particularly good, but I had an unusually sharp recollection for faces.
It had to be that way. I had spent quite a long time on the run, forced to remember and distinguish countless faces.
“Hmm.......”
She wore a simple training uniform and stood empty-handed, without even a sword. She seemed far removed from the flashy careers or intimidating presence of the other candidates. Her gender was female, but she wore a robe over her head. Her appearance beneath the hood was unremarkable. In fact, deep wrinkles were etched across her face.
“What is your name?”
An old man or a child encountered on the battlefield is dangerous.
Similarly, in a gathering of strong people, the one no one knows is often the strongest.
“Freya.”
I decided to choose her.
Chapter 10: Me and My Family
The training ground, now empty after all the other candidates had left. I stood facing Instructor Freya.
“What’s the method of instruction?”
“What do you mean, the method? I just teach.”
Freya immediately cut her words short. A low and calm voice, but somehow drawn-out as if annoyed. However, she had been selected by Sebestian and verified by Enzi. There was no need to doubt her skill.
“First, a test. I’ll see how much you know about the sword.”
She picked up a tree branch from the corner of the training ground.
“I’ll use this branch. You try to cut it with your sword.”
“......Yes.”
I gripped a training longsword. Taking stance while aiming at Freya. She looked as if she was standing there without care, but I couldn’t sense a single opening.
I stepped forward.Thwack—!
The moment I charged, her branch struck my wrist with perfect precision. The stinging pain nearly made me drop my sword.
“You’re too straightforward. Try to be a bit more cunning.”
“.......”
I gripped the sword again. I faked a frontal charge, then added a double fake pretending to dive in from the right, aiming for her lower body—
Thwack—!
The result was the same. This time it was my shoulder. The joint that got hit by the branch burned like it was seared.
“Again.”
“......Yes.”
This time I charged with my body crouched. I extended my sword at the closest possible distance. Freya swung the branch in a straight line.
Fwaaang—!
A burst of air erupted as if the air itself exploded. It wasn’t just the stopping power of a branch. My body flew like it had been hit by shrapnel.
Thud.
I fell flat on the ground.
“.......”
“Again. Get up.”
I repeated the process.
Tak!
Got hit in the side. The dull impact made it hard to breathe.
Tak!
Got struck on the forehead. My vision spun for a moment.
Tak!
Got hit in the chest. A mark formed on my collarbone.
“You okay?”
“.......”
I was starting to get heated. I was being toyed with. And yet, Freya was still standing in the same spot. She hadn’t moved even a single step.
Annoyance surged. Doubt started creeping in. But it wasn’t dissatisfaction with Freya. I must not be the kind of trash that blames others anymore. My shortcomings are mine alone.
“Draw up your mana. You won’t be able to deal with this bare-bodied.”
I clenched my teeth.
Mana.
Yes, mana.
I need mana.
I closed my eyes. Focused my consciousness inward.
I sensed the faint tremors of particles flowing through my veins, controlled the subtle currents. Circulated mana throughout my body.
And then, suddenly a path opened.
A new channel broke open in the circuit.
A stream of mana rushed through and touched something inside my body. Its destination was ‘Virus’. The mana core that had regressed with me.
Two different properties of mana clumped together there. Black and blue intertwined, forming a single color.
──Tick-tock.
It resonated with me.
The ticking hand echoed through my soul.
At the same time, the world slowed down.
I dashed forward immediately.
Suddenly activated super acceleration. Kicking off the ground, I reached right in front of Freya. Just like I had cut down the Ezenheim, I swung my sword at the branch.
Slice.
The branch was cleanly cut, but her pupils moved.
Her eyes ‘tracked’ my speed.
At that moment, I felt a strange thrill.
This woman, she’s the real deal.
Tick-tock.
The world returned to normal. The acceleration had been far too brief.
Thud!
Unable to control the speed, I slammed straight into the wall, and Freya looked at the severed tip of the branch with a surprised expression.
“......Oh my?”
***
“A sword is a brush. And you’re the painter. You’re drawing in the air with your sword.”
I stood face to face with my master in the training ground. Now the real lessons were beginning. After I cut the branch, Freya had become a bit more serious.
“When you paint a landscape or a still life, how do you draw it?”
"I've never drawn—"
“Do you just imagine it? No, right? Usually, you look at the subject and draw it. Swordsmanship is the same. You look at your opponent and respond accordingly. But if you stop at that point, you’re nothing more than a mass-produced artist. Do you know why?”
"That's—"
“Because you don’t have a fixed image in your heart. An image and a conviction are the most important things for a swordsman. In fact, they’re the most important things for any human. The image of your sword must be Ebenholtz, right?”
"......I've heard there is a Secret Sword passed down in the family."
My father had also used that secret sword.
However, the secret sword technique and the secret sword are strictly different. The secret sword is a miracle closer to magic, while the secret sword technique is literally the pure art of the sword, in other words, the method of moving the body and deploying the sword.
“That’s right. From what I can see, you’re following the orthodox way of Ebenholtz.”
“That’s correct.”
It couldn’t be helped. From the beginning, the only thing I had seen, heard, and learned was Ebenholtz, so the foundation of me as a swordsman was Ebenholtz-style longswordsmanship.
It was a method that didn’t suit me. I never even thought it was a good fit.
Freya must have recognized that about me too.
“Ebenholtz uses a long sword. Fundamentally, it’s a swordsmanship style only possible because your family’s bloodline has such sturdy bodies. Ebenholtz truly wields the sword as if painting a picture, but to do that, immense strength and physical ability are required.”
“......Yes. I know. That it doesn’t suit me.”
Now was the time to let go of Ebenholtz. I was ready to walk my own path.
“I want to move away from Ebenholtz’s sword. That’s the reason I hired you.”
Freya furrowed her brow.
“Moron.”
“......What?”
She looked at me as if I was pathetic.
“From what I can see, you were born with a body more suited to Ebenholtz’s sword than any of your ancestors. You’re even more suitable than your father.”
"What?"
"Sebestian doesn't use a long sword."
Sebestian did not use a long sword. The standard for Ebenholtz-style longswordsmanship is a total length of 1.6 meters. However, he held a flat blade of just about 1 meter. Aside from that, the rest was in line with Ebenholtz, but at the very least, it wasn’t the standard.
“Listen carefully, kid. From what I see, you are the purest form of Ebenholtz. You might even be the last remaining Ebenholtz.”
The last remaining Ebenholtz. That phrase sent chills down my spine.
“You can’t run away, and you shouldn’t. You are Ebenholtz, so where is there for you to run to? Your body proves it, so you just need to walk the path your family laid out. From now on, listen carefully. This is a theory lecture.”
Freya raised her fingers.
“The swordsmanship of the Empire is largely divided into three major streams. Of course, other kingdoms have their own schools, but the roots lie in these three archetypes.”
Honestly, I wasn’t very interested in the origin or history of swordsmanship.
“The first is the stream called ‘Leo’. A strong and straightforward sword style. It mainly uses greatswords or longswords wielded with both hands, and emphasizes overpowering the opponent. Your family, Ebenholtz, is based on this Leo.”
Leo. A name taken from the lion. An ancient sword style I had heard of before.
“The second is a movement called ‘Aquila’. Fast and sharp like an eagle. It uses light and keen longswords or rapiers, and breaks into the opponent’s openings with speed and precision. Most light sword styles are based on this Aquila.”
Freya looked at me steadily.
“The last is ‘Serpens’. Flexible and unpredictable like a snake. They often use dual swords or curved blades, even irregular weapons like whip-swords, so the details vary depending on who teaches it.”
Suddenly, there was mana in her gaze. I felt an intuition as if she could see through my bones, muscles, and mana flow.
“You were born with the strength of a lion.”
I blinked and asked again.
“Me?”
I was slightly taken aback. I’d grown sick of hearing things like weak, talentless, disgrace to Ebenholtz, pushover, prideful, low self-esteem... yet her expression was serious.
“Just look at your body. I hit you with that branch dozens of times, but you don’t even have a single bruise. And even after moving at that speed, there’s no sign of muscle rupture or mana reflux. By my standards, you shouldn’t be standing upright right now.”
“.......”
I unconsciously examined my body. Just as she said, there were no marks at all on the wrist, shoulder, or side where I had been struck. Not even muscle soreness or stiffness.
“Now that you mention it, you’re right.”
Certainly, compared to before regression, I had changed noticeably.
But why?
Was it simply because I became younger?
Or...
Suddenly, I recalled the thing writhing beneath my heart.
The mana core. A fragment of the “Dimensional Devourer” that had now become a part of me.
Instructor Freya was mistaking the alien mana core for my Talent.
“Starting today, once a week, I will teach you the sword of Ebenholtz.”
She was quite a strange person. Someone not even of the Ebenholtz line, trying to teach the sword of Ebenholtz to the rightful heir.
No, perhaps she was a branch of Ebenholtz, considering that Sebestian had deliberately chosen her.
“Well then, next-”
Beep-beep-beep- Beep-beep-beep-
An alarm rang from the bag in the corner of the training ground. It was the timer Freya had set.
“Three hours are up. Today’s lesson is over. Good work.”
She dusted off her hands and then leapt up in one motion. Like a cat, she vaulted over the wall and disappeared somewhere.
"......Seriously."
Left alone in the training ground, I was speechless.
***
A whiskey bar, dimly lit but stylishly decorated. With a glass of expensive liquor in front of her, Freya sat lost in deep thought. The moments from earlier flickered before her eyes like an afterimage.
The young knight who had charged into her.
In an instant, he had crossed five or six paces and dared to break into her territory.
That little Ebenholtz had hair and eyes so brightly yellow he resembled lightning. His movement was outside the bounds of common sense, as if defying time itself.
“Hmm~”
Freya sat in the creaky chair, silently gazing at her whiskey glass.
“Super acceleration.”
Maximilian’s sudden burst of speed couldn’t be explained in many ways. First of all, it’s impossible to reach that kind of velocity using just physical strength. Human muscles and bones cannot withstand such speed. Therefore, precise mana control to act as a buffer is essential. Only by wrapping muscle fibers in mana, protecting the joints, and absorbing the recoil from movement can such a feat be possible.
However, Maximilian had taken no such measures.
In that case, what was that bizarre speed?
Was it part of the secret technique passed down through the Ebenholtz family? Or perhaps a congenital unique physique possessed only by that little Ebenholtz?
Countless hypotheses flashed through her mind, but the conclusion was already determined.
“He was born with the most refined body in all of Ebenholtz.”
He had just been crushed under his own cowardly personality.
She had thought the lineage of Ebenholtz had reached its peak with Sebestian, but apparently there was still one more step left.
Freya took a sip of whiskey.
“It tastes good. This is why I like the Capital.”
Either way, it didn’t matter. Maximilian was completely different from the general assessment of him being weak. At the very least, he wasn’t someone “weak”.
Rather, he possessed an unpredictably dangerous potential, but so what?
All she cared about was getting paid.
“Hey, bartender. Give me another of that 1933 Mehiko bottle.”
She had earned a million dollars for just three hours of instruction.
Sebestian was indeed a generous man.
Chapter 11: Me and My Family (2)
The Knight Order headquarters was abuzz with the belatedly spreading news.
The new recruit Maximilian had killed a child. Of course, the child was a suspect in the murder of a noble, but the deceased noble had a terribly bad reputation. In fact, he was someone who deserved to die a hundred times over. Several media outlets in the Empire latched onto that part of the story.
“......Strange.”
The Sentinel Knight Order's physical training room. The new recruit Leon thought about Max as he wiped down a training wooden sword.
He wasn’t someone who stood out. That had been the case since their days at the knight military academy, Empire Point. There were distinct factions there, and Max had enough backing to appoint himself a leader if he wanted to. Nevertheless, he didn’t belong to any faction. Nor did he create one. At first, Leon had thought something like, “He must hate even being associated with idiots.”
That wasn’t it.
Max was unexpectedly soft. But that didn’t mean he gave off a purely gentle impression either.
He didn’t try to trample others, but he extremely disliked being disregarded or having his pride wounded...
In a way, he was a very ordinary, small-minded man.
It may sound strange to say, but he was one of those many ‘nobles who didn’t seem noble’ in this Empire.“Twelve years old. Three years younger than the last time.”
Leon’s sparring partner, Tiana, mumbled as she swung her sword with a flick.
“Maybe madness was hiding behind his weakness. You know how people like that lose it once they snap.”
Leon wiped his sweat and chuckled softly. A peculiar interest lingered on his gentle face.
“Max did seem a little crazy sometimes.”
He wasn’t quick to anger, but the type who bottled things up inside until one day he exploded and lost it.
“Still, Max is ahead of us. I’m jealous.”
“Jealous? The media is going nuts right now.”
At Leon’s words, Tiana tossed her towel.
“There was no need to kill. These days, reporters are sharper than ever. He probably just got overeager on his first day. He’s probably regretting it now.”
“...Maybe.”
“I’m telling you, he is.”
The two of them left the training ground while drinking water.
“If we had done it, the higher-ups would’ve freaked out, right? But because it’s Ebenholtz- Oh, loyalty!”
“Loyalty!”
As they were climbing the hallway stairs, they ran into senior knights. The two quickly saluted.
“Oh, good work. You two are Tiana and Leon, right?”
“Yes, that’s correct.”
It was Chiron and Julian. Chiron had a snake-like sinister impression, and the handsome Julian beside him, like a model, was Max’s direct senior. Julian and Max bore a slight resemblance to each other.
Julian gave the two of them a nod.
“Keep up the good work.”
“Yes, sir!”
The senior knights entered the underground sparring arena, and the two went up to the first floor.
Just then, they saw Max standing in front of the elevator.
“Max! Max! Heard the news. Congrats.”
Leon approached in an overly cheerful tone. Max only nodded slightly.
“Yeah.”
“Where you going?”
Just as the elevator doors opened, Max stepped in and replied.
"Called to the Deputy Commander's office."
***
Knock knock.
I knocked on the door to Deputy Knight Commander Anton’s office. Soon, a voice from inside told me to come in.
When I opened the door, Anton was sitting in his office chair. He smiled warmly when he saw me.
“Good to see you, new recruit Maximilian.”
“Loyalty.”
“Come in.”
I walked over and stood in front of his desk.
“You resolved quite a major incident in your first week.”
He tapped a few newspapers laid out on his desk with his finger. The headlines were sharply divided.
[The Rising Star of Ebenholtz, Delivers Judgment to a Heinous Criminal!]
[A Cold-blooded Knight Who Raised His Blade to a Child, Excessive Force Controversy]
[Was the Noble Killer Really a Child? Lack of Transparency in the Investigation Process...]
“There are many who doubt us. Even what we saw with our own eyes, they claim is fabricated.”
Many media outlets were hostile toward the Knight Order. Before my regression, I also loathed them, but behind that animosity was the Emperor’s manipulation.
A public opinion campaign to shift the center of power from the Knight Order to the Imperial Guard.
“The grand jury has also been confirmed. I heard you didn’t refuse the review.”
“Yes.”
The grand jury was scheduled for next month. Anton gave a bitter smile.
“Maximilian. I know the burden that rests on your shoulders. The name Ebenholtz shines too brightly. The weight of your family, the world’s expectations… those things crush a person. But there’s no need to push yourself too hard. Even if you move just one step a day, you’ll reach your destination.”
I looked at Anton. He was a self-made man. Though he came from a fallen noble family, nearly indistinguishable from a commoner, he had reached this position solely through skill.
“Yes. I’ll engrave that deeply in my heart.”
Anton Zefren was a compassionate man. A clear good man. One who leaned neither toward the Empire nor the revolution, simply trying to walk the right path.
But in an age when the signs of war grow stronger, there is no place for people like Anton. He is certainly someone worthy of respect, but he does not suit the position of Deputy Knight Commander.
“As a reward, your knight budget will be increased by 50,000 dollars per year.”
Every knight was given a specific annual activity budget. New recruits were given a base of 300,000 dollars, and veteran knights with accumulated results could handle up to 2 to 3 million, or even more.
Knights used this budget to cover the cost of hiring informants, conducting missions, and other operational expenses.
“Thank you, Deputy Knight Commander.”
“Is there anything else you want to say?”
“No. I’m fine.”
“Then you may go.”
“Loyalty.”
I backed out of the deputy commander’s office, retraced my steps, and took the elevator down to the second floor.
At that moment.
“Max!”
Someone called my name. I turned to look.
There were knights of noble birth. About five or six of them, all part of Chiron’s faction.
The very people who had destroyed Anton and taken over the Knight Order before the regression.
“Max. What did the Deputy Knight Commander say? Tell us.”
“Yeah, did he say anything special? Like, related to Ebenholtz or something.”
They were wary of me. More precisely, they were afraid of a possible alliance between Anton and the Ebenholtz family. Anton’s only weakness was his origin and background.
“Max. Did that old man Anton say anything weird to you, like-”
“Max. You should tell us what you heard in there-”
“Hey, Max. You remember we drank together there, right? I can arrange another round-”
Max. Max. Hey Max. Yo Max.
The way they kept tossing around my name so freely made me sick to my stomach.
“─Max?”
I cut them off coldly and asked back.
“When did I ever give you permission to call me that?”
“......Huh?”
I must become the most loyal person in the Empire. To exterminate an entire alien race, I absolutely must.
However, that doesn’t mean I want to side with these scumbags rotting the Empire from within. That would only turn the lesser evil I chose back into the worst.
“My name is Maximilian, and this is not Empire Point where we used to hang around so carelessly.”
“.......”
The so-called knights were briefly speechless.
“Please be mindful of how you address me from now on. Before seniority, we are all knights here.”
I passed them and headed toward my office.
Old memories briefly surfaced. The time I was treated like a pushover, a foolish noble.
“I should’ve realized it sooner.”
Even now, those bastards still called me like I was some mutt they owned, but you are not the same as me.
I am not the same as you.
I am the son of Sebestian and the firstborn heir of Ebenholtz.
You and I were different from the moment we were born, and what Freya said was true.
I should never have tried to escape from Ebenholtz.
Because I am Ebenholtz itself.
And I now stand in a position where I can do what I must do.
***
How does a knight’s day begin, and how are missions carried out?
I had completed my first mission with my direct superior Julian, but a superior was only just that, a superior. All tasks in the Sentinel Knight Order were systematically managed through the central computer’s “Mission Management System”.
Click.
I turned on the office computer. The interface screen appeared.
[Sentinel Mission Management System]
On one side of the screen, countless incidents reported in real-time from across the Empire continued to pop up like alerts.
Ding- Ding- Ding- Ding-
Monster appearances, rebel activity, heinous crimes, unsolved cases, the types varied widely. The incidents were ranked according to their severity and urgency.
These numerous missions were assigned to individual knights according to a specific algorithm. The top consideration was expertise.
Past mission records, training performance, personal specialties, all such data served as the criteria for assessing this expertise.
For example, a knight who had focused on subduing monsters, or one specialized in agent assassination and espionage, would be preferentially recommended related missions.
Of course, since they were only recommendations, one could reject them if desired, and not every mission found a perfect match. For general incidents where it was hard to determine specialization, knights could also choose and apply for missions directly from the list.
Thus, for new recruits, it was a process of discovering their area of expertise.
Click.
I clicked on the 'Wanted Criminals List' among the mission options. The screen was filled with mugshots of criminals with vicious expressions, accompanied by red warning messages.
I skimmed through their codenames.
“......?”
Suddenly, one called “Brain-Eater” caught my eye, a grotesque serial killer who was said to have devoured only the heads of Imperial citizens.
The attached crime scene photos were horrific. The victims’ bodies all had their upper necks so badly damaged they were unrecognizable. The cross-sections were shredded as if torn apart by a wild beast.
“Hold on.”
Suddenly, the last image of Jacob flashed through my mind.
Ch-ch-chk-!
His jaw stretching past human limits, splitting up to his ears. The sharp teeth squirming inside, charged with mana.
─Who is this ‘Lexi’ you say is coming to offer you a heart?
I had asked Jacob that, and in a rage, he revealed his true form.
Was “Lexi” really that precious to him?
But the child I killed in the park was different.
Just before I cut the child's throat, I had whispered something.
─I know who you are. Are you still waiting for Lexi?
The child showed no sign of agitation. He only looked at me with a faint smile, never revealing his true identity. He died maintaining the form of a weak child.
It was to protect his kind.
“......Lexi.”
I muttered quietly.
Jacob hadn’t reacted to me understanding an alien language. It was hearing the name “Lexi”, a fellow of his kind, that made him lose control.
They prioritize keeping the existence of their kind hidden from humans above all else, even to the point of willingly accepting death.
But differences in personality and emotion clearly existed between individuals. Jacob, in particular, seemed to treasure a specific individual named Lexi.
Perhaps by Ezenheim standards, he was “extremely weak”. That’s why he responded to provocation, revealed his true form, and died at my hands.
“Brain-Eater.”
I turned my eyes back to the “Brain-Eater” on the screen.
[Sentinel Knight Order Mission Management System]
[Knight Rank: 0 Year Maximilian von Ebenholtz]
[Mission Code: C-077]
[Mission Type: Wanted Criminal Pursuit and Elimination]
[Do you wish to accept the following mission?]
[Target: Brain-Eater (Unidentified)]
[> Accept Mission] [Decline Mission]
I clicked accept.
Chapter 12: Me and My Family (3)
I looked up information on the ‘Brain-Eater’ on the computer.
[Brain-Eater]
[Incident Occurrence Log]
1. March 9, 1037
2. July 3, 1037
3. August 5, 1037......
The creature had killed a total of eight imperial citizens so far, and the most recent case was three days ago.
“If it was three days ago.”
That’s the day I killed that young Ezenheim.
Quite the amusing coincidence.“For now, let’s move.”
I got up from my seat and left the office.
In the first-floor lobby, I ran into Julian, who looked like he had just returned from a mission. His armor was still splattered with wet green blood, and Tiana stood beside him.
Julian is a senior knight. He can bring along any knight he wants for his missions.
He had been my instructor, but this time he hadn’t chosen me.
“Where are you headed, Max?”
Julian asked indifferently.
“I’ve taken on a separate mission.”
He tilted his head slightly.
“May I ask what kind of mission?”
“It’s the ‘Brain-Eater.’”
At my answer, Julian’s eyebrows twitched subtly.
He would also be well aware of the Brain-Eater.
“Why bother? There’s a reason such old missions stay unsolved.”
Knights have records of missions taken and failed. Most want to avoid having failure marks. It affects their career.
“That mission is too difficult for a rookie.”
“I’ll be fine.”
“......If you need support, speak up at any time.”
“I will.”
After that short conversation, Julian boarded the elevator. On the other hand, Tiana seemed to have something to say to me.
“Hey. Do you even know what the Brain-Eater is?”
“I do.”
There had been eight victims over the past three years. In the next year, he would devour four more.
Before the regression, the Brain-Eater operated within the Empire for a while, then vanished suddenly and remained a permanent cold case.
“For three years-”
“I know.”
I know Tiana. She’s the daughter of a minor noble family.
Before the regression, her family was destroyed in a political struggle, and Tiana herself became a fugitive.
I owed her a small debt. The family that crushed hers was Ebenholtz.
“......Fine. Whatever. Do as you like.”
Tiana passed by me.
I left the Knight Order Headquarters. I got in a car and headed to the scene.
The location of the Brain-Eater’s last crime was a secluded back alley in the Capital. A narrow alley strewn with trash, the walls of old buildings covered in chaotic, unknown graffiti.
“Sir Knight. You’re here.”
“Yes.”
“The scene itself is like this......”
The deepest part. Beyond the police cordon set up by the imperial police, there were still bloodstains not yet cleaned up.
──Twitch!
As I neared the scene, the black fragment inside my body reacted. It had sensed the scent of its own kind.
“......As expected.”
Doubt turned into certainty.
This bastard is also an Ezenheim.
I tapped the black thing near my collarbone and spoke.
“Remember this well. We’ll need to track this trail, ugh!”
Suddenly, the virus moved. It yanked me forward, and my body collapsed onto the ground.
Thunk!
My face hit the asphalt. Filthy grime and dirt clung to me.
But the virus was moving. It slowly absorbed the young energy waves embedded in this blood. Strange sensations seeped into my mind.
“S-Sir Knight? Are you alright?”
The detective asked in confusion.
“......It’s nothing.”
I quickly picked myself up.
Thump─ thump─
I felt the virus’s heartbeat.
This thing wanted to tell me something.
“Alright. Where is it? Go ahead and show me.”
I was more than willing to listen.
After all, we were bound together by fate now.
***
I moved, using the faint energy waves emitted by the virus as my compass. The location was in front of a classic mansion in one of the traditional noble residential areas of the Capital.
“......Here?”
I asked as I looked up at the spacious mansion, six stories tall. The virus twitched.
According to it, the ‘Brain-Eater’ was inside.
But this place.
“Only nobles can live here.”
An Ezenheim is a noble of the Empire.
Is that even possible?
It’s not impossible. In the end, status and origin are just paper and ink, always subject to fabrication.
“.......”
Still, I couldn’t make a reckless move. The Brain-Eater had killed eight people without leaving a single trace of evidence.
That’s how meticulous he was.
And the important question was whether I could actually defeat him.
Jacob was young and inexperienced. The child in the park willingly accepted death. It was essentially suicide.
If this Brain-Eater was the “Lexi” Jacob spoke of, I would need to be extremely careful.
"Confirmed."
The location was already identified, so there was no need to rush.
What I needed now was the strength to definitively kill the Ezenheims. To gain that strength, I needed ‘that person’.
Freya.
She was a far better instructor than I had expected.
She might even become my master.
......No, I hoped she would become my master.
***
“Haa.......”
I closed my eyes.
I steadied my breathing.
With each inhale and exhale, the mana within my body pulsed.
It was the unique mana breathing method passed down through the Ebenholtz family for generations.
I had been trained in this way of breathing since I was three years old.
Now, I don’t even consciously think about how it’s done. Just as breathing is a natural act, I simply breathe the way I was taught.
“Hoo.......”
This is fundamentally different from modern “mana breathing methodologies”, which draw external mana into the body and circulate it.
Ebenholtz doesn’t care about the outside. It focuses solely on refining internal mana to be purer, cleaner, and denser.
It’s extremely advantageous in terms of environment.
The wealthy, who grew up drinking elixirs or spirit pills like water and were surrounded by machines like mana training rooms or mana respirators from a young age, have no need to pull mana from outside. They only need to make use of what’s already accumulated inside them, a very aristocratic approach.
Of course, Ebenholtz’s rivals criticize it as outdated.
“It’s classic.”
The person who became my instructor called it “classical”.
“There’s a mysterious subtlety to Ebenholtz’s breathing. That’s why it can only be fully mastered in childhood, and if you miss that window, you can’t learn it. Also, it costs a hell of a lot. I’d say just the medicinal ingredients poured into your body alone probably cost at least 50 million.”
Cost-performance-wise, it’s the worst, but cost isn’t an issue. While others aim for 100 efficiency with a cost of 100, Ebenholtz aims for 130 efficiency with a cost of 5000. Because they know very well what that difference of 30 means.
I wiped away my sweat and opened my eyes.
“But why do you know so much about the Ebenholtz family?”
"Teachers are supposed to know a lot."
She shrugged her shoulders nonchalantly.
“Now, draw your sword.”
Mana breathing was merely the warm-up.
The instructor extended a long sword to me. The width of the blade was similar to a standard sword, but its total length reached 1.6 meters. It was the long sword of the Ebenholtz family.
“The sword of Ebenholtz is, at its core, a noble’s sword. It seeks not brute force but a flowing grace. That’s why it favors slashing.”
I gripped the sword. I assumed the standard posture from the Ebenholtz manual.
“Just like the manual. But your body’s too stiff. Don’t keep your back so rigid. Hold the sword as comfortably as possible. What do you think a noble is?”
“Why are you bringing up nobles now?”
“Because Ebenholtz wields the most aristocratic sword of all. You clueless fool. Pay me more money.”
“.......”
I let my body relax. My instructor furrowed her brows.
“No. That looks pitiful.”
“What do you want me to do, then?”
“Think about it. Do nobles always stand upright? Like an angry cat? No, right? But do they slump around like beggars? Also no.”
Suddenly, I thought of my father, Sebestian.
He was formal but not rigid, firm but not stubborn. He was relaxed but never lazy, dignified but not arrogant. He was someone in whom contradictory traits existed in perfect balance. If the soul had weight, his would be tempered to an immeasurable heaviness.
A man of high refinement.
A ‘true’ noble.
Could I become someone like that, too?
......I am his child.
Whether I like it or not, I am a seed of Ebenholtz, the son of Sebestian.
Blood is thicker than water, and genetics cannot be denied.
Ebenholtz, which I once struggled to escape from, has come back to me.
“Haa.......”
Quietly, I relaxed the grip on the sword in my hand.
I maintained just enough strength not to lose hold.
I let my shoulders and elbows soften, but kept the weight of the blade concentrated at the tip.
“......Yeah. That’s it. Your frame and posture are good, so the form comes alive. And just because it’s a long sword doesn’t mean you have to grip it with both hands. Only if you can control it perfectly.”
I lowered my left hand and gripped the long sword with just my right. The heavy weight reverberated through my entire arm.
“Now swing it. Don’t think about anything else, just focus on executing a single perfect slash.”
I swung the sword with all my strength.
Swaaash─!
The long sword sliced through the air with a sharp sound. I put my whole body into that single slash.
Freya said,
“Moron.”
“What now?”
“I told you to swing it. Focusing only on the perfect slash. That took way too much effort.”
“Of course it takes effort to make it perfect.”
“Tsk. You don’t get it.”
She shook her head.
“Can’t be helped. Keep repeating it. Until you can swing it at least ten thousand times a day. That’s the Ebenholtz First Movement.”
“How the hell am I supposed to do ten thousand a day? My arms will fall off.”
“If you’re using that much force, of course you can’t. Keep your mindset clear. Like a real noble, not a fake one. Make one perfect slash through tens of thousands of attempts.”
“.......”
“What are you staring at? I said do it, damn it!”
Whoooosh!
I swung the sword for now.
Whoooosh!
I thrust the long sword into the air. Every time the blade moved forward, I felt like I was being pulled along with it.
From before, this long sword of Ebenholtz was fucking uselessly long.
Whoooosh!
I was soon out of breath.
“Haa, haa, haa.”
My heart hurt. Every muscle in my body screamed like it was about to tear apart.
Around the 300th swing, I collapsed to my knees.
“Get up.”
The instructor grabbed my arm and pulled me to my feet.
“......Hm.”
She touched various parts of my body, then chuckled under her breath.
“Indeed. You recover quickly.”
I frowned, but in truth, the fatigue and pain vanished not long after. My body felt light again.
It was probably due to the effect of the ‘Mana Core’.
Thanks, I guess.
"Homework. Until you can roughly swing ten thousand times, there's no next lesson."
“......Yes, understood.”
This person is strange. It feels like she’s freeloading blatantly, but it doesn’t seem half-assed.
Ding-ling-ling-ling─
The lesson-end alarm rang as usual. Freya asked,
“Got any plans for today?”
"Yes. I have a real estate appointment. I'm planning to rest for a bit before going."
"Mm~ Really? You have a lot of money. I'm envious."
“Well then. I’ll be heading out first.”
I tried to go outside, but she blocked the training room door.
“What now?”
“Don’t kids these days offer any tokens of appreciation to their teachers?”
“......What?”
She crossed her arms and narrowed her eyes.
“Show some proper respect for your teacher, dammit.”
“You already get money from my father.”
“Are you a papa’s boy? You should have your own sense of standards!”
“.......”
I took out my wallet from the inside pocket of my coat. I handed her a few bills. Her face scrunched up. I pulled out three more bills. It got a little better, but her expression still had creases. I just gave her everything in the wallet.
“Alright. Good job~ Rest well now~”
Her smile lit up.
Crazy bitch.
Chapter 13: One Step
The final years of the Empire. A dark and decadent secret chamber.
Ssssss...
Expensive incense and unidentified drugs mingled like smoke, drifting thickly through the air. Liquor dripped between entangled naked bodies. Cackling faces gasped for breath as they exchanged filthy jokes. All throughout the space, draped in red velvet, forbidden pleasures burned hotly.
Through that sticky and disgusting air, Rodriguez walked out.
At the time, he was the owner of the chamber, and he held out a goblet inlaid with amethyst, grinning servilely. The glass held a drug of strange color.
‘Young master of the great Ebenholtz family. Just one glass of this, and all the worries of the world disappear.’
Young master. That word rings clear, as if it were just last night.
This is my past.
A single day among the countless meaningless days I wasted before the regression.
The me who was a moron.“.......”
I opened my eyes. I quickly sat up.
I had a filthy dream.
Back then, Rodriguez was there. No, it wasn’t just Rodriguez. Countless bastards from the Imperial Guard, who called themselves the Emperor’s dogs, were there too.
The corruption and depravity of the ruling class. It was one of the many reasons for the Empire’s downfall.
I swept my hair back.
“Refreshing.”
The dream was unpleasant, but my body felt astonishingly refreshed. A mere thirty-minute nap had completely restored my energy.
Was this also thanks to the Mana Core?
I got up and dressed in civilian clothes. I threw on whatever clothes I could grab.
It was time to find a new residence.
***
Royal District 3, the wealthy Von Klein-Schmidt Street mansion.
There were many people there. Two members of the Imperial Guard under Rodriguez were sitting cross-legged on the living room sofa. The homeowner, Arman, was nearly wedged between them, and behind them stood six or seven subordinates.
“......Mr. Arman. You should relax your face a bit.”
One of the subordinates crossed his legs and spoke. A forced smile twitched across Arman’s lips.
“Just say what you came to say. You see this, right?”
They tapped the Imperial Guard emblem on their chests.
These days in the Capital, being a member of the Emperor’s Imperial Guard was more powerful than social status or origin. At least, that’s what they believed.
“But-”
“But, my ass. Does this bastard really want to lose his head?”
“To pay the amount you demanded-”
“Shut your mouth.”
The ‘nominal tax’ the Imperial Guard had imposed on Arman, essentially what they demanded he cough up, was more than he could cover even if he sold off all his remaining assets at full price. But Rodriguez wasn’t even allowing him to sell this mansion.
“You still don’t get it. You think we’re here to do some kind of business transaction? Just consider this your life insurance payment, all right?”
Knock knock.
Just then, a knock rang out. Arman flinched. One of the Imperial Guards grinned.
“Do well. Open the door.”
“Yes.”
The youngest approached and opened the door. On the other side stood a man. He wore a neatly pressed uniform, but his overgrown hair and lingering baby fat showed his youth.
Step. Step.
The man entered and sat down in the drawing room.
“Nice to meet you.”
He only greeted the homeowner. He didn’t spare a glance for the Imperial Guards beside him. He didn’t even offer his name.
“......Yes. Nice to meet you.”
“As I mentioned previously, I like this house. Though it's a bit run-down in places, that actually suits my taste, it means I can renovate it however I want.”
“Pfft.”
One of the Imperial Guards chuckled at the young man speaking so freely. The homeowner’s face darkened.
Watching their reactions, the homeowner cautiously spoke.
“Actually... I’m sorry to say this, but I already made a prior agreement to someone else.”
“Yes. I heard. I’ll offer you double what they did.”
An Imperial Guard interrupted.
"Hey. Didn't you hear there's a prior agreement?"
The man calmly looked at the Guard. Then he turned back to Arman and asked,
“Who is this person?”
“Ah, that is...”
"Well, it doesn't matter. Then I’ll also pay compensation to the person you promised it to.”
“What, is this brat deaf or something?”
Thud. One of the men stomped on the floor with his military boots, his face twisted into a vicious scowl.
“You should read the room.”
“It’s not about reading the room. I heard the news too. Isn’t this property going up for auction anyway if I don’t buy it? That’s why I’m offering to pay double. It wouldn’t be right for some random guy to snatch up a place with such a good location.”
“Random guy? Is this son of a bitch for real?”
Just as the atmosphere was about to turn violent, the scheduled performance began.
“──Stop.”
The front door opened, and Rodriguez made a late appearance. At that moment, the subordinates all stood in formation and saluted in unison. It was a sequence meant to intimidate.
Rodriguez sat down next to the homeowner and spoke.
“I apologize. It seems my men have been disrespectful to the young knight.”
“Yes. They were indeed rude.”
Rodriguez let out a small laugh.
“Pleased to meet you. I am Rodriguez, a Major of the Imperial Guard.”
The man stared at him silently. He was probably surprised by his rank.
Rodriguez, pleased, continued speaking.
“As a Major of the Imperial Guard, I already negotiated with Mr. Arman, the owner of this house. There are various circumstances involved that I can’t fully explain, which is why I came to you directly to ask for your understanding.”
“......Is that true, Mr. Arman?”
The man asked Arman. Rodriguez glanced at the homeowner for a moment.
“......Yes.”
Arman replied in a barely audible voice.
“It’s true.”
Rodriguez bowed his head, suppressing a smile. Instead, he pulled out a cigar from his inner pocket and placed it in his mouth.
“Hmm. I’m sorry for making you come all this way. Would you care for a smoke?”
“......”
The man looked at the homeowner. His gaze then flowed back to Rodriguez. It was as if he was dissecting his face with his eyes. Not only that, he looked at his shoes, his clothes, even his accessories.
"......You look like someone who wouldn't even have money to pay gift tax if someone gave it to you for free."
Rodriguez’s brow twitched for a moment.
“You’d better watch your mouth.”
The man chuckled faintly without replying. It was clearly mockery.
“Is this bastard really crazy?”
The subordinates behind Rodriguez reacted first. Rodriguez raised a hand to stop them, and the man pulled out a checkbook. He scribbled a signature and handed it to the homeowner.
“I don’t care what kind of deal you made. I’m buying this house.”
“Hah......”
A vein bulged on Rodriguez’s temple. A hollow laugh spread across his lips. He struggled to suppress his anger, while the homeowner, Arman, looked down at the young man’s check.
“What’s the reason? There’s nothing good about getting into a conflict with the Imperial Guard.”
As Rodriguez posed the question like a threat, the homeowner’s eyes slowly widened.
He had read a certain name written on the check.
"Because I liked it."
In truth, he hadn’t even properly checked out the inside of the house.
It just felt like bullshit. What these bastards were doing, it was just fucking bullshit.
“I don’t care what kind of promise you made with the owner. I don’t give a fuck.”
Bastards like Rodriguez ran wild during the Empire’s final years. A country like that deserved to fall.
Edmon blamed himself for the world’s destruction, but it was the Empire itself that had doomed it. The true culprits were scum like these, who rotted the Empire from within.
“My, my.”
Rodriguez, still trying to act composed, put down his cigar.
"For a young man, how pitiful-"
“......Maximilian Albrecht von Ebenholtz?”
A voice called out a name, cutting through the room. It was the homeowner. He stared at the check with trembling eyes, while Rodriguez’s expression turned cold and stiff.
The man, Maximilian, looked into his opponent’s eyes again.
“I’m buying this house. So-”
Tap. Tap.
He tapped the table with his fingers a couple of times, as if shooing away a dog.
“Know your place and get the hell out.”
Rodriguez’s face flushed with anger and humiliation. He clenched his trembling lips tightly. But he didn’t go any further. He couldn’t say a single word.
Because he had already heard the name Ebenholtz.
***
All the armed men exited, leaving the mansion empty.
I looked at the homeowner.
“You’ve taken good care of the house.”
Arman’s shoulders flinched. I understood. The person he now had to deal with had changed from Rodriguez to Ebenholtz. It was certainly not a better situation.
“Yes. It’s a house I've lived in since my father’s time, for quite a long while...”
“It’s far too good a place to be filled with filth.”
“Ah......”
I leaned forward and looked into his eyes as I spoke.
“Take this money and leave the Capital tonight.”
Tap. I placed my finger on the check lying on the table.
“Staying here any longer won’t bring anything good. Somewhere in the south, where the climate is mild, would be best. Marang should be decent.”
The South had taken relatively less damage from both the winds of revolution and the Empire’s tyranny.
"That's......."
“Right now.”
I urged the homeowner. He swallowed dryly, then stood and bowed deeply before heading off to pack.
“.......”
I watched his back for a moment, then quietly picked up my terminal. I dialed a familiar number. The call connected before it had even rung a few times.
─Yes, sir.
“Hey, Enzi.”
Enzi is the finest butler.
Also the best adjutant I know.
“I need a favor.”
─What kind of favor, sir?
Enzi’s tone turned serious.
“You know a guy named Rodriguez, right?”
─Yes. An Imperial Guard officer who came up from the East last quarter.
Enzi was always well-versed in this kind of information.
“I had a run-in with him. Turns out he had sunk his claws into the house I was trying to buy.”
─Oh dear. Were you able to complete the purchase safely?
“Yeah. I bought it. I offered the original owner double the market price.”
─Yes. The master will be pleased.
There was a faint trace of amusement in Enzi’s voice.
Sebestian would not see this as waste. Rather, he would be satisfied, viewing it as a moment of bold initiative.
‘If you want it, take it. No matter who stands in your way, don’t be concerned. You still don’t understand the weight of your name. In this Empire, no one is more entitled than you.’
What I want, I take. What I want to destroy, I destroy.
That is the other side of Ebenholtz.
“But the thing is... I can already tell what those bastards are going to do.”
─Yes. I would expect as much.
“The homeowner might not be pure Imperial, but still, if someone I did business with ends up in trouble, that reflects poorly on me, doesn’t it?”
─Of course.
Rodriguez. Before the regression, he became an officer in the Imperial Guard. A moron who got executed by the revolutionary forces after trafficking drugs and liquor.
“Enzi, you know too, right?”
He’s stupid, weak, evil, slow, and more than anything.
“These days, the Imperial Guard bastards are really overstepping their bounds.”
Overstepping.
“I just can’t stand that.”
Letting things slide is fine.
That’s what I used to delude myself into thinking before the regression. There was even a time I hung around with those Imperial Guard bastards because the knights looked down on me.
......I should have crushed them.
“Help me just this once.”
I won’t be asking for this kind of favor again. Enzi, after all, is ultimately my father’s man.
Since I’ve chosen to start over, I need people of my own now.
─Yes. Understood.
“Good.”
I ended the call.
Enzi is Sebestian’s right hand, and the first commoner to approach the heart of Ebenholtz. He’s a monster who fulfills orders by any means necessary.
All I have to do is wait.
Chapter 14: One Step (2)
Dark night. An old car was racing frantically along a dim road on the outskirts of the Capital. It was Arman and his family fleeing from the Capital.
“They’re coming.”
Rodriguez’s masked subordinates stared at them from within the forest.
“The Major gave the order.”
The most trusted member among them raised his hand. Multiple pairs of eyes gleamed as they tracked the movement of the car.
"Lowlifes like them can't make fools of us and leave safely."
A fishy smile spread across their lips.
“Erase them without a trace.”
They were to be erased as if they had never existed in the first place.
“Get ready.”They crouched, preparing to leap,
and the moment the vehicle rounded the corner and came into view.
“Go.”
They sprang forward. Dust exploded from the ground beneath their forceful strides.
In an instant, they surrounded the car, stabbing their swords into the tires, and piercing the hood to destroy the engine.
Screeeeech─!
The car came to a shrieking halt. Inside were Arman, his wife, and their three terrified children.
“Kill them all.”
The children screamed, and Arman desperately pleaded for his children to be spared. The more he begged, the more their faces twisted into mocking sneers.
Crunch!
Just as they tore open the car door and were about to thrust their blades inside.
───Whiiiiiish!
An arrow sliced through the night. The sharp steel lodged deep into one man’s neck.
As they turned, figures in pitch-black uniforms quietly emerged.
“What the.....”
They were already surrounded. It had happened in an instant. They reflexively raised their swords in defense, but the killing intent touched their skin. Their arms and legs trembled involuntarily. From the mana radiating from them, the difference in class was overwhelming.
“......Wh-Who are you people?”
There was no response. Only a single man stepped forward like a ghost from among them. Slender, long eyes. He appeared gentle, but there was something chilling in his demeanor.
A cool voice sank like fog.
“There is a message.”
The dagger in his hand glinted coldly under the moonlight.
“Just one sentence.”
Suddenly, his narrow eyes curved like a crescent moon.
"Do not overstep your bounds."
That was the signal. Numerous blades gleamed coldly. The clash of steel tore through the silence, but only briefly. Soon, screams erupted as flesh and blood were torn apart with wet, squelching sounds.
Enzi butchered Rodriguez’s subordinates.
It was a massacre.
“Steward. Major Rodriguez himself is not among them.”
“I know. He’s a man who never had the guts anyway.”
Enzi checked on Arman’s condition. His three children and wife had fainted, but fortunately, none of them had sustained life-threatening injuries.
"The car is wrecked."
“.......”
Arman could only swallow dryly. Words wouldn’t come out. Even thoughts stopped. It felt like the folds of his brain were tangled together.
Enzi gave a bright smile.
“Please don’t be too alarmed. This is a small token of gratitude from Knight Maximilian for letting us use your lovely mansion.”
As he said that, he glanced over the scattered corpses.
“As you can see, the dim-witted ones don’t let go of their attachments so easily. They try to vent their frustration somehow.”
“Th... Ah... Th-thank, thank you...”
“I’ll gladly pass it along. A new car will arrive shortly, so please leave in that.”
Gurgle gurgle gurgle.......
At that moment, bloody foam gushed from the ground. One of them had survived by sheer luck.
Arman flinched in fear.
“Ah, don’t worry too much. I left him alive on purpose. The message must be delivered, after all.”
It was both a threat and a warning. The interpretation was simple.
──Leave the Capital and live like you're already dead.
It was practically an intelligence test. The smarter one was, the more appropriately they would act to preserve their life. The more foolish they were, the more they would refuse to let go.
"Well then, I'll be going."
Enzi signaled his subordinates. They melted into the darkness of the night. With the next step, Enzi too disappeared without a trace.
“.......”
In the middle of the pile of corpses, Arman sat down blankly in a daze.
***
The next morning. When I arrived at the Knight Order for work, there was a delivery sitting on my office desk.
I opened the envelope, and the contents were as follows.
──────
[To the esteemed Imperial Judiciary]
[INDICTMENT]
1. Complainant
Name: Giovanni von Rodriguez
2. Accused
Name: Maximilian von Ebenholtz
3. Purpose of Accusation
We accuse the accused, Maximilian von Ebenholtz, of charges of murder and incitement of illegal armed activity, and request a thorough investigation and punishment in accordance with the laws and justice of the Empire.
4. Details of Accusation
On March 17th, Imperial Year 1038, the accused mobilized an unidentified armed force and brutally murdered the complainant’s loyal subordinates, ‘Yutten Bill’, ‘Cassio Veron’, ‘Ten Yisin’, and seven others (a total of ten people), on the outskirts of the Capital, Arcadia.
This is a clear act of murder and a grave crime involving the abuse of private armed force in disregard of the Empire's legal order.
Such incitement by the accused not only severely damages the dignity of an Imperial Knight but also constitutes a blatant challenge to the authority of the Imperial Guard, who enforce the law in the name of His Majesty the Emperor, and therefore cannot be overlooked.
Thus, the complainant strongly urges the Imperial Judiciary to swiftly and fairly uncover the truth of this incident and to deliver severe punishment befitting the crime.
5. Evidence
Map and photographs of the crime scene (submitted separately)
List of victims' identities (submitted separately)
Complainant: Giovanni von Rodriguez (signature)
──────
Rodriguez had accused me. The charge was that I had murdered his subordinates.
“Hah.”
A sneer escaped.
“Does this country bumpkin really know that little about the world?”
Before the regression, this kind of moron had become an officer in the Imperial Guard and wielded all sorts of power as a close aide to the Emperor. He was proof of just how rotten the Empire had become at that time.
Of course, he must have made his own calculations. Even Ebenholtz had political enemies.
Immediately, there's Kandel, who competes for the Emperor's trust, and Zetz, the Empire’s richest man, relations with both are strained.
Since the Imperial Guard maintains close ties with the Kandel family, if he aligns himself with them and sways public opinion, perhaps he could at least trip up Ebenholtz──
Such shallow thoughts.
It was a delusion only possible for someone so ignorant of the power dynamics in the Capital.
I crumpled the indictment and threw it into the trash can.
Even this much was likely calculated by Enzi.
He could have ensured no evidence was left behind, but deliberately kept someone alive so that Rodriguez would fabricate his own justification.
“Farewell.”
This indictment would be the bastard’s last will and testament, and I had more important matters to attend to than this kind of idiot.
Employee interviews.
I needed to find my own people.
A knight may be the sword of the Empire, but alone he can do nothing. That's why modern knights are supported by many roles, secretaries, intelligence officers, aides, and so on.
The secretary handles the knight's administrative tasks. Budget management, writing reports, securing supplies, scheduling, managing all the chores so that the knight can focus solely on his missions.
The intelligence officer is an expert in gathering and analyzing all information related to a case and providing it to the knight. They serve as the knight’s eyes and ears through crime scene analysis, suspect background checks, record searches, and more.
However, what I sought went beyond that.
The first piece of a 'private organization'.
I had always disliked factions, but now I had to build one.
I needed talent. Not just people with exceptional skills, but those who could understand my will and follow it quietly.
Such people usually don’t come looking for me. I have to go find them.
This gave me a great advantage.
Because I am a regressor.
“Let’s see.......”
I activated the Knight Order’s [Personal Record System].
***
On the outskirts of the Capital Arcadia, in the Berryhall Street lined with modest buildings. Tucked into a corner was a small company with a barely visible sign.
「Veritas Trading」
It was unclear what they bought or sold, but within this place resided the future Chancellor who would one day singlehandedly support the crumbling finances of the Empire.
I entered the company.
Near the front counter sat a skinny man in his early twenties, wearing glasses.
His name was Dieter Schmidt.
I quietly watched him, buried in a pile of documents at his desk.
“......?”
Sensing a presence, he looked up.
“May I help you?”
He pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose and asked indifferently. His face was filled with exhaustion from paperwork and indifference toward the world.
“Nice to meet you.”
Before the regression, Dieter had been a fiscal secretary of the Empire. Although a pure Imperial citizen, he had no other background or connections and entered the bureaucratic system solely through skill. He had managed the Empire's collapsing finances with astonishing efficiency, singlehandedly delaying the nation’s default by one to two years.
“I’m Maximilian of the Sentinel Knight Order.”
I came here to recruit such a man as my personal secretary.
My organization will inevitably grow in scale, so I need the most capable person.
“Yes. Nice to meet you, Sir Maximilian.”
Dieter replied calmly. The Revolutionary forces once considered him a rigid ideologue. Even up to the Empire's final collapse, he remained strangely fixated on his own duties.
“......Maximilian Ebenholtz.”
I said my full name while shaking his hand.
It felt a little cheap, but this man was so dry and emotionless.
“Ah, I see.”
Even so, his response was lukewarm. He seemed completely unmoved by the name Ebenholtz.
“I’m Dieter Schmidt. An employee of this company.”
“.......”
It was certain. This man wouldn’t take my hand even if I offered it. After all, he was the one who even refused the relentless courting of the New Cabinet and allowed himself to be executed of his own volition.
Calling it “of his own volition” sounds a bit odd.
In any case, it felt strange to say, “Become my secretary”, on the first meeting.
“......Um, may I ask what this is about?”
At that moment, a middle-aged man with a belly cautiously appeared from inside the office. I shifted my gaze from Dieter.
“Are you the president?”
“Yes, that’s right but.......”
I walked up to the president and took out my Knight ID.
“Nice to meet you. I’m Maximilian von Ebenholtz.”
"......What? What? Eben, Ebenholtz?"
The president’s eyes widened instantly. I glanced briefly at Dieter.
He had clearly stated he was part of this company, so the best way to acquire him was already decided.
“I’ve come to purchase this company.”
It’s also the favorite method of the Imperial Guards. An acquisition beyond hostile, an outright forced merger.
But I’m different from them. At the very least, I won’t take it- I’ll pay a fair price.
“Prepare the paperwork.”
It was convenient, too, since I needed a corporate entity.
“Ah, this is so sudden. I’m sorry, but I have no intention of selling this compa-”
“No.”
I smiled faintly and extended my hand to the president.
"Don't be mistaken. This isn't a request."
If there’s one thing I have in common with those Guard bastards, it’s that the other party doesn’t get the right to refuse.
If you try to accommodate every single person, the world will collapse.
***
......The interior of the building was made of cold marble and sharp lines, and black-uniformed personnel stood throughout the corridors, maintaining perfect posture without a hint of disorder. The soaring, empty hall felt so cold that even the air seemed frozen.
This was the headquarters of the Imperial Royal Guard.
“Hm.......”
In the office of Lieutenant General Strassen of the Guard. Without lifting his eyes from the documents, he addressed Major Rodriguez, seated across from him.
“I heard the report, Rodriguez. You filed a complaint.”
“Yes, Sir. This is clearly a challenge to the authority of the Empire and His Majesty the Emperor.”
Rodriguez raised his voice, as if pleading injustice. Strassen lifted an eyebrow.
“I know. I saw the scene myself. It would’ve been better if you had given me a heads-up before filing it.”
Rustle. He turned a page, still without taking his eyes off the paperwork.
“It was simply too much to tolerate. Formal Imperial Guard members were sacrificed. Ebenholtz has been on a different path from us from the very beginning. We should take this opportunity to crush their arrogance!”
“Well...... I do understand. Ebenholtz does...... strut around a bit too much.”
Strassen finally lifted his head. His pupils remained relatively dry, but Rodriguez, encouraged by his words, smiled.
“Yes, thank you. Then I’ll contact Duke Kandel and bring this matter into public debate-”
“No, there’s no need for that.”
The lieutenant general cut Rodriguez off. He rose from his seat and walked toward the window, a faint smile appearing on his face.
“I’ll handle it myself. Aren’t you the rising superstar of the Guard? There’s no need for you to bother with this kind of noise.”
The corner of Rodriguez’s mouth twitched slightly. The praise of being called a superstar felt pleasing.
“These tedious conflicts are meant to be handled by people like us. That’s why ranks like ours exist.”
Strassen lightly tapped the golden lion medal on his chest.
“You should focus on greater matters. Go and take a rest.”
"......Thank you, Your Excellency. Loyalty!"
Rodriguez gave a salute with a moved expression, then exited the office.
Thud!
The door closed. At that moment, the smile vanished from Strassen’s face. Clicking his tongue, he reached for the communicator on his desk.
“Yes, Duke Kandel. This is Lieutenant General Strassen.......”
A voice of quiet deliberation descended as they began to discuss something in secret.
Chapter 15: One Step (3)
Tick. Tick.
The second hand echoed quietly through the office.
“.......”
The president of "Veritas Trading" was sweating, glancing nervously at me. Beside him sat two other shareholders, a man and a woman who seemed to be his son and daughter. Their faces were stiff with tension.
“Now, all you need to do is stamp it.”
The president looked like he might burst into tears at any moment.
They were probably thinking of this as exploitation or outright robbery. They might be half-right.
“The payment is 4 million dollars. It will be transferred immediately upon signing.”
“......What?”
All three of them opened their eyes wide at once. Their expressions were a mix of surprise and disbelief.“Four... four million dollars?”
“Yes. In cash.”
“.......”
They exchanged glances, and the president wiped his forehead with a trembling hand.
“F-four million dollars is certainly a large sum. Far more than the company’s actual value. But this has been our family business, built up over my father’s lifetime......”
I let out a small laugh. This made me think maybe those Imperial Guard bastards were right to just take it.
Give them a place to sit, and they’ll lie down... No, let’s not think like that. I mustn’t become the same as them.
“Let go of those fairy tales and just stamp the papers quietly. I’m sure your father would want you to have a comfortable retirement.”
I looked at the president, then at his son and daughter in turn. Their faces looked no older than twenty-two or twenty-three.
“You should also consider your children’s future. I’ll leave you an additional 1% share.”
Their stubbornness wouldn't help them, and persuasion was just a waste of my time.
In the end, if the future doesn’t change and the world ends, we’re all going to die together anyway.
“Ah......”
After groaning for a while as if in pain, the president finally stamped the papers with a trembling hand.
“......Here it is.”
“Good.”
I received the contract and spoke to the president, whose face was now blank with defeat.
“Then, please hand over all operational information to Mr. Dieter Schmidt. Everything you knew as the owner.”
“......Yes.”
The president left with his children. Their slow, reluctant backs were a little pitiful, but well.
“Hmm. Not bad.”
I sat in the now-empty president’s chair. It was shabby, but adequately furnished. Only forty minutes away by car from the Sentinel Knight Order Headquarters, so not too far either.
Viiiiiinng-
An alarm rang from the terminal in my pocket.
“Jun?”
The caller was ‘Jun Kandel’.
Just seeing the name made me sick. Old memories surged up like vomit.
I frowned as I answered the call.
“Hello.”
─It’s been a while, Max. This is Jun Kandel.
Jun Kandel was the direct heir of the Kandel family. Kandel stood as one of the Empire’s pillars, rivaling Ebenholtz. In simple terms, he was my rival.
“What is it?”
─I heard something quite interesting. You had a clash with an officer from the Imperial Guard?
As expected, Rodriguez had run straight to Kandel to wag his tail.
“It wasn’t a clash, more like some fly got annoying on my way.”
A soft laugh came through the receiver.
─I understand. However, it may be difficult for us to let this incident slide as if nothing happened. After all, former official Imperial Guard members were killed. There’s been some talk even within the Guard.
“I see.”
So what, you bastard. This snake-tongued piece of shit always talks in circles with that slimy voice. Not even man enough to speak straight, this damn insect.
─Max. I heard you’re eyeing the “White Porcelain of Egoros” at this auction?
White porcelain.
......White porcelain?
You mean pottery? Why porcelain?
I searched my memory briefly.
─Max. Are you listening?
Throb!
At that moment, the virus inside my body throbbed violently, and my vision suddenly shifted. Like a film rewinding, a scene from the past played vividly before my eyes.
‘This is the White Porcelain of Egoros! Starting bid is 3 million credits!’
‘Number 131, 4 million!’
‘Number 151, 4.1 million!’
‘Number 131 again, 4.5 million!’
‘Ah~ Number 151 calls 5 million!’
‘The bidding war between 131 and 151 is fierce!’
“......Ah.”
That happened.
The White Porcelain of Egoros. It was an item rumored to improve virility if you drank water from it.
─Seems like you’re interested after all.
I understood Jun Kandel’s intention. Once, I had been passionate about collecting such useless artifacts, but now, I had little interest.
“Yes. I am interested. It’s a genuine antique that hasn’t surfaced in a while. However.”
─......However?
You need lines like this if you’re going to let the other side feel like they’ve won.
“Unfortunately, I won’t be able to attend the auction this time. I’ve been quite busy with recent construction and all.”
I was essentially saying I’d hand over the porcelain, and Jun Kandel gave a satisfied chuckle.
─Understood. A small gift will be delivered shortly.
The deal was wrapped up in an instant.
I had traded the porcelain for a small gift, and it was obvious what that gift would be.
─Then, I'll be off.
Jun Kandel hung up.
“......His voice is still irritating as hell.”
Porcelain or Rodriguez, none of that mattered right now. I was focused on the strange phenomenon that had just occurred.
Even for a regressor, it's difficult to remember every little detail from decades ago.
And yet, the memory of that old auction resurfaced just now as vividly as if it had happened yesterday.
The cause was probably──
“Was it you?”
I placed my hand on my collarbone.
No doubt, this virus fragment had revived my memory.
If so...
"......Let me recall more detailed memories."
I closed my eyes.
Inside my mind, in the dust-covered drawers of memory, things I had seen in passing at some point. Especially, I focused on recalling future knowledge that might be profitable.
‘The southern mine, I heard it hasn’t been doing well lately. Not even decent iron ore, let alone mana stones.’
Past memories unfolded before my eyes like a panorama.
A decadent yet glamorous noble salon. A space filled with thick cigar smoke and the scent of expensive perfume.
‘Starting a mana stone business in times like this is just stupidity. You’d be far better off investing in real estate in the Capital.’
‘Indeed, our family also sold off most of our southern mine shares. It’s like pouring water into a bottomless jar.’
It was a time when I mingled with noble circles, discussing business.
A period when I was drifting on the outskirts of the Knight Order, wasting my life.
‘They’ll probably go through full closure procedures in a few years. There’s nothing left in that barren land now.’
‘......Tsk. Some people fall backward and still break their nose, while those damn Republic bastards just dig and mana stones pour out, right?’
These nobles once declared that the South, once the cradle of mana stones, was finished. Because of that, I had sold off a mine I had bought in advance.
But one day, out of nowhere, an article exploded into the news.
The headline of that paper came back to me vividly.
[Unidentified mana wave detected in the Lomilton Mountain Range, Beston County, Hermes Province, Southern region... Academic circles suggest “Possibility of discovering a large-scale mana stone vein.”]
“Found it.”
I opened my eyes.
Hermes, Beston, Lomilton mountain range area. The mana stone mining industry involves massive upfront costs and high risk of failure, but when it hits, the profits are enormous. A classic case of high-risk, high-return. Anyway, the mining expenses would all be covered by Ebenholtz.
I quickly left the president’s office and approached Dieter in the corner of the office.
“Mr. Dieter. Did you hear? I’ve acquired this company.”
“Yes.”
“You’re not one of those people who only serve the former president, are you-”
“No. I’m an employee of this company.”
“......Good.”
As expected, Dieter was a hard man to read.
“From now on, you’ll be given full authority over this company. At the same time, you’ll also need to serve as my personal secretary.”
I almost thought Dieter’s face brightened slightly.
Maybe he’s the kind who enjoys overwork.
“Here’s your first assignment. We’re going to purchase all the land around Beston County, Hermes, in the South. Quietly, without letting rumors spread.”
Dieter looked up at me and nodded.
“Yes. I’ll get it done.”
Then he buried himself again in a mountain of paperwork. This man didn’t even have a computer. That meant he was handling everything by hand.
“I’ll get you a computer. Do you know how to use one?”
At that, he looked up again and replied,
“I’ll learn.”
He pushed his rimless glasses up the bridge of his nose.
"......Alright. Good work."
The more I looked at him, the more it became clear, he was far stranger than the rumors suggested. The kind of eccentric who couldn’t be judged by conventional standards, but perhaps that made him all the more trustworthy.
Dieter Schmidt.
You are my first secretary.
***
Meanwhile, Rodriguez had just received good news.
He stepped into the back garden of the Imperial Guard headquarters, brimming with confidence. There, Lieutenant General Strassen was waiting.
“Loyalty!”
Rodriguez saluted first. Strassen, dressed in civilian clothes, smiled.
“Have you heard?”
“Yes, sir. I heard you came to a good agreement with Duke Kandel.”
“......Yes. We reached an agreement.”
Strassen nodded. Rodriguez's cheeks flushed red.
“That’s a relief. I believe this incident will serve as another turning point for the Imperial Guard. We’ll eliminate those archaic nobles who cling to power under the guise of tradition, and our Guard will-”
“-We've decided to discard you.”
“Take the lead in......?”
Rodriguez’s long-winded words were cut short, and his face froze.
He tilted his head slightly, as if he’d misheard. Strassen let out a deep sigh.
“Rodriguez. I suppose you're too much of a bumpkin from the East to understand how things work.”
The lieutenant general stepped closer and tugged at Rodriguez’s tie as he whispered.
“Ebenholtz is a name you don’t mess with, not even if it’s just a newborn puppy bearing it.”
In an instant, men in uniform emerged from the shadows. They grabbed Rodriguez by both arms roughly.
"Y-Your Excellency? What is this-"
“Shh. Handle it quietly.”
“My Excellency! Lord Strassen! What is this, what are you doing! My Excellency!”
Rodriguez screamed as he was dragged away. At some point, his mouth was gagged, and Strassen clicked his tongue and muttered.
“Idiot.”
No matter how reckless he may be, Maximilian is the only son of Sebestian. He’s a noble of such rank that a country bumpkin like Rodriguez shouldn’t have even dared to look up at him.
“This is why bumpkins don’t know their place.”
Strassen pulled a silver dental floss from his inner pocket and began to clean between his teeth.
Skrk. Skrk. Skrk.
Like scraping out food scraps, someone’s neck was cut.
***
The last day at the main residence.
Enzi delivered the Kandel family's small gift. It was a beanbag. When the zipper was opened, Rodriguez’s face was inside.
“Yeah. Confirmed.”
“Yes.”
Jun Kandel had recently acquired the porcelain at a relatively low price at the auction, and Rodriguez had been decapitated. Meaning his life was traded for a single piece of pottery.
He was a pathetic man to begin with, but high-ranking nobles of the Empire evaluate human worth with far colder judgment.
"Enzi. Did Father say anything?"
“I haven’t reported it, but-”
Enzi’s eyes narrowed into crescent moons.
“I’m sure he knows. He’d probably be proud. But, young master, if this is for my father’s sake, there’s no need to go this far.”
Enzi seemed concerned about my sudden change. Before the regression, around this time, I had simply been going around exploring fine dining spots.
“No. I did this because I wanted to. It has nothing to do with father.”
I looked quietly at Rodriguez’s closed eyes.
“A man who didn’t know his place tried to stand as my equal.”
I handed the beanbag back to Enzi.
“Burn it. What about the moving preparations?”
“All complete.”
Everything from the wooden sword I cherished since childhood, handmade by my mother, to the worn books, everything had been packed. My favorite sofa and bed had already been moved to the new mansion.
Enzi had likely handled even the details I didn’t mention.
“Enzi. Before we leave, can I look through the Ebenholtz armory?”
I was looking for a sword. I had to hunt down and crush the Brain-Eater, and the more I thought about it, the more I realized that standing alone without the family's support was reckless.
I must use everything that’s been given to me. Because there’s an ‘enemy’ we have no choice but to defeat.
“Of course. The entire armory belongs to you, young master. This way.”
Enzi opened the door. His gestures as he guided me were, as always, gentle.
......To be honest.
I was more devastated when Enzi died than when my father’s head was hung in the streets.
I was a truly unfilial son.
Chapter 16: Kill or Save (1)
The arsenal of Ebenholtz was like a small museum. The walls were lined with luxurious armors and swords used by previous heads of the family, arranged in chronological order, and there were many magical artifacts that could be called treasures.
Among this countless array of arms, none belonged to me. I still lacked the skill and qualifications.
“Hmm.......”
I strolled slowly, looking around. Enzi was not by my side. Only direct bloodlines of Ebenholtz were allowed to enter this place.
“......Hey. Do you happen to know anything?”
I spoke to the virus.
Wriggle.
There was an actual response. A subtle but distinct pulse.
“You understand well.”
Should I give it a name?Feeling the pull of the fragment, I walked deeper into the arsenal.
Thump!
My heart suddenly jolted. The reaction from the virus was intensely strong.
“Where. What is it.”
In a dusty corner of a weapons rack. A worn-out longsword lay scattered on the floor.
It looked like some kind of antique.
“This?”
The blade was tightly wrapped in worn bandages, but judging by its 1.6-meter length, it was indeed an Ebenholtz long sword. However, the blade was slightly thinner than a typical long sword, and it was closer to the form of a single-edged blade.
I picked up the sword. The sensation in my hand felt oddly familiar.
“Don’t know what it is, but.”
I fastened the long sword to my waist. It clung to my back like a magnet. Normally, carrying around this kind of longsword would be a hassle, but at least that didn’t seem to be a concern.
“.......”
I was about to leave just like that when I suddenly spotted a stack of elixirs beyond a glass case in one corner.
Elixirs so rare that calling them precious would be an understatement were aging there. These were the things I used to drink like water as a child.
Such elixirs have a particularly strong effect during growth periods. Whether the user has great talent or not, highly purified mana accumulates permanently in the immature bodies of infants.
However, their effect is very minimal on adults. A fully developed body has lower compatibility with mana, so the purer the mana, the harder it is to retain, and thus it leaks out of the body.
The Ebenholtz Breathing Method was already designed to digest the 'purity' accumulated in the body, and these elixirs were likely preparations for my son or daughter, descendants in the future.
A son. A daughter.
Could I ever have such a future? Now, I can’t even imagine it.
Thump!
Suddenly, the virus twitched. That reaction sparked a thought.
“......No way.”
Normally, elixirs show explosive effects only during the growth period before the age of eleven.
But what if that limitation didn’t apply only to ‘humans,’ and could also be applied to the virus inside me?
“Are you still in your growth period?”
The virus gave no answer, but I opened the glass case. Grasping the mouth of an elixir, I popped the lid.
Thump.
Feeling the virus's pulse, I poured it into my mouth.
Thump.
After swallowing it all in one big gulp, I looked at my collarbone. The virus absorbed the elixir. The exact spot where it lurked flushed blue.
I let out a hollow laugh.
“......Alright. Let’s try to live together.”
Remember this.
If I die, you die too.
***
The newly moved-in house was perfectly organized. The exterior, which Rodriguez had smashed, was fully repaired, and the interior was decorated in minimalist style to suit my tastes.
Furniture was kept to a minimum, and the walls and floors were all in monotone marble texture.
Outside, a state-of-the-art security system had been installed. Especially the backyard outdoor training ground was fortified to the level of a fortress with all kinds of magic circles.
I stood at the center of the training ground, preparing to swing ten thousand times.
“So now I just show up to work here?”
Before I noticed, Freya had appeared. I flinched. How did she get in?
“Didn’t you say you wouldn’t report until I finished all ten thousand swings?”
“Still, as an instructor, I should stop a student from doing something stupid.”
Don’t tell me she’s here to extort me again.
I gripped the long sword wrapped in bandages with one hand.
“Oh. A new weapon. I’m jealous. Go ahead.”
“Yes.”
Whoosh!
I swung my arm. A simple horizontal slash.
As I extended the sword, once.
Then drew a diagonal line, twice.
Three times, four times, five times......
I kept swinging dozens of times like that.
Sweat poured down like rain. My chest felt like it was going to burst, but I didn’t stop. I repeated the slashes through the pain of creaking joints. I only counted up to 573.
“Now, stop.”
“.......”
I let the sword droop wordlessly. But I didn’t let go.
I know myself well. The moment I let go, I won’t want to pick it up again. I’m that lazy of a bastard.
“Now try connecting the slashes.”
“......Connecting them?”
What the hell is she talking about now?
I brushed back my sweat-soaked hair and furrowed my brow.
“Yes. Like water flowing. The end of the first slash becomes the beginning of the second, and the second becomes the start of the third. Like one long breath.”
Freya picked up a twig and demonstrated.
Whoosh─ Whip─ Whoooosh─!
Three strokes drawn as if painting a picture, flowing in one breath.
“This is called the Flow of Ebenholtz.”
Flow. I chewed on her words and resumed my stance.
Whooosh!
I unleashed a horizontal slash. At the moment when the sword’s center of gravity reached its peak, I didn’t release power. Instead, I used the centrifugal force to connect it into a second slash.
Slaaash──!
The blade crossed and tore through the air. At the end, I struck upward. Three slashes were drawn into space, and then my wrist naturally twisted into the fourth strike.
“......?”
The sword flowed into the next stroke. The strength and stamina I used was less than 30 percent of before.
I blinked blankly.
“That’s it.”
My master looked at me and chuckled.
“It’s not strength. It’s not speed either. What’s important is ‘flow’. The flow of strength, mana, and body. Connecting all of them as one.”
I nodded. Each slash was not an independent motion. They were part of a great wave, an unending current.
Ebenholtz was a noble’s sword that carried the flow forward.
“Try again.”
“Yes.”
The moment I understood, the sword became shockingly light. There was no longer a need to swing the sword with strength. The rotation of the waist, the movement of the feet, even breathing, everything became a basic form for the Flow. The sword moved like my own limbs, an extension of my will.
Freya smiled, seemingly satisfied.
"Do you know what the real advantage of Ebenholtz swordsmanship is? You don't need to move much. The sword is very long."
She was right. A long sword that reaches 1.6 meters has an overwhelming reach on its own.
“The moment some clumsy fool tries to rush into your range, their head will already be flying. All you have to do is elegantly swing your sword from your position. Just approaching you will be impossible.”
Freya stepped one pace closer to me and asked,
“In that sense... Maximilian. What is a noble?”
I let out a faint laugh between heavy breaths.
“We do not permit the lowly to approach.”
“Right. Ebenholtz was the first to build their fence. There are many secret techniques made to be passed down only to the bloodline. They’re as haughty as they are elegant and discreet.”
She picked up the twig again and spun it lightly up and down as she continued.
“For quite a long time, the lineage of the Iron Men continued within Ebenholtz. I thought your father, Sebestian, was the finished product.”
Freya looked at me with a curious gaze.
“......Anyway. Now do you understand why I called Ebenholtz a noble’s sword?”
“Yes. I do understand, but it seems I still have much to learn.”
She nodded.
“Good. Become the ‘real thing’, Maximilian.”
At that moment, I unleashed a series of flowing strikes at Freya. She darted between the gaps of my sword strikes and slipped in instantly.
“Kh!”
Her hand blade struck my solar plexus. My breath was knocked out.
“Get up.”
It was a strength of a different level, but I smiled as I got to my feet.
Back in the day, this kind of training was damn boring. The reason was simple. Because I “couldn’t do it”.
“Again.”
The better you are, the more fun it becomes. The worse you are, the less fun it is.
“Yes. Come at me.”
Now, I was enjoying it enough.
***
......Last night, I fell asleep amidst muscle pain that felt like my whole body was being torn apart.
When I opened my eyes this morning, I felt completely refreshed.
This too must be thanks to the mana core.
As soon as I got up, I grabbed my car keys and left the house. While driving myself to the Knight Order headquarters, a thought suddenly crossed my mind.
“Should I hire a chauffeur?”
Just then, a call came in from Dieter on my personal device. It had only been a few days since I bought him a computer and a device, but it seemed he had already learned how to use them.
─Sir Knight. This is Dieter Schmidt.
“Yeah.”
-I’m calling to report on the land acquisition in the southern district of Hermes.
“Go ahea-”
─We’ve divided the area into five sectors and have started purchasing under different shell company names. To avoid raising suspicion from the mayor, we’ve intentionally varied the timing and price of the purchases. We’ve completed contracts for sectors 1 and 3, and we plan to proceed sequentially with the remaining areas so that our group, 「Veritas」, ultimately secures full ownership. The total estimated acquisition cost is approximately 2.2 million dollars.
I listened quietly as I drove. Some of Dieter’s sentences skipped in my mind. I didn’t fully understand them.
Thump!
Suddenly, the virus pulsed and rewound Dieter’s voice.
‘......We’ve started purchasing under different shell company names. To avoid suspicion from the mayor, we intentionally varied the timing and prices of the acquisitions. Currently, we’ve completed contracts for sectors 1 and 3......’
There’s no need to go over things like that again.
In any case, the virus clearly restores my memory. I can no longer forget anything I’ve seen or heard once.
“Proceed.”
─Yes. Understood.
It was at that moment. A loud alert suddenly blared from the device.
It was an emergency alarm from the Sentinel Knight Order.
[Eastern Genen Autonomous Region ─ Large-scale protest outbreak]
[Local security forces may have difficulty controlling the situation, so any knights without assigned missions are to move to the site immediately and report the situation]
The first official dispatch order had been issued.
I searched my memory. The Genen Autonomous Region was the powder keg of the Empire. Around this time of year, protests and disturbances like this always occurred.
“This is Knight Maximilian. I will deploy to Genen.”
I responded through the terminal and turned the steering wheel.
Chapter 17: Kill or Save (2)
There are also Autonomous Regions within the Empire. Among them, "Genen" is renowned as a vacation spot, a place where every imperial noble is expected to own at least one villa. But for that very reason, it also suffers most directly from the Empire’s corruption.
“.......”
I arrived at Saint Bridge in Genen. The only bridge connecting the Autonomous Region and the Empire, spanning the deep river.
“What a mess.”
I looked at it from a distance, from inside the car.
──Repeal the unjust laws oppressing the Autonomous Region!
──Repeal the unjust laws!
Noisy shouts. Protesters filled both sides of the bridge.
Around this time of year, protests were frequent in Genen. That’s because, prior to being annexed by the Empire, Genen had been a democracy, a nation without a class system.
──Independence advocates who threaten public order, get out!A clash between the Independence faction advocating for Genen’s active self-governance and the Imperial faction who want complete integration into the Empire.
If this conflict escalates to the extreme, it will lead to the historical movement known as the “Spring of Genen”.
Their desperate struggle, knowing they can never truly overcome the Empire. Too many people will die, too many values will be destroyed.
“Fucking imperialists sucking on the Empire’s asshole!”
“Bunch of flower-headed morons. Maybe when their heads get cracked open during protests, they’ll finally come to their senses.”
I silently observed them. I had no particular reason to intervene.
In such large-scale events, even I am nothing more than a baby whale among killer whales. For now, I merely scout. Looking for those Ezenheim bastards hiding here and inciting unrest.
They must be hiding, no doubt.
“I'll find them and kill them. Got it?”
I conveyed my hostility to the virus inside my body.
You’re no longer one of them, you’re part of me now.
Then it happened.
───KWAHHHHH!
Shit.
An explosion suddenly erupted. Screams tore through the air as a storm of debris surged. Wreckage and embers scattered all across the bridge.
Only then did I step out of the car. I walked toward the now-chaotic bridge.
KYAAAAAAH──! UAAAAAAAH──!
People screamed and ran in all directions, and I moved against the tide.
AAAAAAAH! AAGH, UGH──!
I moved my hand to the sword at my waist, just in case.
“Ku, kuhhh.......”
Suddenly, I spotted someone at the far right end of the bridge, their ankle twisted. A young man. He had collapsed against the railing, and below him was the river.
Trtrtrtrtrk......
The heavily damaged bridge was on the verge of collapsing.
Yet the man looked not to his own safety but toward something else.
“No......!”
Where his gaze landed, three children. Around four or five years old, crying. Dangling precariously from the shattered edge of the bridge, they looked like they might fall at any moment.
“No─!”
The man reached out toward the children. I thought it was a useless gesture, but then something strange stirred beside him.
Bright yellow and pure white. Particles that seemed like entangled sparks.
My eyes widened.
I suddenly remembered something old man Edmon once said before the Regression.
‘......In the beginning, we held out somewhat thanks to the Yaken race. They had the power to resist the Dimensional Devourers.......’
Yaken race. Some among them are born with special powers. Abilities known as special abilities, or supernatural powers”
──KWAHHHHHHH!
In an instant, a second explosion erupted. A massive steel pillar of the bridge bent and collapsed toward the man.
I released my sword. Swish. The bandages scattered like flower petals, and the long sword shot up.
Swaaah──.
Flow.
Dozens of curved lines painted the air. Graceful. Even I was surprised by the fluid elegance, and the pillar entangled in that flow was neatly sliced into small pieces.
***
──30 minutes earlier.
“Repeal the unjust laws disrupting self-governance!”
“Yan Novak”, who had joined today’s scheduled protest, was from the lower class of Genen.
His family had farmed, shined shoes, and made pottery in Genen for generations, dating back to when it was an independent nation.
“Repeal──!”
The eldest of two sons and three daughters, Yan grew up in the slums on the outskirts of Genen. But he had never felt miserable about being poor. That was thanks to the harmony in his home.
“Repeal the unjust laws disrupting self-governance!”
When he was young, everyone was struggling, so it was actually easier to endure with a smile. Because they were together, they could spend those days laughing.
But as he got older, he gradually came to realize the reality.
‘Hey you beggar son of a bitch. Stop acting up.’
‘What the hell are you gonna do? Do you even have a hundred dollars?’
‘Ah, this stinking bastard......’
From the day he entered an imperial school, Yan began to receive incomprehensible hatred. He didn't know why being in poverty, his social status, had to become a target for contempt. He had to endure without knowing.
‘Should scum like that even be accepted here?’
‘I don’t know. My mom keeps complaining about it though......’
Even though he suffered all sorts of bullying and humiliation, Yan didn’t give up. He never stopped trying. He worked three jobs a day while devoting himself to his studies.
However.
‘Ugh, I’m telling you that beggar bastard stole it! That stinking bastard!’
Because of a certain incident, he was unjustly expelled.
That became the reason Yan threw himself into social activism. He could endure all the unfairness directed at himself, but if things were left unchanged forever, his younger siblings and countless other children would end up going through the same thing.
Genen’s problems weren’t just today’s issue. They weren’t only his issue either. These were problems that had festered for far too long.
Those in power colluded with the Empire as bourgeois, manipulating the legal system. They exploited the public under the guise of the Autonomous Region’s policies. They built walls of class and wealth. And yet, they wanted to be called nobles.
“Abolish the unjust laws that exploit the workers──!”
Now just sixteen years old, Yan had become an activist. Society had made him this way.
Even so, Yan still held tightly to his hopes and beliefs. He read books that were thrown away like trash with reverence, and scraped together magical academic journals lying on the ground to study.
His dream was to become a wizard.
“You little bastard, who do you think you are-”
“─Guarantee the autonomy!”
There are many things that can’t be accomplished through activism alone.
Since unrefined shouting is meaningless, and because he himself had to become a better person, he still dreams of becoming a wizard.
“Go home and study, you little shit!”
The more angrily adults shouted back at him, the louder Yan cried out in return. At that moment.
───KWAHHH!
A sudden explosion erupted. The screams and shouts of many people echoed in the air.
“Gah!”
Yan was caught in the shockwave and flung away. When he opened his eyes through the pain, his body had been slammed into the bridge’s railing.
“......Hk!”
When he tried to move, severe chest pain struck. It felt like his ribs were broken, making it hard even to breathe.
“Khulurk.”
Coughing up blood, he tried to raise himself.
“U... uwaaah──”
He heard crying from somewhere. Yan quickly turned his head. Three unknown children were clinging to a railing that looked like it could snap at any moment.
Yan’s eyes widened.
Creeeaak──.
The railing was collapsing. The three children would fall. They would drown in the river.
“No......!”
The children’s faces, swept by the ashen wind, overlapped with those of his siblings.
Yan reached out his hand.
This can’t happen. It mustn’t happen. Children, at the very least, the children must not be sacrificed to a world like this.
“No─!”
Yan called upon his mana. Though the magic he had learned over the shoulder had never succeeded even once before, this time he had to make it work.
As he reached out toward the children.
KWAHHHH!
At that moment, a second explosion erupted. A far louder blast shook everything around. One of the bridge’s pillars snapped and came crashing down toward Yan.
“Ah.......”
The steel pillar surged toward him. Time felt as if it had slowed, and his life flashed before his eyes. Yan swallowed his despair. His eyes naturally closed.
......However.
No matter how long he waited, his body didn’t burst. His breath didn’t stop.
Yan opened his eyes in a daze.
“Who......?”
There stood a knight holding a long sword. Blonde hair and golden eyes. A Sentinel uniform. The most elite knight order in the Empire, and at the same time, the most feared by the Independence faction.
“Is this really the time to be sitting still?”
The knight looked down at him and asked. His voice was as cold as if it could freeze eardrums.
“Ah!”
Yan belatedly turned his gaze toward the children.
Whooooosh─── A heavy gust of wind swept past the railing.
Crack! The railing the children were clinging to completely snapped.
There were no screams. They had already fainted.
“No!”
He reached out toward the falling children. The veins in his arms bulged. Mana surged visibly.
Zzzzt──!
A strange spark flared in the air near the children.
Bright yellow. Or white. Or perhaps a complete absence of color.
Mysterious mana particles wrapped around the children, and in the very next moment.
Yan found three children cradled against his chest.
“......Huh?”
Yan blinked in a daze. The sensation of the three children in his arms was unmistakable.
Then, a moment later, a pain like his skull was being crushed surged through him.
“Guhhhkkk─!”
“Spatial talent, I see.”
The knight murmured suddenly. His accent was the epitome of noble diction.
"You're Yaken."
Yaken. Yan’s heart sank. His bloodline had indeed descended from the Yaken race, but that alone was enough reason for discrimination.
"However, you should hide it. Until you become strong enough."
“......?”
But the knight’s words were strange. Yan couldn’t comprehend them at all, and could only stare at him blankly.
“Your name?”
He couldn’t answer. His lips wouldn’t move. The overwhelming presence of the knight bound his whole body.
“Don’t make me ask twice.”
Yan barely managed to force out a single syllable. His short name, for once, worked to his advantage.
“......Yan.”
The knight gave a slight nod and turned away. He started walking somewhere. Yan stared blankly at his back.
WIIIIIIING──!
The wailing sirens snapped him out of it. Fssssh! Police stormed in with smoke grenades.
“Yan! Are you okay?!”
Before he knew it, a comrade had rushed over to him. Yan immediately handed over the unconscious children.
“Take care of these kids!”
“What-? Where’d they come from? Who are they?”
“I don’t know either. Just take them!”
“Damn it, what about you?!”
“I’ll manage somehow! Go!”
The bridge was destroyed anyway, there was no escaping.
“Shit. You better come back!”
“Just go already!”
His comrade ran off with the children, and Yan let out a sigh of relief as he watched them. A faint smile even crept onto his lips.
But only for a moment.
The police charged toward Yan.
***
Somewhere in Genen.
In a place so choked with smoke it was impossible to distinguish anything, I stood there. I brushed the dust off my knight uniform and walked quietly.
────Thump.
At some point, my heart began to beat.
That meant an Ezenheim was nearby.
───Thump.
Leaving the bridge, I headed into Genen's chaotic city streets.
──Thump.
Police beating anyone indiscriminately, ignoring friend or foe, and civilians screaming.
─Thump.
Passing through the chaos, I looked into the gap of a dark alley where nothing could be seen.
Thump!
I stepped into that place. Standing at the entrance, I looked inside.
“Whew. Glad everyone’s safe.”
“If we wait, backup will-.......”
At the dead end, there were five people. Their voices fell silent. All of them turned to look at me simultaneously. Their expressions stiffened, seemingly recognizing the Sentinel uniform.
Next time, I should wear plain clothes. It provokes unnecessary caution.
“Don’t come any closer!”
They raised their swords. One of them even drew a revolver.
But there’s no need to kill them all. The blond man with blue eyes standing at the very back, he looked similar to an Imperial citizen, but my radar was reacting to him.
“We’ll hold him off! Sage! Go first!”
Sage. The name rang faintly in my memory. A high-ranking member of the Genen Independence faction, part of the Revolutionary forces.
So you were one of them too.
Fweeeeeeeep─!
Suddenly, a group on hoverboards emerged from atop the wall. Revolutionaries wearing masks. Sage attempted to escape by jumping onto one of their hoverboards.
If he flies off, I won’t be able to catch him.
So, before he flies.
I gripped my sword.
────Tick-tock.
The resonance of the soul.
Time briefly slowed. I rushed in through the motionless humans and swung my blade. The curved longsword cut down the hoverboards first.
Boards falling like fragments, and Ezenheim, “Sage.”
I stopped right in front of the falling bastard.
“.......”
Silently, I looked into his eyes. In his trembling pupils, I quietly whispered.
“It’s you.”
The bastard clenched his teeth and began to gather mana. A self-destruct suicide belt was fastened at his waist.
However, before it could activate, my sword had already been unleashed.
Chapter 18: Kill or Save (3)
Wiiiiiiiiiing──!
“Aaaaaargh─ Grab him, fuck─!”
Wiiiiiiiiiing──!
Sirens, screams, and shouts loudly mixed together, echoing through the streets of Genen.
"Fuck, who the hell set off the bomb?!"
The Independence faction leaders had fled as far from the bridge as possible. They had led the protest, but the bomb itself was unexpected. It wasn’t in the plan. It just suddenly fucking exploded from somewhere.
“Don’t know which asshole it was, but-”
“That’s how desperate they must’ve been.”
It was Sage who spoke. As a leader of the Independence faction who also had ties with the Revolutionary forces, he had always been under watch from the leadership. Some within the faction had warned, “Receiving help from the Revolutionary forces taints our pure intentions”, and Sage despised those higher-ups, calling them cowards.
“Sage, don’t tell me you.......”They had reached an alley by then.
“Here.”
Sage lifted his wristwatch. A cutting-edge device with an embedded mana crystal. He had already called for support.
“Here? It’s a dead end.”
“If we wait, support will-”
──Thud.
Suddenly, chilling footsteps echoed. Everyone’s gaze turned that way.
Thud─ Thud─
Blond hair and golden eyes. A Sentinel uniform embroidered with gold lines on a navy base.
An Imperial knight, name unknown.
He scanned them while holding a sword in one hand.
“Don’t come any closer!”
They all drew their weapons at once.
"We'll hold him off! Sage! Go first!"
Sage was a leader. The rest were just fellow comrades. If there were those who must not be caught and those who could be, then the former was Sage, and the latter, us.
“......Thank you. Sorry, everyone.”
At Sage’s words, the other comrades smiled.
It’s okay. We were ready for an ending like this.
“You’re not getting past.”
They stood firmly in the way.
Vwoooooom!
Just in time, a hoverboard from the Revolutionary forces appeared, and as Sage grabbed it without delay.
Swaaaaaaash───!
Something surged forth. It couldn’t even be registered with the naked eye. Suddenly, a blast of wind tore through between everyone like a shockwave, sweeping through the alley and shattering the hoverboard.
Everything collapsed.
“.......”
The space was filled with silence. Wrapped in unease, they looked around.
In the blink of an eye, the knight who had passed through them was now holding Sage’s face in his grasp.
“......S-Sage!”
“You fucking-!”
The revolver fired. Bang bang bang bang bang bang. The magazine was emptied, but it couldn’t penetrate the long sword and fell.
Srrrk.
The knight’s cloak fluttered faintly. He just stood there silently. Yet even that exerted immense pressure.
Gulp.
The remaining members of the Independence faction swallowed. A suffocating tension wrapped their whole bodies.
──Hey! Over here!
Suddenly, a shout rang out from the sky. A slightly more special rabbit mask, and a much more special hoverboard. Whether it was a he or a she, the Revolutionary member pulled out a ping-pong ball-sized orb from above.
Whooosh!
As they threw it to the ground, a wire shot out.
Pop─!
The ball emitted a flash and smoke, and the wire pulled the four remaining members of the Independence faction into the sky.
“Kyaaaaah!”
“Gyaaaaaaah!”
The members screamed bizarrely as they clung to the hoverboard. The rabbit mask quickly changed direction. As they flew away, they looked down at the ground. The knight was calmly watching this way, then withdrew his sword.
Fortunately, it seemed he intended to let them go.
“S-Sage, he’s......”
“I know. I caught a glimpse from afar. He was definitely a Sentinel. A monster.”
A uniform with a gold eagle emblem on a navy blue background. From the perspective of the Revolutionary forces, those were the scariest ones. Unlike the Imperial Guard, who overwhelmed with numbers, each one of those was a priceless asset.
And that knight had unique hair and eye color. Clearly a noble, anyone could tell.
“If you see bastards like that, just run. Don’t act brave. Most of the time, it’s hard to beat them, and if you win, it’s even worse. More importantly, why the hell did someone use a bomb?”
“That wasn’t part of our plan.”
The rabbit mask clicked their tongue.
“Ah~ I knew it. Fuck. These fuckers can’t ever stick together as one.”
It’s one of two things. Either it was the act of a radical faction hoping the Genen independence activists would fully join the Revolutionary forces, or it was a setup by Genen imperialists who wanted to use this opportunity to wipe out the independence faction altogether.
Whichever it is.......
“Anyway, it’s all fucked up. If you wanna live, hold on tight!”
The hoverboard roared through the air.
***
“Loyalty! As expected of you, sir knight!”
By the afternoon, once the chaos had somewhat subsided, the police handed over a key leader to a Sentinel knight.
The knight asked,
“This one. Is it him?”
“Yes! That’s right! Sage Jen.”
His face, every feature, matched the wanted poster's sketch exactly.
“He’s an Independence faction high-rank, with ties to the Revolutionary-”
"A vermin."
“......Yes, that’s correct!”
The knight nodded and passed by them without another word.
“Thank you for your service!”
“Thank you for your service!”
The police saluted as the knight departed. Only after he had completely disappeared did they brush back their hair and sigh.
“What the hell is this mess. Because of these dumbass bastards......”
.......
Immediately after the bridge terror incident, the entire Genen Police Bureau mobilized.
Using intercepted communications and tips, they tracked down the suspected location of Independence faction members.
“......Ready.”
In the dark, nine officers waited with explosives attached to the entrance of a certain stationery store.
“Go in!”
Bang──!
The door exploded, and the police stormed in immediately. Inside, the Independence faction members were huddled together like rats.
The suppression team raised their batons.
“You rat bastards, still wet behind the ears, arrest them all!”
Kyaaaah── Gaaaah──
They literally beat down the Independence faction. Many of them had baby-faced looks, but it didn’t matter.
The Independence faction, to them, were no different from dogs or cows.
Crash crash─!
At that moment, one boy tripped over a bookshelf. Maybe 13 or 14 years old at most. His face covered in blood, the boy trembled as he cried.
“Well well.”
Investigator Zendo approached the boy.
“That’s gotta hurt.”
Infamous as a specialist in this field, he grinned and kicked the back of the child’s head.
.......
“We arrested around 200 people from a total of 14 locations. These guys were the most intense.”
“So it seems.”
Investigator Zendo nodded as he listened to the subordinate’s report. In front of him, eight people were hanging like pigs. Their faces were bagged, and their arms and legs cuffed.
“Their names, in order, are Bell, En, Kellio, Sato, Yan.......”
Zendo scanned through the names and stopped in front of Yan.
“How many times is this now for this little punk?”
He smacked him on the head. Yan’s body shook in pain.
“Hey~ you psychos. Do you even know who was there when you carried out that terror attack?”
Zendo strolled casually as he spoke.
“Maximilian was there. Maximilian. Ebenholtz, you know him or not?”
As no answer came, Zendo’s face twisted in irritation.
“You know him or not──!”
The pigs trembled hard. Hoarse voices returned with answers like “We do-”.
“Right. That man’s worth more than ten million of you fuckers combined, and he got caught up in a terror attack. So.”
Zendo tapped his palm with his baton as he spoke.
“Confess if you know what’s good for you. If not, you’re probably not leaving here alive.”
The Genen investigators interrogated the Independence faction.
Placing wet towels over their faces, hanging their bodies like roast pigs, threatening their families... in practice, it was torture.
“It’s fine even if you’re not directly tied to this bombing. You all know someone who shines a little, right? You know, guys like this.”
Zendo shoved several photos at one man. Faces of Independence faction leaders.
“We don’t wanna do this either. But it’s for public safety. If you guys go around blowing up bridges and shit, hey. Even people who like you will turn on you.”
The man remained silent. Just panting and trembling all over.
Zendo tapped him on the head with a photo.
“Aren’t you pissed? These assholes are living it up in hiding, calling themselves leaders. And it’s just you guys getting caught and suffering like this.”
“.......”
“Huh? You’re not angry? They just threw you out there as meat shields──!”
Zendo grabbed the man by the hair and lifted his head. The blood-covered face panted raggedly in front of Zendo.
“......You guys. You must not understand the situation. You're not leaving until you confess.”
Zendo’s expression darkened menacingly.
“Whoever did it, make something up and confess.”
.......
Yan endured the investigators’ torture. He was strung up from the ceiling and beaten in the stomach with a baton, his face was dunked into filthy toilet water until he lost consciousness, and when they threatened to harm his younger siblings, his gut twisted, but still, he held on.
──You must hide it. Until you become strong enough.
Because of the words spoken by the unknown knight who had saved him.
The bourgeois of Genen and the Empire fear most the talent that rises from the bottom. If he revealed his abilities, he would undoubtedly be killed.
“Wow. This kid’s a real tough one.”
Someone muttered with a half-laugh. With a bag over his face, Yan could see nothing.
“Let’s take a look at this kid’s face.”
The bag was removed. The sudden light blinded him. Yan gasped and lowered his head.
“You dumb bastard. Don’t you know? In places like this, the one who holds out till the end is the one who gets screwed.”
The man crouched on one knee. Yan lifted one eye to look at him.
It was Zendo. A man like a devil to the Independence faction. He picked up a sheet of paper and thrust it in front of Yan’s face.
[The mastermind behind the terror attack is Yan Novak……]
A handwritten statement from his comrades, confessing Yan as the perpetrator.
“......You're taking the fall for everything. Every single one of them betrayed only you. Know why?”
Suddenly, Yan’s mind went blank.
“Because you're the poorest. Because you're the youngest. Because you're the most...... helpless.”
A surge of hot emotion rose up. He gritted his teeth at the betrayal. Anger reached his bones. His entire body trembled, exhaling rough breaths.
It felt like his veins were writhing, and yellow particles flickered at his fingertips.
──You must hide it.
The knight’s voice echoed through his entire body. The cold reverberation calmed the rage boiling in his gut.
Yan shut down his mana circuit.
“......Hrk, nghhh.”
He suppressed himself with sobs.
He hid himself.
Zendo sneered.
“Stupid little bastard. Hey. Lock him up. If he offs himself, that’d be a loss for us, so feed him something.”
As Zendo walked away, the investigators shouted after him.
“Yes! Understood!”
.......
36 hours after the terror incident.
“......Ah~ Chief. Yes. We got the confession.”
Zendo wore a slick smile as he spoke on a large telephone with the Chief.
“Yes, yes. You should also send an official letter to that knight fellow. That we’ve caught the culprit.”
In less than two days, they had identified the suspect and extracted a confession.
It had been tough, but it was rewarding.
“Yes~ Chief. Thank you, sir! Loyalty!”
Clack.
Zendo set down the receiver and chuckled dryly as he stared at the pitch-black phone.
“Wow, tech these days is nice. Feels like I’ve become a wizard or something.”
Crystal orbs are communication tools permitted only to wizards and knights. Because they require mana to operate.
But this telephone needed no mana, just fingers, ears, and a mouth.
“Really nice.”
Tap- he knocked on it, then called out to the subordinates standing behind him.
“Let’s go get some drinks!”
Gotta treat the guys who busted their asses for two days.
***
Clap clap clap clap. Clap clap clap clap.
Applause echoed. Noble laughter and the clicking of camera shutters mixed in.
I was standing on a platform, receiving a medal. For capturing one of the suspected Revolutionary youth leaders involved in the bombing─ Sage─the Imperial military was awarding me a medal directly.
Third-Class Gold Lion Medal. The Empire’s medal system is pretty strict, so getting third class at my age is considered quite impressive.
“Sir Maximilian, this way please!”
Click! The reporters photographed me shaking hands with a lieutenant general from the military.
“Your father would be very proud of you.”
I smiled at Lieutenant General Walter’s words. In the past, I used to dislike nobles who brought up my father. Rather than dislike, I found them laughable.
But now, I need to know how to conduct myself. I’m still just a small whale, and the Ebenholtz family is not part of the royal bloodline.
“Thank you.”
“So, was Empire Point just a bit of a rebellious phase?”
“......Yes. I was contemplating what I ought to do, though honestly, I still don’t quite know. This time, too, I caught him more by coincidence than anything.”
But I must never appear to be a dangerous blade to anyone. It's better that I still come off as a somewhat naive, somewhat useful twenty-something to them.
"As expected. The saying like father like son fits perfectly."
“Thank you. I’ll make sure to relay your kind words to my father, Lieutenant General.”
“Hahahaha.”
“Hahahaha.”
We laughed facing each other.
“Hahahahaha.”
“Hahahahahaha.”
“Hahahahahahaha.”
“Hahahahahahahaha.”
How long do I have to keep laughing, fuck.
.......
“Ugh, my mouth hurts.”
As soon as the medal ceremony ended, I returned to the office. I took off my coat and sat in my chair. Today’s newspaper was placed on the desk.
[Suspect group in Genen Bridge terror incident apprehended]
The investigative authorities announced that they had swiftly captured the terrorist group, and they had sent me a personal letter as the knight on the scene who apprehended one of the suspects.
[To the esteemed Sir Maximilian,
First, on behalf of the Genen Police Bureau, we express our heartfelt gratitude. If you had not been present at the scene, countless lives would have been lost.......
The individuals who planned the bombing are seven fervent independence activists, including ‘Yan Novak’, ‘Jason Cole’, and ‘Tom Lane’......]
“Yan?”
My brows furrowed at the name.
Investigations wrapped up in a flash always raise suspicions, but the name “Yan” makes it all the more so. That young man who desperately saved the child was not someone capable of committing a terrorist act.
No, even if by some chance Yan is the real culprit, and even if the investigators who caught him are honest and upright men, the value of Yan, a member of the Yaken race, is far greater than that of a dozen, or even hundreds, of police officers combined.
At least, that is the value judgment of Maximilian.
“......Tsk.”
Another annoying matter has come up.
I put back on the uniform jacket I had taken off for a moment and stepped outside.
Chapter 19: Kill or Save (4)
The infamous reputation of the Genen Central Police Department is well known throughout all of Genen. Not only because of the aggressive tactics employed by its officers, but also due to its close ties with the Imperial Guard Intelligence Bureau.
They are also known for not bowing their heads easily, yet today, for some reason, even the Chief himself has come out to receive someone with respect.
“Sir Maximilian. It is truly an honor to have you visit us in person.......”
Maximilian von Ebenholtz. A knight of the Sentinel, and heir to one of the most prestigious noble families considered one of the three pillars of the Empire, had come to visit.
“However, what brings you to such a humble place as this.......?”
Maximilian was seated in a chair, while the Chief and the other officers all remained standing, bowing their heads to him.
Maximilian spoke.
“I received a letter stating that the culprits behind the recent terror incident have been apprehended.”
The Chief gave a faint smile.
“Ah, yes, yes. Our investigators captured them.”“Are you certain?”
Maximilian looked at the Chief. The intent within his gaze was ambiguous.
“......Huh?”
The Chief tilted his head slightly. Maximilian calmly repeated himself.
“I mean, are you certain that those suspects are the actual perpetrators?”
“Ah, yes! That’s right!”
The Chief responded rather brightly. The investigators also cleared their throats and tried to hide their smiles. No doubt, they were expecting some form of praise.
“In that case-”
“We’re certain!”
One of the investigators raised his hand high and stepped forward.
“We’ve obtained their confessions.”
A confident-looking investigator, Zendo. Maximilian looked at him. A man with a neck as stiff as bamboo.
Maximilian asked.
“The evidence.”
“......The confessions. Confessions obtained from the Independence faction members who participated in the protest.”
"Confessions?"
"Yes. We obtained confessions."
Confessions, Confessions, Confessions. Zendo repeated the same word. Maximilian’s gaze, fixed on him, quietly tilted. Nevertheless, Zendo’s neck did not bend.
“It seems you’re under a misconception.”
Suddenly, the knight’s voice turned cold.
“When I say evidence, I do not mean records beaten out of people. I’m talking about concrete physical evidence.”
“Ah~ Sir Maximilian.”
The Chief laughed heartily.
“Well, that is- these Independence faction people are so secretive.”
“When and where did they install the bombs, how did they acquire the materials, and how was the act of installation detected.”
Maximilian cut off the Chief’s excuses and continued speaking.
“I’m talking about precise evidence that remains uncontaminated under any circumstance.”
“.......”
The Chief shut his mouth. The space was soon submerged in silence.
Countless investigators stood almost in formation around the seated Maximilian, who sat with his legs crossed. Yet not a single one of them stepped forward. They merely remained silent, glancing around for cues.
From their perspective, they could not understand why Maximilian was acting this way here. Surely, he had no connection with the Independence faction.
Maximilian looked at the Chief. His gaze demanded a name.
“Ah, I’m Elron.”
“Chief Elron.”
As he called Elron’s name, he raised one eyebrow.
"I was there at that place."
“.......”
Only then did the investigators finally understand the true nature of this cold fury.
“No one else.”
Right now, Maximilian is furious about being caught up in the incident itself. He has come here not as a knight, but as a nobleman.
“I was.”
If he fails to uncover the true culprit who nearly harmed him, it becomes a matter of pride. Moreover, the pride of an Imperial noble is something the people of the Autonomous Region can’t even begin to imagine.
“I...... uh......”
Sweat formed on the hands Elron had clasped behind his back. His fingers kept slipping against each other.
“I want the complete truth. Not some fabricated tale.”
In contrast, Maximilian remained calm. As if handling an entirely professional matter, he seized control of the place and the moment without showing a hint of emotion.
“Therefore, I will personally interrogate those you claim to be the culprits and reveal whether perjury is involved.”
Maximilian looked around the room and asked again.
“Do you understand?”
“Yes, yes. We understand what you mean.”
The Chief bowed his waist to a ninety-degree angle. The investigators simply stood still.
“No. It doesn’t seem like you understand at all.”
At their display, Maximilian coldly waved his hand. He gestured to the investigators standing behind.
“I clearly ordered you to bring out the suspects.”
Maximilian never raised his voice. In fact, from the moment he arrived until now, his tone had remained steady. Not a single part of it stood out, nor was there even a hint of emotion.
He merely stared into the Chief’s eyes.......
“Now.”
He delivered only a very small warning.
“Immediately.”
***
One by one, the suspects knelt on the floor of the central police station. Each of their faces was so mangled that they were hardly recognizable, and one of those identified as a main perpetrator, ‘Yan Novak’, was half-unconscious.
“......Autonomous Ordinance, Article 5, Clause 3. All investigative agencies within the Autonomous Region must conduct investigations in accordance with the due process principles guaranteed by the Imperial Constitution and this Autonomous Ordinance.”
While reciting the ordinance, Maximilian read through the sloppily written reports drafted by the police.
“In the course of such investigations, excessively coercive methods shall not be employed.”
He swept his gaze over the police officers.
“Meaningless words. With this, does Genen truly need autonomy?”
“I’m sorry.”
The Chief bowed his head. He had already apologized countless times.
“There’s no need to be sorry. I never expected anything in the first place.”
Maximilian’s voice was sharp. Like a blade piercing the eardrum. Likely due to the aristocratic accent and deep tone.
“The reports are full of fabrications, there isn’t a single proper eyewitness account. And of course, there’s no physical evidence...... With this level of incompetence, no wonder the job is so poorly done.”
The investigators bit their lips, their pride clearly wounded.
“Release these lowlifes.”
Maximilian glanced at the members of the Independence faction.
“If this is all you managed to extract even with torture, then it seems they don’t know anything useful.”
“......Sir.”
At that moment, Zendo stepped forward.
“The Autonomous Region has independent investigative authority. So we have the right to conduct our own investigations.”
“If this can even be called an investigation.”
At those words, Zendo’s expression hardened. He exhaled with a heat-laced sigh.
Maximilian nodded as if he understood.
“You’re still not coming to your senses.”
He reached into his inner pocket. A terminal gleamed outside his uniform.
“S-Sir Maximilian!”
At that moment, the Chief’s face turned pale and he dropped to his knees.
Maximilian, the name Ebenholtz, his connections reached the very pinnacle of the Empire. With just a word, a local Chief like him could lose his position in an instant.
“My deepest apologies! Truly! You-you fuck, you damn─!”
The Chief glared at Zendo, cursing him silently with his eyes. If Maximilian hadn’t been present, he would have unleashed a storm of profanities.
“All of you, on your knees──!!”
"We apologize!"
"We apologize!"
At the Chief’s outburst, all the investigators dropped to their knees. No, they slammed their heads to the floor. Maximilian glanced over their bowed heads.
He pointed indifferently at the false suspects.
“Release them.”
“Y-Yes! What are you waiting for! Release them now!”
The investigators quickly helped the suspects to their feet. The seven wrongly detained individuals staggered as they exited the police station. Maximilian watched Yan Novak’s back as he left, then nodded.
The immediate objective had been achieved, but the work was not yet done.
“From now on. I’ll give you a chance to redeem yourselves.”
He rose, stuffing the torture-filled reports into the trash bin.
“Find the real culprit.”
They were incompetent fools who could do nothing but threaten the powerless, but he had no intention of crushing them completely. After all, they were mere civil servants in the field.
“I’ll say it again. I want the truth.”
It was certain that the Ezenheim race was involved in this case.
Somewhere out there were Sage’s comrades, the one I cut down that day.
Spring in Genen. The incident where tens of thousands died must have been incited and provoked by them.
“If you bring me the true ringleaders who planned this terror attack.”
I will find them and kill them.
I will thoroughly cut off the roots, twist their necks, and leave not a trace of consequence behind.
“Then perhaps I might revise my evaluation.”
“─Yes! Loyalty!”
The Chief shouted loudly, saluting.
“We understand completely!”
“Loyalty!”
The investigators followed the Chief’s salute. With a small nod, Maximilian left the police bureau with the characteristic stride of a noble.
The Chief and the investigators held the angle of their hands in salute until the moment he disappeared.
***
Yan, who had been released from the station, wandered aimlessly along Genen’s main boulevard. His mind was hazy. He didn’t know where he was, nor where he was headed. He simply staggered forward.
Squeeeeeak──
At that moment, a car stopped in front of Yan. The window rolled down, and a low voice flowed out.
“Are you Mr. Yan Novak?”
At the same time, the car door opened. Yan frantically waved his hands.
“N-No, I-I can’t. I didn’t- I didn’t do anything.”
“It’s alright. I’m not the police.”
Only then did Yan see the face of the person calling him.
A man with a stern expression and rimless glasses. Judging from his attire, he was definitely not a police officer.
“Please, get in.”
Yan swallowed hard. He hesitated, but eventually got into the passenger seat. The man’s presence wasn’t particularly threatening.
“Uh...... who are you......?”
He asked cautiously.
“There’s no need for you to know, but if I must explain, I’m a company employee. Also a clerk. I do many things.”
The man adjusted his rimless glasses and handed Yan an envelope.
“This is......?”
“See for yourself.”
Yan opened the envelope. Inside were several documents, laminated papers, and even a bundle of cash.
“Wha! Th-This is-”
A bundle of one hundred-dollar bills. A total of 100 bills. Ten thousand dollars, an amount he had neither seen nor touched in his entire life.
“Your sponsorship fund and new identity. A letter of recommendation is included as well. You’ll be able to receive whatever education you wish, wherever you choose.”
“Sponsorship? F-For me?”
“Yes. Someone said you have potential, Mr. Yan.”
“W-Who......”
Suddenly, a certain person came to Yan’s mind.
─You must hide it. Until you become strong enough.
That day, the Sentinel knight. The blond man who had saved him during the bombing incident.
“......Why, why me?”
“I only carry out what I’m told. I don’t convey meanings beyond that. You must discover the purpose yourself, Mr. Yan.”
Vroooom. The man started driving somewhere.
Before long, they arrived at a familiar alley, and at some point, the car came to a stop.
Yan flinched. It was right in front of his house.
The man asked.
“How was the driving? It’s only my second day learning.”
“Ah. Ah. Yes. Very- very smooth.”
“Then please, get out.”
“......Yes. Thank you.”
Yan stepped out of the car. As he turned to head home, he spun around and asked the driver once more.
“Um, may I ask your name......?”
The man adjusted his rimless glasses and answered.
“Dieter. Dieter Schmidt.”
A very bureaucratic and dispassionate expression. And a voice to match that impression.
“One last thing, there’s a message from the Chairman.”
Ahem. After clearing his throat, he spoke in a low voice.
"If you devote yourself in your position, you will meet again someday-."
“Ah...... okay.”
Yan nodded blankly.
“Then I’ll take my leave. Don’t miss your opportunity.”
Dieter drove off to somewhere. Yan Evoke watched his departing figure for quite a while as he disappeared through the winding slums.
Chapter 20: In the End, the Problem Is People
Yan Novak trudged back home.
“......oppa!”
“Hyung!”
As soon as he entered, his younger siblings clung to him. Small, delicate little ones. Their eyes were swollen as if they had been crying all along.
“Oppa, what happened to your face......?”
“What, what happened, hyung?”
“Yan.”
Behind the worried children, their father appeared. With a complicated expression, he first scolded the siblings.
“Go to your rooms, all of you!”
At his stern voice, the siblings scurried into the small room. Their father let out a sigh upon seeing Yan’s rough appearance.“......Are you alright?”
“.......”
Yan silently nodded.
“That’s a relief.”
“......Yes.”
“Get some rest.”
His father had always told him not to get involved in politics or protests. But today, he said nothing.
Yan climbed the stairs to his room on the second floor. He lay down on the wooden-plank-like bed and stared blankly at the ceiling.
Suddenly, that knight came to mind.
The scene he had witnessed, how that man had made the beast-like investigators kneel and unable to utter even the slightest voice, was filled with dignity.
That was true strength and true authority.
‘If you continue to strive from your position, you will meet again someday-’
With his expression hardening, Yan sat up. He picked up the envelope and shook out its contents. Ten thousand dollars, a letter of recommendation, and an ID card. Staring intently at them, he walked briskly down the stairs. The broken stairs looked like they might collapse at any moment.
His father sat under the dim light in the living room with a sorrowful face. He was probably blaming himself.
“......Father.”
Yan sat across from him. He placed half the bundle of bills he had received from the knight on the table.
“Yan, where did you-”
“I...”
No detailed explanation was needed. Nor should there be.
Biting his lip firmly, Yan merely conveyed his determination to his father.
“I’m leaving Genen.”
***
Catching the wrong person causes bigger problems than simply having someone unjustly accused.
Because it gives the real perpetrator the opportunity to remain hidden and active.
Ezenheim will be lurking deep within the revolutionary forces and the independence faction, and I hope that the investigators in Genen, including Zendo, are competent.
That way, I can at least lessen my burden a little.
“......Hmm.”
I received a new investigation report from Zendo at the Genen Central Police Station. The investigation showed much better progress than before.
“Not bad.”
I had Dieter look into Zendo’s background and origins. He had his own reasons to hate the independence faction.
If someone exhibits that level of madness and aggression without any backstory, then they were just born wrong from the start.
Zendo’s parents had been slaughtered by the independence faction in the past.
“Zendo.......“
It’s not a name from my pre-regression memories. Which means he wasn’t someone who stood out particularly. He probably rolled around as an investigator in Genen and died at the hands of the revolutionary forces.
However, spending time only searching for verified people is a waste.
Tap. Tap. Tap.
I snapped my fingers as I thought.
Is he worth giving a chance?
Beyond that, is he worth supporting?
“......I’ll find out if I try.”
Ebenholtz has money. I’ll raise him first, and if he still doesn’t perform, I can throw him away without remorse. I need subordinates like Zendo who are consumed by grudges.
Above all, if that place isn’t straightened out, the “Spring of Genen” will erupt. A highly disadvantageous event for the Empire.
I called Dieter.
“Dieter.”
─Yes, sir.
“Tell Zendo I read the investigation report. Also provide him with equipment like wiretapping devices and mana residue trackers.”
After all, the Genen Central Police Station is still just a police station in an autonomous region. Their facilities, equipment, and finances are so poor that they only got telephone service about a year ago.
─Understood.
“What about Yan?”
─A new identity has been confirmed in the southwestern part of the Empire.
Yan has moved south. Dieter handled everything flawlessly.
─Also, as you instructed, the land purchase has been completed, and they claim to have found meaningful data through mana stone exploration, but there’s a problem.
“A problem?”
─The local influential figures in the area are not easy to deal with. There are already protests opposing mining under the pretext of environmental preservation.
“......Pfft.”
I chuckled softly. I had already expected this. The south was a region where the local powers held immense sway.
“Dieter.”
Ironically, that’s why it managed to avoid much of the Empire’s corruption, but they had built up their own kind of corruption.
“Now, Ebenholtz is behind you.”
If everything could be solved with money, then I could give them money.
But if anything, those bastards would cling even harder if they were given money.
“That means you can wipe them all out.”
I don’t have time to be distracted by those people. Money must be earned quickly, and consumed just as quickly.
─Yes. Understood.
“Good. If there’s anything unclear or bothering you.......”
I paused to consider Dieter’s role model. Who did I want Dieter to emulate? In what direction did I want him to grow?
Only one person came to mind.
“Ask Enzi. He’s my family’s butler. I’ll send you his contact.”
Before the regression, Dieter had been a competent treasury secretary of the Empire, and ultimately was executed as a crazy hardliner who refused the New Cabinet’s offer.
─Yes.
At the very least, by my side, he would live a better life.
***
Southern Empire, Hermes. In a secret chamber there, five influential families had gathered. It was to deal with an uninvited guest who had suddenly intruded since last week.
“......Apparently, some company quietly purchased land near the Lomilton Mountain Range.”
Since ancient times, the power of the imperial family had not fully reached the southern region. It was because of the massive Vitar Mountain Range that cut across the Empire.
“They even began surveying for veins right away. Didn’t even bother to greet us. Very typical of those central bastards."
Only recently had tunnels been dug to improve transportation, but for most of the Empire’s thousand-year history, the south had remained cut off from the central government.
“That’s absolutely unacceptable. We cannot allow the beautiful nature of Hermes to be defiled.”
“Of course not. Environmental protection is the duty of all of us.”
Thus, there were many areas in the south where bureaucrats and local powers had colluded to establish their own authority. In particular, "Hermes" had long been notorious for extorting massive development funds under various pretexts whenever an outside company tried to enter.
“We’ve already prepared a protest group of concerned citizens. Once they see our ‘sincerity’, they’ll back off on their own.”
That’s how protests work. It’s part of the negotiation.
If the company shows sincerity, they receive it and retreat.
Of course, if a mana stone vein is discovered there, they would need to show even greater sincerity to match its value.......
─Cease the mana stone mining that is desecrating the sacred landscape of the Lomilton Mountain Range!
─Withdraw!
─Withdraw!
Hundreds of protesters shouted slogans at the entrance of Mount Lomilton. They blocked the path of the miners. They smashed the equipment and machines the workers were trying to set up.
─Get out, you central bastards!
─How dare you! You’re trying to destroy nature that has lasted for thousands of years!
─You bastards! If you’re going, go over my dead body!
At the feet of those shouting passionately, thud. Clatter.
A few small cans flew in. The protesters flinched and stared at them.
They were smoke grenades.
Fsshhhh──!
The cans spun as they released grey mist. As the protesters panicked, assailants appeared.
Without a word, they charged in and swung iron pipes.
Thwack! Thwaaaack! Crack!
A dull impact rang out as iron broke bones and flesh. The protest site turned into a battlefield in an instant, and screams of pain filled the area.
Aaaaaaagh! Kyaaaagh!
One protester fled in a hurry and called someone.
Ring ring ring ring───
The secret chamber where the local powers were in discussion.
There, a terminal rang.
“......Ah, sorry about that.”
One of the five influential people of Hermes ended the call. They were about to resume the discussion when.
──Bang!
With a roar, the door burst open. The entrance disintegrated and shrapnel scattered. Beyond the blasted doorway stood armed Imperial police.
“Wh-who the hell are you people!”
“Under Imperial Criminal Law Articles 237 and 314, we hereby place ‘Marcus Steiner’, ‘Jin Yousef’, and four others under emergency arrest for bribery, abuse of authority, and inciting illegal assembly.”
The police subdued them while citing Imperial law. The handcuffed local power brokers screamed as if in a fit.
“You sons of bitches-! Do you know who I am?! How dare you!”
“This is the South!”
“The South is part of the Empire. The same laws apply.”
“You pig bastards, did someone pay you off?! The southern nobles won’t stand for this!”
They were taken away in an instant.
***
...Mayor Jensen of Hermes received the news without delay.
Having built close ties with the local powers, he got into his car in a fury.
“Those goddamn bastards. I don’t know what gave them the balls to pull something like this, but I’m gonna see their faces at le- urk?!”
Screeeeech!
The driver slammed on the brakes. A man stood right in front of the car.
“Who the hell is that?!”
It was a man wearing rimless glasses. He quietly approached and knocked on the backseat window.
Knock knock.
“.......”
Jensen rolled down the window.
“Nice to meet you, Mayor. I’m Dieter Schmidt from Veritas Trading.”
“What? Veritas? Ah~ those guys mining mana stones in Lomilton? This your doing? You dumb bastard, don’t know how the world works. You messed with the wrong people. You think City Hall’s going to approve anythi-”
“There have been reports of bribery involving you and several other local powers.”
“Reports? Hah, you central bastards don’t know how things work around here. In the South, that kind of practice is-”
“You should read the details yourself.”
Dieter handed over two folders containing the reports. Meanwhile, suspicious individuals appeared around City Hall.
Men in plain clothes loitering around without doing anything obvious.
“There are two reports. One is yours. The other one... I’m sure you already know.”
“Hah!”
Mayor Jensen was about to rip up the documents but stopped and instinctively checked the official seal.
A silver tiger.
A silver tiger.
He’d seen it somewhere before, specifically in textbooks...
It was the emblem of Ebenholtz.
“Everyone seems to have accepted things a bit too openly, citing ‘custom’ as an excuse.”
At Dieter’s words, his mouth suddenly went dry. He felt the blood drain from his head.
Normally, central nobles didn’t bother causing a fuss in the South, but Ebenholtz was not an ordinary noble house. It was not a typical family.
“Would you like to make a call?”
Dieter held out a communicator. Jensen’s body trembled.
“Or, would you prefer to go back now and become our friend?”
“......”
Jensen’s lips parted. With trembling hands, he swept his hair back. But time was not on his side.
The mayor deliberated fiercely, staring intently at Dieter, whose expression remained unchanged.
“......How do I become your friend?”
He asked. Dieter gave a light nod.
“If you go inside, it will all be over soon. I’d like you to handle the cleanup afterward.”
“.......”
Jensen got out of the car without a word. With his secretary, he returned to Hermes City Hall.
As Dieter silently watched his retreating figure, a small word of praise was offered.
“Well done.”
It was Enzi, who had personally coached him. Dieter bowed his head.
“Thanks to you. This is my first time on-site.”
“It’s alright. For a first time, it was perfect.”
From Enzi’s perspective, Dieter had a genius-level talent for tracking financial flows. His ability to exclude emotion from work made him ideal as a field operative.
Young Master Maximilian has a good eye for people.
Enzi smiled softly.
“Mr. Dieter Schmidt. Do you know why a family becomes strong?”
“Why a family becomes strong......”
Dieter tilted his head as if he didn’t know.
“Because people are passed down. I imagine Sir Maximilian is currently building his own people, his own organization.”
Independence from the main house is the first step in breaking away from one’s father. Ebenholtz, and Sebestian, know everything but turn a blind eye.
It’s only natural. The current head of Ebenholtz is Sebestian, but in the end, Maximilian will have everything.
“However, Sir Maximilian is also an Ebenholtz. That means he has the right to inherit the human network the family has built over generations. You can gradually take that over, one by one.”
Enzi looked at Dieter. Dieter looked at Enzi.
“Yes. Thank you.”
“—And, the one most important thing in that process.”
Enzi’s eyes curved into a thin arc. More warning than smile.
“Never betray the young master. This isn’t for him- it's for you, Mr. Dieter.”
Chapter 21: In the End, the Problem is People (2)
Kiiiiiiiiing──! Kiiiiiiiiing──!
At the foothills of Lomilton, where the terrain is rugged and human presence is rare, beasts and monsters frequently appeared.
A magi-tech drill was boring through the solid bedrock of that place.
Kkaduduk──!
Ancient trees, hundreds of years old, were snapped like paper. The slope crumbled, and dust rose into the air.
Kwaduduk──!
"Ah~ so this is where you were.”
Jensen, the mayor of Hermes, approached with a bright smile at the mining site in full operation within the mountain range. Just a few days ago, he had been hostile, but he had turned around in an instant. Indeed, he was a politician well-versed in practical affairs.
“Secretary Dieter. How is the work progressing?”
Jensen asked as he put on a safety helmet.“It is going smoothly.”
“Haha, that’s good to hear. There have been disturbing rumors lately that the southern mines have completely dried up, so we were quite worried. Hopefully a bi~g jackpot hits.”
In fact, Dieter had his doubts. Maximilian's first order of business had been land acquisition, followed by exploration and mining.
As far as Dieter knew, mana stone exploration was an extremely risky gamble with low odds. Even if a faint mana presence was detected on the surface, it did not necessarily lead to a large-scale mana stone vein.
However, Maximilian had been half-convinced, and Dieter, as an employee, followed his orders.
“Excuse me, Secretary.”
Just then, a field expert approached, wiping sweat.
“At this depth, we should dig for about two more weeks. If nothing comes out by then, it’s safe to assume there’s nothing there.”
“Yes.”
“Oh come on. There will be something. It’ll come up. Hahaha......”
Jensen laughed, and Dieter quietly watched the site.
At the very least, a vein had to be found within three months. That was the deadline, factoring in the initial capital, the sunk costs so far, and the future operational expenses.
***
Sebestian received a report from the butler Enzi. It was about Maximilian’s first business venture.
“His’s big new venture was just mining?”
Tsk tsk. He clicked his tongue and threw the documents away.
“He’s making all this fuss just to dig up a mine?”
There had been several petitions raised from the southern Empire. Of course, as soon as it was revealed that the party involved was Ebenholtz, they had all backed off.
Enzi spoke cautiously.
“It seems the young master has his own vision.”
“Vision, my ass. He probably picked up some random, half-assed rumor. He’s always been easily swayed. His ears are thinner than paper.”
Sebestian was both a scholar and a warrior. He had doubled the Ebenholtz family’s assets compared to the previous generation, and he himself was recognized as one of the most powerful swordsmen in the Empire. Accordingly, his standards for others, especially for successors, were extremely high.
“If, by any chance, a good result comes out-”
“Enzi. Do you know why people who dig the earth get treated like morons?”
Sebestian continued with a tone of disdain.
“Because they can’t give up. Once they start digging, they have to tear up every inch of the land they bought to feel satisfied. They poke around here and there, wasting time and money, and deceive themselves into thinking they haven’t failed until they put down the shovel. They’re no better than moles.”
Enzi gave a bitter smile.
“The young master is changing, little by little.”
“......It’s already too late.”
Sebestian cut coldly as he looked out the window.
“Twenty years of watching is more than enough.”
***
“......Shouldn’t have taken this job.”
Right now, I am conducting an undercover investigation as a knight of Sentinel.
The location is the noble district of the Empire’s capital. Specifically, a very expensive wealthy area called Kerios Mansion. A place strongly suspected- no, confirmed to be the residence of a Brain-Eater.
I am observing the place from inside a car.
No doubt about it, there’s an Ezenheim called a “Brain-Eater” lurking in there.
“Hmph.”
I got out of the car for now. I stood some distance from the front entrance of Kerios Mansion.
“Who are you?”
A security guard immediately stopped me. Well, I was dressed in plain clothes right now.
“......I came to see the house.”
“House?”
The guard looked at me with suspicious eyes.
“Please present your identification.”
“-Hmm? Sir Maximilian?”
Just as the guard’s tone turned stern, an overly smooth voice called my name.
“What brings you here?”
It was Jun Kandel. The man who had yielded that white porcelain to me last time.
“......Loyalty!”
The guard saluted him and bowed to me, apologizing for the rudeness.
Well, I was technically an acquaintance of Jun’s.
Still, who the hell names someone ‘Jun’? How irritating.
“I’m looking into properties.”
“Another house? Seems like you’ve taken an interest in real estate?”
Jun Kandel brushed back his long hair. That horse-headed hairstyle of his really rubbed me the wrong way.
“I heard you recently purchased one, too.”
“Yes. The rising land prices in the Capital are a given, aren’t they? It’s a good investment.”
“Haha, so what pretext are you using this time to buy another one... But there won’t be any listings in Kerios. And that low-level trick you used before won’t work again.”
At Jun Kandel’s mocking tone, I smiled.
It’d be my loss if I got angry at this snake-tongued bastard.
“If there are no listings-”
“Ah~ that’s right. You became a Sentinel knight recently. I should have congratulated you, my apologies. I’ve been busy with Tower matters.”
For reference, this guy’s a wizard.
“Well, there’s no need for congratulations.”
“But still, with the news going around, we both hear enough, don’t we?”
“Right.”
“Then come in. There may not be anyone selling in Kerios, but since you’re here, I’ll give you a tour. For your information, it took me quite a while to acquire this mansion myself.”
You fucking bastard, let me say something for once.
“First off, this Kerios mansion includes spatial expansion magic.”
Jun began guiding me through the mansion. Inside was a spacious park.
“The park is more than three times wider than it appears. It’s perfect for reflective thinking under the sun. Though I’m not sure what kinds of thoughts someone like you would have while holding a sword, for a high-ranking wizard like me, it’s very important......”
As this moron’s words drifted into the background, I was strolling when,
─Thump.
Suddenly, my heart pounded.
─Thump.
It was a signal from the virus.
─Thump.
I quickly turned my gaze somewhere.
─Thump.
A woman was elegantly descending the central staircase. Skin white as snow. Jet-black hair flowing down to her waist. Deep blue eyes of unknowable depth. A necklace shimmering over her collarbone, a ring glinting on her finger. She stood about 173cm tall, with slender wrists and ankles. The golden ratio of the human form.
All that information flooded into me.
“.......”
Jun Kandel suddenly stopped walking too.
In that instant, the two exchanged glances.
Jun knew this woman.
And she knew Jun.
Well, well, look at these two.
The woman, tactfully, passed us without saying a word, but I asked Jun,
“Do you know her?”
“......I’ve seen her in passing.”
“She’s beautiful.”
For a moment, Jun’s brow twitched. This bastard really can’t keep a straight face. No wonder his little brother always runs circles around him.
“Thought you were here for house hunting. Come to sightsee instead?”
Jun asked with a thorn in his tone. That high-class pretense of his had cracked just now because of that woman.
I nodded, suppressing my laughter.
“Ah. I’ve recently developed a bit of a hobby, you see.”
“Hobby?”
“Yes.”
Suddenly, this all became fun. I felt lighter.
“There were some articles recently.”
I casually folded my hands behind my back.
“These days, I’m particularly good at sniffing out people who ‘pretend’ to be Imperial citizens.”
That woman is Ezenheim. In a place where only pure Imperial nobles are allowed to reside, an Ezenheim is staying.
Does Jun know that?
“......So?”
“I just thought, maybe... this mansion, too, might have some of those types lurking around...... Just a thought.”
“......What?”
“If that’s the case, well, I guess listings will naturally open up, won’t they.”
Jun was silent for a moment. He scanned my face up and down, then twisted one corner of his mouth.
“Surely not. This is Kerios.”
“You never know. Unless we conduct a full investigation someday.”
“You want to conduct a full investigation on nobles? Are you insane?”
Suddenly, he was getting all worked up.
I gave a bitter smile and ran a hand through my hair.
"I'm just saying."
"What are you-"
“Well, I’ve seen enough of the place now.”
I tilted my head slightly, stealing one more glance at the woman’s retreating figure in the distance.
“Well then, I’ll be going now.”
Step.
I turned away from Jun. He glared intensely at my back as I walked off.
Thanks to that, I learned a new fact I hadn’t known before the Regression.
Jun Kandel, unexpectedly, was a romantic.
......I returned to the office. I turned on the computer and began checking the list of Kerios Mansion residents.
[Name: Pexi von Arzen]
[Birth: November 1, Imperial Year 1012, Capital Arcadia]
[Status: Eldest daughter of the Arzen Family]
[Affiliation: Sentio Magic Tower, 5th-tier Wizard]
“The culprit has been identified.”
By chance, I also found a weakness in my rival.
Why had the Brain-Eater suddenly stopped killing? The answer was simple. She had gotten the opportunity to operate from a higher place.
"I've identified her but......."
No matter how I thought about it, I wasn’t enough on my own. Knights aren’t field agents, and I don’t have multiple bodies.
Dieter was capable enough to match Enzi on administrative matters, but he lacked combat ability.
“People.”
I need people. Investigators, or informants. People who can handle things on the ground. Someone to lead the shadowy frontlines from the dark.
I rubbed my chin. My beard had already grown rough without me noticing.
“......Wait.”
Suddenly, my eyes landed on the computer’s [Prisoner List].
Knights are allowed to form their own private organizations. The Imperial law contains a gray area that grants knights a certain degree of discretion, and using imprisoned criminals as informants through “limited pardons” is fully possible.
I leaned forward. I scanned the prisoner list displayed on the computer screen.
Click. Scroll.
I moved the mouse wheel, searching through the names.
If there was even one familiar name to me... and there was.
“Found her.”
***
Imperial Prison No. 13. The Empire’s thirteenth prison located in the western region.
“You’ve arrived. Loyalty.”
As I stepped into the parking lot there, the prison warden and guards came out to greet me. I gave a slight nod.
Lately, I’ve realized something. When dealing with subordinates, acting with authority is far more convenient. It’s not that they suddenly think they’re equals if I act soft, but they start pestering me with annoying questions.
“I heard roughly from the knight’s secretary. You’re considering a limited pardon......”
“Please guide me.”
“Yes, sir.”
The warden guided me into the prison.
Thunk─! Thunk─! Thunk─!
Heavy security gates opened one by one, and I walked forward with the warden.
Thunk─! Thunk─! Thunk─!
Layer upon layer of gates. We passed the yard and ordinary living quarters and arrived at a separately constructed building.
“This is the solitary ward. Prisoners with slightly worse crimes, or those who’ve caused trouble, are held here.”
In small, beehive-shaped cells, one person was locked in each. On the iron doors were listed their inmate numbers, crimes, and names.
I walked down the corridor, scanning them with my eyes.
Step. Step.
I stopped at one point.
“......”
A woman behind the bars, with sharp eyes. Unkempt black hair partially covering her face, and through it, a piercing gaze.
She was the one I was looking for.
I pointed with my finger to the row that included her solitary cell.
“I’ll interview them. This entire row.”
If I singled out only one person, it could raise unnecessary suspicion.
“Yes, understood. Number 771, 3910, 391...”
However, the warden’s behavior was strange. He skipped over the number I was actually targeting.
I asked the warden,
“Why are you leaving out 330?”
“Ah, well... Inmate 330 has committed extremely serious crimes. She shows no sign of remorse, and is also involved in several other unresolved cases... She even has a remaining trial. For your safety, Sir Knight, it would be better to exclude that one.”
The prison warden suddenly began offering strange excuses. I replied dispassionately,
“I make the decisions.”
Something smells rotten. Somehow, I get the sense that both this prison and this inmate are tangled up with some ‘high-ranking Imperial figure’.
“But, Sir Knight...”
“Silence.”
So what?
Unless that high-ranking Imperial figure is the Emperor himself, they’re not above me.
I have no intention of politely tiptoeing around whatever filth these people are hiding.
So.
“Don’t talk back.”
“......Yes, understood.”
The warden bowed his head and quietly bit his lip.
“Including 330. Get them all ready.”
Thud! Thud!
With heavy sounds, the iron bars of the solitary cells began opening one by one.
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The warden’s office of the Empire’s 13th Prison.
Warden Guenter received a call from someone there.
“......Yes. Knight Maximilian has arrived.”
Gripping the terminal device with both hands, he respectfully reported the events of the day.
“It seems he intends to use the limited pardon system. He is currently meeting with the inmates, including number 330.......”
His cautious voice continued for a while, but the response from the other side was short and concise.
─It can't be helped.
A deeply subdued tone. The warden unconsciously hunched his shoulders. The person on the other end was not some distant blade from Ebenholtz, it was a dagger lying right in front of him.
─Prepare for execution tomorrow morning. A formal execution order will be issued from the Empire’s Western Court.
“......Understood.”Click. The call ended. The warden let out a deep sigh and sank into his chair.
***
I sat in a metal chair in the prison visiting room.
Tick. Tick.
I stared unnecessarily at the analog clock hanging on the grayish-white wall.
Tick. Tick.
That sound. The movement of the second hand. Everything that marks time has, at some point, started to get on my nerves.
Knock knock.
The door opened with a knock. A guard bowed his head and spoke.
“Inmate number 7301. Jin Maycop will be brought in.”
The inmate entered in turn.
The first was a thin-framed young man. I looked over his file.
[Jin Maycop. 27 years old. Death row inmate. Operated a small dessert shop on the outskirts of the Capital, poisoned eight travelers and stole their belongings.]
“Do you have anything like candy? The food here tastes so awful.”
“.......”
I stared at the man who asked that for a moment, then waved my hand.
“Next.”
“Inmate number 172. Geyus will be brought in.”
The second was a burly man. With a thick mustache and a body covered in scars.
I flipped through the pages of the document.
[Inmate Information: Geyus Pen. 42 years old. Death row inmate. Operated the mercenary group ‘Iron Fist’. After suffering financial difficulties, repeatedly attacked freight trucks and killed over 10 people.]
“......I’m curious why someone like me is being summoned, Sir Knight?”
He tried to gauge me with a downward voice. I didn’t like how clever he was pretending to be.
“Next.”
“Inmate number 370, Eustich will be brought in.”
“Next.”
“Inmate number 997, Kane will be brought in.”
“Next.”
After a few more meaningless interviews like that, finally.
“Inmate number 330. Schatz Heizen.”
That number was called.
Number 330 clanked as she sat before me, bound in restraints.
“Nice to meet you.”
I was genuinely glad, but she said nothing. She only stared at me with resolute eyes.
“Your name is Schatz. That’s unusual.”
It was certainly a unique name. There probably weren’t many with the same name.
Of course, even if it wasn’t unique, I would never have forgotten it.
[Case File: Schatz Heizen. 22 years old. Death row inmate. Killed seven employees of Mason Industry due to mana overload.]
Before the Regression, she was a core figure in the Revolutionary forces, famous enough to be featured in newspaper specials.
“You killed seven people.”
I turned the cover of the case file. Details of the incident, Schatz’s background, and the contents were all recorded.
“.......”
I looked at her.
“.......”
Still, no words.
Just from her expression, you could tell she was incredibly stubborn. She was naturally a reticent person too.
“Have you felt any remorse during your three years of imprisonment?”
“.......”
I flipped through the pages of the case file and let out a faint chuckle.
It seemed I would have to bring up the main point first.
“Unlike the other lowlifes, you’ve received a higher level of education. That was probably thanks to the efforts of your father, who, despite being born a commoner, became a researcher at a major company.”
For a moment, Schatz’s brow twitched.
“Your father recognized your talent early and supported you. But-”
“Do not speak further.”
It appeared her sore spot was her father. I found it absurd, but at least she had finally opened her mouth.
“Your father died. Official cause of death: ‘Overwork’.”
Schatz clenched her teeth. Her lips stopped at the shape of ‘fu—’. It seemed she barely held back from swearing.
“You couldn’t believe it, and began your own investigation.......”
The file included a photo of Schatz protesting alone in front of a company.
“The conclusion is this.”
Tap.
I placed my finger on the final paragraph of the case file.
“Mana overload. Seven civilians killed.”
“......What do you want.”
She hadn’t spoken in quite some time; her voice was harsh and hoarse. I leaned deep into the backrest of the chair.
“I’m looking for an investigator. A knight’s work is quite complex, and I need someone whose eyes and ears are sharp, even in the dark.”
“Of all people, me, who killed seven?”
“I have a good eye for people.”
Schatz let out a hollow laugh, as if it was ridiculous, but this kind of “information” was precisely my strongest weapon.
“......Then let me ask. Do you even know what kind of mess my case is tied to?”
“That’s something we can talk about gradually.”
The corners of Schatz’s mouth curled. A cold sneer.
“You’ll regret this later. Someone like you can’t handle it.”
Someone like you.
How amusing.
I smiled as I looked at her.
“No. It’s exactly the opposite.”
I pulled out a document and slid it across the table. A limited pardon form.
“I am that ‘someone who can’t be handled’.”
It was a document even knights were reluctant to use, so rare it was almost never invoked. At the top, the name of the knight responsible for the pardon was written.
[Maximilian Albrecht von Ebenholtz]
Her pupils trembled.
As I said before, Ebenholtz is a name that appears even in imperial textbooks. Meaning, any moderately educated commoner could not possibly be unaware of it.
“This is your chance. One that may never come again.”
I held out a pen to her.
“......If I sign, what happens?”
Schatz’s demeanor changed slightly.
“It would be a limited pardon. You’ll be allowed out of the prison.”
“If I’m pardoned, then what happens after that?”
“You’ll be wearing a leash. Every action you take will be under my control.”
I didn’t take my eyes off her.
“And what I get in return is-”
“An indefinite postponement of your execution. And.”
In addition, I included the condition she desired most.
“A chance to achieve what you want.”
***
Mason Industry.
A major company headquartered in the western part of the Empire, leading in magi-tech development.
At one point, they staked their future on a national imperial project, the development of a “Mana Engine” that would artificially implant mana into the human body. Schatz’s father was a core researcher on that project.
However, during the project, her father realized that the design of the Mana Engine was flawed. He requested that the company restart the project, but of course, the company refused to abandon it. Instead, for more certain success, they pushed forward with human experimentation. The subjects were homeless people or demi-humans.
One day, after discovering this, her father suddenly died.
The cause was listed as overwork.
Schatz questioned her father’s sudden death. She tracked Mason Industry on her own, uncovered numerous pieces of evidence, and submitted them to the press, but all of it was thoroughly buried. Crushed under Mason Industry’s power.
Worse, they came to her. They pressed a blade to her neck, demanding she hand over the “original” her father supposedly hid somewhere.
Schatz didn’t know what her father had hidden. But she found their deceit, their filth, tainting her father’s name right in front of her, so repulsive that she fought back against those trying to take her life.
That’s how she killed seven people.
By the time she came to her senses, she had already been arrested, and the entire process, from interrogation to trial to sentencing, was completed in just one month.
The sentence: death.
“......Number 330.”
Schatz’s eyes snapped open. Her entire body was drenched in sweat.
“Come out.”
Clank. The door to her solitary cell opened, and the morning sunlight poured in.
Schatz silently followed the guard.
Death row inmates are not informed of their upcoming schedule. That’s the rule.
But Schatz had signed the limited pardon form. Therefore, the relevant procedure was supposed to be carried out.
──And yet.
The path was strange.
The corridor they were heading down was unfamiliar.
Just now- clearly, just moments ago, they should have turned right at the fork.
That was where the exit was.
But this path was a different one.
A path they shouldn’t be taking.
The dreaded left turn she had imagined every morning as part of her daily routine.
The one that led to the execution chamber.
This isn’t the right path.
This isn’t the right path.
Schatz suddenly came to a halt. The guard tried to force her to move.
“What is-”
No way.
A sense of dread flashed through her mind.
They struck first. Mason’s reach was faster than the knight from Ebenholtz.
Her face turned pale.
“I...!”
Just as she was about to yell at the guards gripping her arms.
“Shh.”
The guard on her left quietly gestured for her to keep silent. He even gave a faint smile, as if to reassure her. The guard on the right did the same.
“Just follow us. You understand, right?”
“.......”
Schatz calmed herself for now, and the guards indeed passed by the execution chamber. They exited the prison casually and reached a vacant lot in the back.
There, a black vehicle was waiting.
“Get in. He’s waiting.”
The guard opened the rear door. Schatz blankly climbed in and sat down.
The man was seated beside her.
Blond hair and golden eyes, the symbol of the Empire. His sharply carved features carried an oppressive aura. Maximilian of Ebenholtz.
“What happened?”
“Your execution was ordered this morning.”
Maximilian gave a faint chuckle and held up the “Execution Order”.
“But I submitted the limited pardon form at dawn.”
The engine started, and Maximilian tore up the order. Schatz blankly stared at the pieces of paper being shredded to bits.
An official court order to execute her, torn to pieces by the hands of just one man.
“In terms of timing, I beat them. The Western Court can’t win against the Sentinel.”
“Then.......”
“I saved you. That’s all you need to know.”
Maximilian quietly closed his eyes. It felt like speaking further would be a mistake.
Instead, Schatz turned to look outside the window. The scenery of the prison had already faded far into the distance, and soon, a new landscape appeared.
“.......”
Without a word, she buried her eyes and nose into the window. She gazed at the unfamiliar view passing by in a blur.
And so, after several hours had passed.
“A car is following us.”
Schatz spoke in a low voice. Maximilian gave a slight nod.
“You’ve got good instincts. No need to worry about it.”
Meanwhile, the vehicle reached the outskirts of the Imperial center.
Screech-
It came to a stop in an open lot.
“Get out.”
“.......”
Schatz quietly stepped out. The car that had been trailing them also stopped nearby. Its door opened, and someone got out.
Schatz’s eyes widened.
It was the two guards who had released her, along with the deputy warden.
“......We meet again, number 330.”
The deputy warden approached with a bitter smile. Schatz flinched and asked back.
“What is this?”
“It’s simple. We decided to grab hold of a new rope. Can’t stay under that rotten bastard in that rotten prison forever, can we?”
Wealth is just wealth. Power is just power. But honor united with tradition, an unbroken lineage stretching back half a millennium, is history itself, a thing people always look up to, and it naturally draws others in.
The deputy warden's faction had approached Ebenholtz from the moment Maximilian set foot in the prison. They reported every bit of corruption by Warden Guenter and the rest of the prison in detail.
“First, your belongings from when you were incarcerated.”
The deputy warden handed Schatz a bag.
“This is a terminal you can use to communicate with the knight.”
“.......”
Taking it, Schatz blankly looked at Maximilian.
“Until further instructions are given, focus on training your body over there.”
He pointed toward a lodging in the distance. A solitary building stood on an empty plot of land.
“Your top priority right now is to become stronger.”
“Yes.”
Schatz was about to enter but then paused.
“Sir Knight.”
To Maximilian, who was silently watching her, she asked the lingering question.
“Why me, of all people?”
Maximilian seemed lost in thought for a moment, then a faint smile formed on his lips. He exhaled his words like a sigh.
“No need for questions. Let's forget about the future for now..”
“......The future?”
The future. Brilliant yet grim. A future where all of humanity, freed from the shackles of the Empire, was wiped out by the damned otherworldly species.
You were the one who killed my father in that future.
“That’s right.”
You were the one who killed the great Sebestian.
“It means stop wasting time on trivial doubts and focus only on the present.”
There was no reason not to take someone like you.
Chapter 23: To Be Different
A certain old underground warehouse in the Genen Autonomous Region.
Investigator Zendo came down here alone at someone's summons.
“.......”
A silence hung heavy in the space. Zendo's heart pounded with weight. It felt like he had placed his own neck on the guillotine.
The other party was a figure of unfathomable power. If displeased, he could cut Zendo off at any moment.
“You’ve arrived.”
From the deep shadows of the warehouse, a person appeared. Zendo turned his gaze toward the figure.
A man with an expressionless face stood there.
“Yes. For what reason have you called me...?”
“There is something I must deliver to you. Go ahead and open it.”The man pointed to a pile of boxes stacked on one side of the warehouse. Zendo hesitated as he approached and lifted the lid.
“...Wh-What is this?”
It was filled with cutting-edge investigative equipment that even the investigators of the Autonomous Region had never laid eyes on: the latest mana tracker, miniature wiretaps, long-distance listening devices. There was even a state-of-the-art mana rifle.
“These are items sponsored by the knight.”
“Pardon?”
“Use them as you see fit to aid your investigation.”
“.......”
As Zendo stood in confusion, Dieter handed him a check.
“This is also for operational expenses. We will not question how it is spent, but use it properly. Corruption always finds a way to be exposed.”
Zendo looked at the check. There were many zeros written on it. The signature of Ebenholtz was clearly there as well. His head went blank, unable to comprehend what was happening.
“The knight’s words are written on the back. Now then, I’ll take my leave.”
“...Ah, goodbye.”
As he watched the retreating figure, Dieter, Zendo flipped the check over. A sentence written in elegant cursive was inscribed there.
[Remember this. If you rush for results and vent your anger on anyone you can grab, you won’t even reach the toes of the Revolutionary forces. You and I may share the same goal.]
Zendo’s eyes widened. He quickly turned to look toward the exit, but Dieter had already vanished without a trace.
***
A knight’s duties are many and varied, but among them, the most important task is dealing with ‘special criminals’.
Ordinary criminals can be handled adequately by the police. Even those who can clumsily wield mana can be turned into a beehive thanks to the advancement of firearms.
But knights deal with those beyond that level.
Those who have received professional training in mana, or have, through some incident, surpassed human limits.
Because of that, a knight must be more adept in mana than anyone else, and analyzing evidence from mana-related incidents also falls under a knight’s responsibilities.
“.......”
I pressed my temples while staring at the mountain of paperwork on the desk. My head throbbed, but I picked up a sheet anyway.
[Case Number 1038077-C0-23: Request for Mana Residue Analysis ─ Noble Murder Case on the Outskirts of the Capital]
A photo was enclosed in the case file. It was taken by reproducing the residue of mana.
“Residue.......”
After mana is used, there is always a trace left behind, and a special solution used in investigations activates that trace to be visible to the naked eye.
This phenomenon is called ‘activated residue’ and becomes a key piece of evidence in tracking mana criminals. This is because the nature, properties, traits, and patterns of mana vary from person to person.
This world is full of all kinds of people. Not just the Ezenheim race. There are those who abuse mana however they want after learning it, crime syndicates, and bottom-dwellers who wield mana as a weapon to survive.
One of a knight’s primary duties is to capture such people, so analyzing activated residue is a core curriculum in the Knight Order.
It wouldn’t be an exaggeration to say it’s one of the most important curriculums.
“...This is driving me crazy.”
I was a failure in that field. I never had the talent to begin with, but the complex and chaotic nature of activated residue was especially overwhelming.
The technique of gathering mana fragments, more scattered than blood splatter, to reconstruct the scene.
For someone lacking patience and full of inferiority, such analysis and memorization are nothing but a source of intense disgust.
“Whew.......”
I had to break free from that past.
I fixed my gaze on the crime scene photo.
How did I analyze residue again? It had been a required subject since my student days, so I had done it a few times long ago, but I couldn’t even get a basic grasp of it now.
──Thump.
At that moment, the virus inside me reacted. My vision was suddenly tinted blue. At the same time, the distorted residue beside the fatal wound in the photo began to move. As if time were rewinding, the shape of mana revived over the photo. Its flow and pattern unfolded three-dimensionally.
The scene reconstructed itself on my retina.
“...Hand.”
The suspect had condensed mana in their palm and discharged it all at once. The lump of mana exploded the moment it touched the victim’s body, leaving behind an irregular scatter.
The nature of the mana was ‘emission’.
Furthermore, the density was extremely high.
In other words, the suspect was a skilled practitioner who had trained in mana for a long time and used it through their hands. Moreover, the way the mana was manifested felt strangely familiar, as if I had seen it somewhere before. A group of people who train themselves and live in self-imposed abstinence.
Monks.
I began writing the report on the computer.
[Case Number 1038077-C0-23: Analysis Report]
[Analyst: Maximilian Ebenholtz]
[The suspect uses a method of concentrating mana in the palm and discharging it. The nature of the mana is ‘emission-type’, and based on the control ability and density, the suspect is presumed to be highly skilled. It is recommended to investigate monasteries in proximity to the crime scene......]
“...You’re good at this.”
I praised the virus. I didn’t know what it was, but at the very least, it seemed to have deep insight into mana.
There was still a lot of paperwork left.
[Case Number 1038179-C0-19: Serial Killing of Mercenaries in the Back Alley of District 23]
The virus reassembled the activated residue with ease and projected it onto my retina, and I analyzed the scene based on that information.
[Case Number 1038179-C0-19: Analysis Report]
[Analyst: Maximilian Ebenholtz]
[The suspect projects mana in precise forms......]
Tick.
[Case Number 1038352-C1-25: Analysis Report]
[Analyst: Maximilian Ebenholtz]
[The suspect......]
Tick.
[Case Number 1038995-C1-59: Analysis Report]
[Case Number 1038995-C1-93: Analysis Report]
[Case Number 1038995-C1-99: Analysis Report]
Tick.
I looked at the clock. I had started work at 8 a.m., and it was now noon. In four hours, I had processed a week’s worth of paperwork.
─Knock knock.
Someone knocked on my office door.
“Come in.”
The door opened, and Julian walked in.
“What brings you here, Sir Julian?”
Julian glanced around my office once.
“You don’t decorate.”
He seemed surprised. Well, before the regression, I had gone completely wild with my office. I once decorated it in northern snowfield style, then got tired of it and changed it to a southern resort theme...
“How’s the ‘Brain-Eater’ case coming along?”
“Yes. I've identified the suspect.”
“Impressive.”
Julian didn’t show much reaction. It felt like he either thought I was bluffing or he genuinely accepted it.
I could never read him.
Julian spoke.
"There's a place to deploy to. Change into plain clothes and follow me.”
“Yes.”
We met in the parking lot in plain clothes. Coincidentally, our outfit colors were similar. Julian wore a black leather jacket, and I wore a black coat. We both covered our noticeably blond hair with hats.
“We’re taking the car.”
“Yes.”
There were separate deployment vehicles for knights. If desired, one could even ride a horse, but in this day and age, that stood out too much.
By habit, I got into the passenger seat. At the natural movement, Julian, who had been heading for the driver’s seat, paused.
“.......”
Then he stared directly at me.
“?”
I blinked and belatedly realized my mistake.
“Ah.”
I moved to the driver’s seat.
“It shows in small moments like this.”
Julian got into the passenger seat.
“To District 43.”
“Yes.”
I smirked bitterly and stepped on the accelerator. Vroooom──! The engine output of the knight order’s exclusive vehicle was excellent.
“Is it just the two of us?”
“Yes.”
A knight is an elite force, each one equivalent to at least a company. Two knights are the equivalent of hundreds of military or police personnel.
We arrived at the slum in District 43, on the outskirts of the central Imperial Capital.
“Get out.”
“Yes.”
We got out of the car and walked along the roadside. It didn’t take long before the stench hit us. Filth clung to every corner of the pavement like living things, and forms indistinguishable as human or corpse were strewn about.
“There’s a drug cartel based in this area.”
“Your specialty, it seems, Sir Knight.”
“It just ended up that way.”
Julian’s voice was calm as always. He always maintained a consistent tone, but underneath it was a deep weariness.
Mister... Mister...
Just a coin... Just a coin, please...
I’m hungry...
Voices begging on the street echoed around us. There were children. There were elderly. All faces, either drained of life from hunger or glazed over from drugs.
This is what District 43 was always like. It bordered the Underground City and was known as the worst slum in the Empire.
“I sometimes think this when I come here.”
Julian suddenly spoke.
“What exactly went wrong with these people, and when?”
He looked ahead. His gaze was not swayed by the vagrants.
“To have ended up living like this.”
I understood why Julian had brought me here. He wanted to show me something. Perhaps, the reality of people detached from the world of nobility.
“Any one of them could’ve been one of us. And any one of us could’ve been one of them.”
Julian was a man of firm conviction. A resolute person. I would never be able to persuade him, but even so, I would respect that part of him.
Julian stopped near an abandoned building.
“Maximilian. What do you think?”
I answered him.
“I don’t think anything at all.”
Julian silently asked for the meaning behind my words.
“I don’t have the time to concern myself with the bottom. No world can ever truly eliminate hunger or evil. Counting those people one by one is no different than trying to count grains of sand while walking along the beach.”
My awareness as a noble...
Such things had already been shattered before the regression. I was not a chosen man, and Ebenholtz was not a noble family in the truest sense.
“We have a purpose. We must keep moving toward it.”
Now, I had found a purpose.
It was the ambition to survive, and the cause to not fall to ruin.
“If we spend time worrying about the insignificant, the world will collapse, Sir Julian.”
A faint smile spread on Julian’s lips. Perhaps he liked my answer.
But probably not.
I had spoken something completely contrary to his beliefs.
Yet Julian never judged others recklessly. He never tried to force others to change. He simply accepted things as they were.
“I see. That could be true.”
Julian gestured somewhere with his eyes.
“Get ready, Maximilian.”
“Yes, Sir Julian.”
I called out to Julian. He turned to look at me with one hand resting on his hip.
“You may call me Max, if you prefer.”
Julian was a true noble. Born into one of the upper noble families, and having walked only the elite path.
Even so, he looked down from above, and agonized endlessly. He built beliefs different from the life he had lived, and at the most critical moments, he threw himself into what he believed was ‘right’.
That unwavering righteousness of his was the reason I had been able to break free from the Empire’s indoctrination.
──And so, the world had ended.
“...Max.”
Julian spoke my name as he drew his weapon. A broadsword whose blade had been thinned from having cut through so much.
“Draw your sword now.”
I nodded and unsheathed my sword. Julian pointed to a part of the wall far from the entrance of the building.
A knight is stronger than most tanks. There was no need to enter through the door like a normal person.
“Go.”
“Yes.”
At Julian’s command, I swung my longsword.
Shrrrk──!
As I cleaved through the building’s wall entirely, I thought this.
Could I, someday, cut down Julian.
Chapter 24: To Be Different (2)
Rustle-!
After tearing down the wall, Julian moved. The cartel's forces were spread out, but he maneuvered like the wind. There was no mercy in his hands. Ten minutes was enough to deal with the dozens of organization members from the first to the third floor.
“.......”
I strapped the long sword back to my waist. There was nothing for me to do. When I trudged up to the third floor, Julian was sitting on some kind of box.
He was wiping the blood off his sword with a handkerchief.
“Good work.”
In the meantime, the police arrived.
“Loyalty! We will begin the search!”
After saluting, they turned the building inside out.
“There is a suspicious passage here!”Another space underground was revealed. I went down there too. A secret room reeking of a vile stench, where people kidnapped by the cartel were being held.
─Thump.
The virus reacted faintly.
“......?”
Could one of them be an Ezenheim?
I tilted my head, but they were not Ezenheim. The cause was the sofa placed in the middle of the secret room. I took a closer look at the sofa.
“Max. What are you doing?”
Julian, who had come down before I noticed, asked.
“I think I found something.”
I pointed to the sofa. Julian sliced it open, but inside there was only cotton and dust.
“What exactly did you find?”
“......Perhaps.”
I placed my hand on the leather of the sofa and sent mana through it. The outer leather melted away like liquid and condensed into strange crystals. It was quite a large amount.
Julian’s eyes widened slightly.
“It's a drug. The purity is very high.”
“Yes.”
I picked up one of the crystals. At that moment, the virus reacted. Information about the mana compound surged into my mind.
In numerical terms, purity over 97%. The structure was a double helix. Extremely addictive.
“.......”
It seems my virus also has the talent of analyzing ‘mana’.
“They rearranged the structure of the substance with mana to hide it. What kind of bastard-”
Julian uncharacteristically trailed off. That’s how groundbreaking the technique must have been.
The culprits were obviously them. The ones who would do anything to throw the Empire into chaos- the otherworldly species Ezenheim.
“Max.”
Julian suddenly turned to me.
“Well done.”
It was praise from a superior. It didn’t sound bad. I swallowed a smile and gave a slight bow.
Just then, the police appeared. They widened their eyes at the drugs found inside the sofa.
“May we confiscate this?”
“No.”
I dismissed them.
“We will be doing the confiscation.”
“Yes!”
Julian stared at me quietly.
“We knights shouldn’t trust the police too much either.”
This was enough for at least tens of thousands of doses. Even stealing just one-tenth of it could change someone’s life, and the police station was full of rats.
Julian chuckled faintly. He seemed to agree, but as if to test me, he asked:
“Then who do you trust?”
The answer was already decided.
"Only oneself."
Julian nodded. That meant it was the right answer.
***
Schatz regulated her mana while repeating deep breaths inside the room of the residence. It was meditation to organize the flow that had been suppressed for years by restraints, and it was training to carry out Maximilian’s words- “Become stronger”.
Knock knock.
With a sudden knock, a man entered.
“Nice to meet you. I’m Dieter Schmidt.”
Dieter glanced around the interior. Mattress, small refrigerator, bedding, personal belongings. Other than that, there was nothing.
“This is just a temporary residence, so I’m afraid it’s lacking in many aspects. Please bear with it for a while. We don’t have sufficient funds yet.”
Schatz tilted her head.
Ebenholtz lacking in funds? Those words didn’t seem to go together at all.
"......Ah. I understand."
So treatment depends on one’s capability.
Schatz understood it that way.
“Yes. Would you please step outside for a moment?”
Dieter guided Schatz outside. The two stood side by side in the open space behind the building.
“Please show me your mana.”
Dieter requested a demonstration from Schatz while holding a notepad.
Accurately identifying and noting down the abilities of personnel was an important task.
“Yes.”
Schatz gathered mana at her fingertips. Blue sparks crackled and flared intensely.
Pazzzzzzt!
As she extended her arm and fired, an electromagnetic pulse soared 10 meters and struck the ground.
“Hmm. Electromagnetic type? That’s excellent. You’ve been born with a very rare mana property.”
“Thank you.”
“Yes.”
“.......”
“.......”
She was naturally quiet. Dieter was also the type to only speak when necessary.
The two silently surveyed the surroundings of the open space for a moment.
“There’s nothing around.”
To Schatz’s comment, Dieter replied.
“Yes. It’s still undeveloped land, but we are in the process of purchasing it step by step.”
“─Planning to build a city here.”
Suddenly, a voice came from behind.
It was Knight Maximilian. Schatz immediately straightened her posture.
“I stopped by on my way. Dieter, what do you think? Can this place become a city?”
“It looks fine.”
“You can speak honestly.”
“It’s not far from the center, but the lack of transportation makes it virtually isolated. Additionally, monster appearances are frequent, so the conditions aren’t ideal.”
That was the reason such a large area remained undeveloped. Monsters were the greatest obstacle to construction. If monsters attacked at night, everything would be demolished. Deploying additional personnel for defense would greatly increase the cost.
“Ebenholtz can make it happen.”
“......More than anything, we lack the funds to build a city.”
“What about the mine?”
“The results will probably come out within next week.”
“Have faith and wait.”
Maximilian turned to Schatz.
“Are you still thinking about Mason?”
Schatz gave a brief answer.
“......Yes.”
“There’s no need to be obsessed. If you wait, the opportunity will come eventually.”
The founder of Mason is not a pure Imperial. Though he’s ‘disguised’ that way, he will inevitably be exposed as a mixed-blood. Just that fact alone would bring ruin to Mason Industries.
That kind of era is coming for us.
“And, this is your first mission.”
Maximilian handed her a document containing someone’s profile.
“Find this person.”
“Yes. Understood.”
“Aren’t you curious who it is?”
“What kind of person is it?”
Only then did Schatz express curiosity, and Maximilian gave a short answer.
"A Revolutionary forces member."
***
Summer hadn’t even begun yet, but my peers had already formed factions.
Tiana and Leon aligned themselves with senior knight Jerome’s group.
Follow Jerome upward and you reach Adria, then further up to Anton.
In other words, they belonged to Deputy Knight Commander Anton’s faction.
Anton was highly respected. That’s why the Revolutionary forces clung to him.
As I’ve said before─ the high-ranking knight “Adria” was a spy for the Revolutionary forces.
“Sir Knight. This came from Empire Point.”
A staff member handed me a letter.
He was a guard from the western prison. One deputy warden who played a key role in saving Schatz and two guards were all now employed as my knight administration staff.
I took the letter. It was high-quality parchment stamped with the Empire Point seal.
[To Knight Maximilian von Ebenholtz of the Sentinel Knight Order]
[For the benefit of our academy’s outstanding cadets, we respectfully request your visitation and evaluation to share your noble experience and knowledge……]
Empire Point often sends such requests to Sentinel knights. It’s a kind of master class.
“......Looks like I’ll have to go.”
If there’s an Ezenheim at Empire Point, that would be the worst-case scenario. That place is the shortest path to rising to the core of the Empire.
Besides......
‘—There must have been a better way. I’m sure.’
The first Ezenheim I killed, Jacob. I’m also curious what that bastard’s peers are up to.
Bzzzzt─.
My terminal rang.
─This is Schatz. I've located the target.
Already?
No. That’s expected. Her abilities are as good as anticipated.
I left the office. Sitting for so long analyzing mana residue had left me restless.
“Max... milian!”
As I was about to take the elevator, some knights called my name.
They were noble-born knights: Reynel, Zionne, and their de facto leader, Chiron.
“Knight Chiron would like to see you.”
Reynel pointed to Chiron standing behind them.
Chiron gave me a smile.
“Maximilian. We finally meet face to face like this.”
“......Yes. Good to see you, sir.”
I bowed my head to him.
Fleeting memories from before the Regression flashed by.
Chiron. A noble from the Capital, he aimed to bring down Deputy Knight Commander Anton.
However, Chiron lacked a foundation. Though Anton was a fallen noble, his unique charisma attracted knights. Chiron, by contrast, came from a nouveau riche family that had only recently succeeded.
The reason Chiron had been able to pull off a coup in the previous timeline was due to his cooperation with the Imperial Guard.
“Lately, there’s been a lot of talk about you in social circles.”
The Imperial Guard is power. The Knight Order is honor. Both wield tremendous authority, but the way they operate, and their natures, are completely different.
The Imperial Guard will carry out ethnic cleansing. The Knight Order will wage war.
Both... are perhaps necessary evils for me.
“The Third-Class Golden Lion Medal. Did I receive that at twenty-two?"
Chiron smiled as he glanced at the medal on my chest.
“Shall we have a brief talk?”
“Certainly.”
Chiron gestured to his subordinate knights. They backed off with practiced tact.
“Let’s talk on the way down. You must be busy too.”
“Yes.”
We got on the elevator together.
As the doors closed, Chiron spoke in a low voice.
“Maximilian. The world is changing. It’ll change even more drastically from now on. Probably far beyond what you can imagine... The central government is already in turmoil.”
He had a face like a snake, and a voice that matched that face.
“But I always worry. Will our Sentinels be able to handle that massive wave?”
Chiron had made similar proposals before the Regression.
Back then, I hadn’t even fully understood what he meant.
“Are you referring to Deputy Knight Commander Anton?”
Now, I had enough knowledge to cut straight to the point.
“......Sharp, aren’t you. Yes. The next Knight Commander election isn’t far off. At this rate, Anton is the leading candidate.”
“Yes. I’m aware. Many people seem to like Deputy Commander Anton.”
“Do you, as well?”
Ding.
The elevator stopped. As I walked toward the parking lot, I thought.
Deputy Commander Anton Zefren.
He’s a good man.
......But only a good man.
“Of course not.”
“Then what don’t you like about him?”
Chiron asked again. I raised my head and looked him in the eye.
“He seems to place too much faith in the innate goodness of mankind.”
Anton is a man who values the outdated romanticism known as ‘chivalry’. That’s why, when I killed a young Ezenheim, he expressed concern.
I will continue killing Ezenheim without end, and Anton will be an obstacle to me.
“He doesn’t understand the duties of a knight, nor the reason for our existence.”
As I continued speaking, Chiron’s face began to twitch.
He was trying not to laugh.
“He only wants to see the good in this world.”
From a broken Empire, ruin will bloom. The Empire must function as the lesser evil, and the cleansing of races must go forward.
“At that point, he’s no different from a blind man with open eyes.”
An old man trying to plant a single flower in a hellish world.
That is Anton.
“Hahaha!”
Chiron laughed heartily. He clapped his hands and placed one on my shoulder.
“Well said. Truly well said. Ha! I’ve been bested by a new recruit. No, not even that- Maximilian, it’s hard to call you a new recruit. You’re the heir of Ebenholtz, after all.”
Chiron’s expression quickly turned serious again.
“Maximilian. The Imperial Family will likely continue investigating Anton. They’ll come to you, and to your father, asking many things.”
“I doubt my words will carry much weight.”
“Don’t be so modest.”
Chiron paused for a moment, then twisted one corner of his mouth upward.
“I hope you’ll be just as honest there, and whatever else is said, just keep quiet about it.”
It meant he would blatantly fabricate and implicate him.
Chiron raised his eyebrows with a peculiar expression.
“A so-called noble who used to sell straw mats becoming the Knight Commander of Sentinel... isn’t that ridiculous? I’m sure your father thinks so too.”
I nodded. I didn’t like how he kept bringing up Sebestian, but tact was necessary.
“Yes. Speaking honestly is easy enough.”
“......Ha.”
Chiron let out a low chuckle.
“Good, then. Let’s meet again later. Go ahead. You seem busy."
“Yes.”
With that, Chiron left, and I got into my car.
As I stepped on the accelerator, I let out a sigh.
“So many people overstep their place.”
Mentioning Sebestian so lightly meant they were looking down on me, but for now, I had to endure it.
I was still nothing more than Sebestian’s young pup. Being perceived that way was actually beneficial for the moment.
.......
“......Sir Knight. Do you think Max is any help?”
In the Sentinel Knight Order’s parking lot, noble-born knight Reynel asked with clear displeasure.
“Max has already fallen out of Sebestian’s favor. Now there’s even a rumor that he’s planning to adopt Edmon. You saw it yourself, didn’t you? That stiff neck of his.”
At that, Chiron frowned.
“Watch your words. ‘Stiff neck’?”
“Ah, pardon?”
“And since when would Sebestian adopt a half-blood? He’s the most pureblooded noble of all.”
“......My apologies.”
Reynel and the other knights quickly bowed. Chiron clicked his tongue.
“Don’t treat him carelessly. Maximilian is someone you can have a proper conversation with.”
“Ah... Is that so?”
“Yes. How long are you going to hold that grudge? You’re the ones who were in the wrong from the beginning. Maximilian was absolutely right. No matter how well you knew him personally, you shouldn't be calling him ‘Max’ in an official setting.”
'—Do not call me Max.'
Those words Maximilian once said had left a bad impression among the senior knights.
“He’s an Ebenholtz. He’s not on the same level as you. He’s a noble of an entirely different class with a legacy you could never match.”
Even if he had been their junior as a cadet, they were never in the same league from the start.
And yet, these idiots tried to treat him lightly just because they remembered their time together at Empire Point.
“I’m saying don’t stir up trouble unnecessarily.”
“......Yes. We apologize.”
The knights bowed again.
“─Oh my. Is there a meeting happening in the parking lot?”
Everyone flinched and turned. Chiron glared at her.
Adria von Hardenberg.
One of the central figures in Anton’s faction, and the knight Chiron despised the most.
“You all look rather undignified. Knights gathering in a group like that.”
“It was just... a discussion about lunch options.”
Chiron swallowed a curse and forced a smile. Adria smiled faintly too.
“I see. Well, you people do like to make everything sound grand. Take care.”
Adria got into her knight vehicle. Chiron watched her, then signaled to the others.
“Let’s go.”
“Yes, sir.”
Chiron had confirmed that Maximilian of Ebenholtz shared his views. That was enough for now.
After all, there’s no way someone raised that nobly would take a liking to lowborn scum like Anton.
Chapter 25: The Effectiveness of the Law
Revolutionary forces. I contemplated how they should be treated. Before that, I thought about where their “origin” came from.
The Imperial Family had tolerated the revolutionary forces for a long time. A balloon that keeps inflating endlessly will burst eventually. Likewise, a society without any discontented groups cannot exist, and only when it can handle them properly can the system be maintained stably.
Yes.
It had to be at a level that could be handled.
It had to be a state capable of handling them.
However, when the evils of the Empire exceeded the critical point, the Empire completely lost its ability to control the revolutionary forces. Ezenheim exploited that gap and inflated the revolutionary forces exponentially.
If the Empire had remained endlessly sharp, had reigned as an eternal watcher, the revolution would not have happened.
Therefore, my enemy was Ezenheim and, at the same time, the interior of the Empire.
......While I was thinking, I arrived at my destination.
The Empire's 17th District, the industrial city of Denshtein. The heart of the Empire’s mana engineering technology.I recalled the name of one revolutionary member from my memories and ordered Schatz to track him.
“You’ve arrived.”
As I got out of the car, Schatz appeared like a shadow.
“Officials will arrive soon. I’ll go in first. When I give the signal, follow me then.”
“Yes.”
[Alfren Paper Mill]
The location was an ordinary paper mill. At least on the surface.
“.......”
I concealed my face as much as possible. A deeply pulled-down baker boy cap and a wool coat. Inside the factory, the mechanical noise and heat were thick. The employees were busily moving about, immersed in their labor.
I walked among them, and most didn’t pay any attention to me.
“Um... who are you?”
Just as I was about to reach the president’s office, a man who looked to be in his mid-thirties blocked my way.
He had an ordinary appearance. A kind face. But at that moment, a memory from the past vividly resurfaced.
‘These maggot-like bastards should have their heads cut off and displayed in the square!’
Before I am a regressor, I am a human being.
I can’t help but recall the ones I had personal resentment toward first.
‘Why are we letting this worm live?!’
A man who held especially radical and extreme beliefs, even among the revolutionary forces. The memory of the day he slapped my face behind bars and poured out his hatred still burned clear.
‘Tch! You’re worse than a pig or a dog.’
This man is a member of the revolutionary forces. An enthusiastic member who has already committed dozens of large and small acts of terrorism and killed civilians.
But he is not Ezenheim.
There is no need to feel regret.
──Thump.
The virus inside me reacted.
─Thump.
Somewhere in this place, Ezenheim was here.
“You’re Mr. Daniel, correct.”
“Yes.”
“Would you be able to speak for a moment?”
I showed him the Sentinel ID. His eyes trembled.
“Don’t react. It could cause a commotion, so first, the employees.”
I gestured toward the workshop.
Daniel rang a bell to signal the workers to leave for the day.
“......Everyone! That’s all for today. Please go home!”
Daniel Mateo.
He inherited his father’s paper mill, received a quality education as a member of the middle class, has long been a devoted member of the revolutionary forces, and is a pure-blood Imperial citizen.
However, beside him was Ezenheim.
***
President’s office. Daniel sat across the desk from the uninvited guest.
“What brings a knight to such a humble place.......”
The knight removed his cap. Blonde hair was revealed. As a liaison of the revolutionary forces, Daniel recognized his identity at that moment.
Maximilian of Ebenholtz.
Once deemed weak during his time at Empire Point, but because of that very inferiority complex and sense of inadequacy, he joined the Sentinel and had been walking a path of extreme behavior ever since, an aristocrat.
“Would you care for a cup of coffee?”
Trickle. Daniel poured coffee into a cup, trying to hide his tension. The knight didn’t even glance at it. He simply stared directly at Daniel.
“.......”
A suffocating silence. His body was drenched in sweat. Even trying to remain calm, his fingertips and toes moved involuntarily.
Was it because he was of Ebenholtz, no matter how young or incompetent? The pressure exuding from him as a noble was unavoidable.
“You’ve been running this factory for quite some time, haven’t you.”
He finally spoke.
“Yes. That’s right.”
He turned his gaze toward one wall of the office. Daniel unconsciously followed his line of sight.
“We’ve received intelligence.”
“Excuse me?”
“There was a report that seditious activities were being carried out here... that kind of intelligence. What do you think about that, Mr. Daniel?”
The knight asked while looking at him. His tone was ordinary, and his movements were calm.
“That’s not true. Since my father’s generation, we’ve been making paper for generations...”
Daniel’s words stopped. He suddenly followed the knight’s pupils. The direction of his gaze was strange.
He wasn’t looking at Daniel.
It was fixed on the ‘wall’.
Slide.
Maximilian quietly stood up. Then he slowly walked over to that spot.
Tap. Tap.
He tapped on the wall with his fingers. A dull and solid sound echoed. The contrast was clear, something had definitely been prepared.
“Um, sir knight...?”
“Well-made.”
He drew the long sword from his back.
Swaaa──!
The long blade split the wall. Concrete tore apart like sheets of paper, revealing the space behind it. A long corridor. Daniel’s heart dropped with a thud.
“.......”
Maximilian slowly entered. Before long, he reached a completely different space. A small classroom-like place with desks and chairs.
“Hmm.......”
The knight let out a light sigh and swept his eyes around the interior. Daniel could not say a single word. He merely watched his back in a daze.
The bookshelves were full of books without covers. He pulled one out and slowly read its contents.
“Democracy... Republic...”
Maximilian laughed faintly. They were clearly banned books.
“...Eugenics does not exist?”
The knight tossed the book aside carelessly. Then he stretched his hand and stroked the bookshelf. More precisely, it seemed he was sensing something beyond the bookshelf.
Daniel, breathing roughly, placed his hand on his back pocket.
Thump. Thump.
Just as his heart was pounding as if it would burst out-
Swaaa──!
The knight’s sword slashed through. The bookshelf was sliced, revealing a hidden door handle.
At that moment, Daniel drew a pistol and suddenly fired.
Bang!
The bullet grazed Maximilian’s cheek, but bounced off with a thunk, as if it had struck steel.
A shield of mana. A magical technique known as mana protection.
A knight is like a tank. When mana is prepared, ordinary bullets cannot pierce the barrier that envelops their skin.
Clack.
Maximilian flung the door handle wide open.
“...Here you are.”
His lips twisted. Inside, decorated like a bedroom, two women were crouching and holding their breath.
─Thump.
His heart pounded. It meant Ezenheim was here.
Maximilian gripped his sword again.
They must be killed.
They are bastards who must be killed.
“.......”
That thought came to him, but he stopped.
He had to endure.
They were not targets for ‘certain’ immediate execution, and besides, there was public opinion. And the media was a problem.
Ebenholtz was not invincible. If the heir turned out to be a murder maniac, it would tarnish the family’s name and give political enemies a weakness to exploit. Even the Imperial Family would have grounds to intervene.
As of now, the only one who knew that Ezenheim are monsters- was himself.
Let today’s results be enough.
Maximilian sheathed his sword at his waist. Instead, he signaled to Schatz and the officials waiting outside.
They entered quickly, subdued Daniel, and began searching for evidence.
“We found it! A ciphered document!”
“There are explosives here too!”
Indeed, the officials, who were former prison guards, were highly skilled at searching interiors.
***
Maximilian raided a small revolutionary cell. The seditious books were all seized as evidence, and three subversives were taken to the Knight Order.
Julian looked into the interrogation room through the glass window at the two people inside.
The interrogator was Knight Adria. The subject was Daniel, the revolutionary member.
“Oh, Julian. There you are.”
At that moment, Chiron entered.
“What’s going on here? A rookie already caught revolutionaries?”
He chuckled and placed a hand on Julian’s shoulder.
“Seems like Maximilian is developing fast under your mentorship. At this rate, he’ll earn the second-class medal soon.”
Chiron was Julian’s peer. That had been the case since their days at Empire Point. Julian wasn’t obsessed with performance, while Chiron had a fanatical ambition, which made them strangely compatible.
“How’s the situation?”
“Daniel. That man confessed to being a liaison for the revolutionary forces. But the other two, apparently not.”
“And?”
“Illegal immigrants from a foreign country.”
“Pfft.”
Chiron sneered.
“If he’s a liaison... he might live if he talks.”
The Empire doesn’t simply cut off heads just because someone belongs to the revolutionary forces. The Imperial Guard might, but the Knight Order does not.
Of course, since the most serious crime in the Empire is treason, revolutionary members go through a special tribunal. It’s a trial where the knight directly takes on the role of prosecutor.
“It’s funny, really. Even among the revolutionary bastards, noble-style hierarchy applies.”
Julian listened to Chiron’s words with one ear and let them out the other.
“The higher-ups of revolutionary forces beg to be killed, but they never actually get executed. There’s too much information to extract. Even the ones who try to kill themselves, they keep them alive no matter what.”
Unless they’re major figures, revolutionary officers are rarely executed. The sentence may be death, but there’s fierce behind-the-scenes negotiation and persuasion involved.
Julian nodded.
“If he’s a liaison, a deal will likely be made.”
“The knight in charge would be Maximilian, right?”
“Since Max was the one who caught him.”
“...Tsk.”
Chiron suddenly turned to Julian with a stern look.
“Julian. No matter how junior he is, don’t call someone by their name so casually in an official setting.”
“Got it.”
Creeeak.
Right then, the door opened, and Maximilian entered. Chiron brightened at the sight.
“Knight Maximilian. Congratulations.”
Max gave a small nod.
“Thank you.”
“You must have got some intelligence ahead of time?”
“Yes. That’s right.”
“Good. That’s great, but... be careful.”
Chiron gestured with his eyes toward Adria inside the interrogation room.
“Don’t let her steal your results. She’s a scary woman.”
Maximilian calmly looked toward Adria inside the interrogation room. Chiron suppressed a chuckle.
“Anyway. That guy’s the liaison, huh? Have you prepared a trial strategy?”
“No.”
“No? Ah~ well. I guess it’s your first time. It’s gonna be a lot different from the mock trials we did back at Empire Point. You’ll probably need some hel-”
“No. That’s not it.”
Maximilian shook his head with a faint smile.
“What I want is-”
Julian scratched his eyebrow, as if sensing what was coming next.
“Capital punishment for all.”
His voice sank. The weight in the words tightened the air.
Chiron asked again, quietly.
“...Capital punishment for all?”
“Yes.”
He answered calmly, like saying hello to a neighbor.
“All three- I’ll kill them.”
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Tick─ tick─
The clock in the interrogation room ticked. I gazed at it quietly.
Tick─ tick─
I closed my eyes in silence. I try speaking to the thing inside my body.
Thump─ thump─
There is no reply, but the virus is still pulsing.
Thump─
Tick─
The unit of the pulse is one second.
The two rhythms overlap precisely.Clack.
The door opened. At last, Adria came out of the interrogation room. She looked at me and smiled brightly.
“Another case closed, Knight Maximilian.”
Adria is a core member of the Revolutionary forces. While I was drafting a general statement report, she had probably gone ahead to act first, but she wouldn't have pulled anything too reckless. In the heart of the Sentinel Knight Order, even someone like her would have to tread carefully.
To them, Adria is hundreds of times more valuable than a contact like Daniel.
“Thank you.”
“I tried stirring things up, but his mouth is tightly shut.”
Adria has some sort of degree in socio-dissident crime psychology or something like that. Probably got it just to make contact with the Revolutionary forces herself in situations like this.
“Yes. Let me try.”
“Alright. Get whatever you can out of him.”
Adria left the room, and I entered as if switching places with her.
On the other side of the cold metal table, Daniel sat in handcuffs.
“First of all... quite a lot of evidence was found at your place. Everything from coded messages that require decryption to high-powered explosives.”
“.......”
Daniel said nothing.
Tap. Tap.
I tapped the table with my fingers and looked at him. From my own past experience as a detainee, the most frightening weapon was always silence.
“.......”
Sweat formed on Daniel’s temples. His lips were dry and cracked.
I calmly adjusted my clothes.
And then, I opened my mouth.
“Those two people who were there with you─ they must be Revolutionary members too.”
A woman in her early to mid-thirties, and another in her mid to late teens. Ezenheim who had hidden by Daniel’s side.
“No!”
Daniel suddenly reacted sharply. I looked at him for a moment. The fierce tremble in his eyes was truly surprising.
“They're not members of the Revolutionary forces.”
His tone was irritating.
“I alone-”
"Who said you could speak informally?"
“.......”
“Let’s at least keep things courteous.”
Daniel took a moment to catch his breath. Then, in a subdued voice, he continued.
“...They’re not members of the Revolutionary forces. They're immigrants who don't even speak the Empire’s language properly. They had overstayed their residency and were supposed to be deported... so I used them.”
I observed Daniel’s expression. That face as he spoke of the two women. That saintly mindset trying to take all the blame upon himself.
“...That's strange.”
Come to think of it, his behavior was odd from the beginning. When I was about to open the hidden door, he lost his mind and fired a pistol. And even though he wasn’t Ezenheim, he was possessed by a degree of revolutionary fervor far too intense for an ordinary citizen of the Empire.
“Because of you, now all the workers at the factory will fall under suspicion. Some of them might even be getting tortured right now.”
Workers who had done nothing wrong, who simply toiled day after day to earn money and feed their families.
The Empire’s police had arrested all of them. Because of Daniel, who had built a secret room in the factory inherited from his father.
“And yet you're only concerned about those two?”
He built the factory as a front to avoid suspicion, but instead of worrying about the workers, he’s heartbroken over two Ezenheim women.
“.......”
Daniel’s expression froze over. I let out a hollow laugh.
"What a fucking emotion this is? You preach about liberation and revolution, some grand cause, but the only thing that really shakes you are just two people.”
It wasn’t revolution. It was love. It wasn’t a cause. It was an entirely personal matter.
No matter how misguided a belief may be, those who dedicate their lives to loyalty are given respect. But someone who is swayed by mere personal feelings becomes nothing more than a loser covered in shame and filth.
Only now do I understand why the Revolutionary forces looked at me the way they did before the regression.
They respected Sebestian, and they were disgusted by me.
“Unbelievable.”
I stood up from my seat and looked down at Daniel. Daniel clenched his fists tightly with his head bowed.
“It’s useless for you to deny being a member of the Revolutionary forces. The moment I identify someone as a Revolutionary, they become one.”
Daniel raised his gaze. His eyes were filled with a mix of resignation and anger.
“In that case, I won’t speak another word.”
“...Pfft.”
I let out a small laugh. Slowly, I stepped closer and leaned over the table.
“Don’t be mistaken.”
I whispered in a low voice.
“The information you have was never needed in the first place.”
***
In the Empire, there exists a special judicial institution called the “Knight Court”. In truth, it’s closer to a procedure than an organization.
When the assigned knight submits collected evidence records and a written opinion on the case to a judge, the judge renders a verdict and sentencing based on that documentation.
All complicated and time-consuming processes like legal counsel or jury verdicts are entirely omitted.
The subjects are mainly those who hold dissatisfaction toward the Empire or pose a threat, anti-establishment individuals.
Investigative authority, prosecutorial power, and influence over sentencing. This is one of the reasons why knights are called the “Sword of the Empire”.
I wrote a case opinion on Daniel and the other two Ezenheim.
The charges were conspiracy to overthrow the Empire, illegal stay, membership and activity in the Revolutionary forces, and illegal manufacturing and possession of explosives.
The sentence recommendation: death penalty.
I scribbled it out with a logic of my own.
I got up from my chair. Just behind me was a window. The office for new knights was quite small.
But with this case, the budget would likely be increased, and the space would soon expand.
As a knight, performance is important. And to fully inherit Ebenholtz, Sebestian’s support is essential.
“.......”
I placed my hand near my collarbone.
And thought about this quietly pulsing virus.
The dimensional devourer summoned by Ezenheim. A fragment of that thing seeped into me and regressed along with me.
Though I'm forcibly carrying it with me, I don’t know what this thing's purpose is. It’s hard to even gauge if it’s truly a sentient being.
One thing is certain, this thing consumes Ezenheims. And it helps me to vaguely understand the mana of the world.
Its existence itself seems to be composed of mana, but perhaps it’s some kind of cosmic substance that I can’t yet comprehend.
The conclusion is simple.
I need to learn more about mana, and uncover more.
***
Districts 40 through 44 of the Empire are slums. Because they’re part of the Underground City area. However, right next to the Underground City lies an autonomous region, as if the two areas were back-to-back.
“Zestfall.”
Originally, it was a normal 39th district of the Empire, but due to a concentration of uniquely creative mana engineering companies, prestigious universities, and magic towers, it developed explosively, and in exchange for the massive taxes paid to the royal family, it was granted a high level of autonomy.
I found a shabby mana shop in one of its alleyways.
[Mana Shop, Lorenzo Carione]
In this way, the Empire’s “Integrated Identity Network”, accessible from the Sentinel Knight Order, is very convenient. No matter where someone is in the Empire, if you remember their name, you can find them.
The exterior is ordinary. In fact, the wood is so rotted it looks like it’ll fall apart. It’s enough to make one hesitate to enter, but the shop owner is far from ordinary.
A figure of very high authority in mana.
Creeeak─ I opened the wooden door, its edges frayed.
“.......”
I quietly looked around the interior. At the counter stood a bespectacled staff member, and on the shelves were not only simple raw ingredients and herbs, but also magi-tech items made by combining machines and mana stones.
One particular item caught my eye.
It was a machine like a waterwheel. In front of it stood a boy resembling a puppy.
“Did you make this?”
“...Ah, yes!”
The boy, called out, smiled cheerfully as he stepped forward. His features were quite sharp. The staff member beside him gave a worried glance in this direction.
“It’s a mana stone waterwheel!”
“Mana stone waterwheel.”
“Yes. If you place it somewhere with a high mana density!”
The boy released mana. The waterwheel, touched by that stream, began to turn with a rumble.
“It draws mana like a waterwheel!”
My eyebrow twitched.
“Like this, it keeps gathering mana from the air!”
As the boy infused mana, the waterwheel rotated, and in the container placed beneath, particles the size of sand grains began to condense. Circulation and refinement of mana. The process and flow formed before my eyes. The principle of it became visible to me.
Is this also due to the virus?
“It produces mana stones!”
The boy placed the dust-like mana stone on his fingertip. The mana stone quickly evaporated.
“Ah, you know, right? Artificial mana disappears! But if you put it somewhere with lots of natural mana, the mana stone won’t vanish!”
Human mana and natural mana are different. Human mana cannot be turned into stones or crystals, but natural mana, gathering underground, in caves, or inside glaciers, becomes mana stones.
In other words, this mana stone waterwheel is a natural mana stone generator.
I looked at the boy.
“What’s your name?”
“Arman!”
Arman answered with a face full of anticipation. His cheeks puffed up like steamed buns, and his eyes sparkled like stars.
“The concept is good, but.”
There was something I had to point out. The joint part of the waterwheel that draws in mana. There was a defect there. At least, according to the virus.
I lightly infused mana into that spot.
Boom─!
The entire waterwheel exploded.
“...N-no!”
Arman’s face looked like his world had collapsed.
“Why, why would you do that?!”
The boy bent over, almost crying. I looked down at him as he picked up the shattered remains.
“This waterwheel is only meaningful when used in places with a high mana density, but in such places, mana ruptures happen frequently.”
The boy quickly looked up at me.
“Mana wears down materials. If you place this waterwheel in a place thick enough with mana to create natural mana stones, it won’t last even a day. In other words, it’s not practical. And more importantly...”
There was a more critical issue, but I didn’t say any more.
“...I worked so hard on it.”
Arman’s lips trembled as if he was about to burst into tears.
At some point, the boy’s face turned red. He suddenly stood up and held out his palm to me.
“Please compensate me!”
“Compensate?”
“You destroyed an item that’s for sale!”
“─Arman! You rascal!”
Just then, someone rushed out, calling Arman’s name.
Lorenzo Carione. With a thick beard and sideburns, he walked out leaning on a cane.
“How dare you speak so rudely to a customer!”
He scolded the boy in my place, looking like a rather strict mana merchant. That was his appearance, at least.
But in truth, he is a genius professor who once vanished from the world. A mage scholar with a deep story behind him, he harbors a strong dislike for nobles.
That’s why my criticism of the boy was partly intentional. If I hadn’t done that, he wouldn’t have shown his face to me.
“You’re the owner, I presume.”
I gestured toward Lorenzo.
“...Yes. Apologies. This brat is my apprentice, but he’s got no manners. Hey, bow your head!”
Lorenzo tapped the boy’s crown with his cane. But the boy didn’t lower his head.
“You! You’re not going to bow your head?!”
“.......”
Tears welled up in the boy’s eyes, but even so, he didn’t bow. He clenched his fists tightly, gritting his teeth.
“Enough.”
His unyielding attitude pleased me. Regardless of status or age, that was far better than the rotten nobles who bow until their foreheads touch the ground.
More than anything, the boy had outstanding talent, so this much was tolerable.
“Owner. I’m looking for items like these.”
I handed an order list to Lorenzo. Rare mana books by leading scholars, flasks and syringes for mana analysis, high-grade mana stones to feed the virus, and so on.
“...There are quite a few items we don’t have here. It may be difficult for us to acquire them.”
Difficult to acquire.
I smiled faintly and turned back to Arman. I pointed at his flushed-red face and the wreckage of the waterwheel he had made.
“A machine that artificially produces mana stones could be in violation of the Imperial Mana Stone Regulation Act.”
“.......”
Lorenzo bit his lip subtly, and Arman’s face turned to one of sudden fear.
“I wonder what they would say if they saw it.”
Just like this, I would not hesitate to use any means necessary.
It meant I had no intention of wasting time trying to appease anyone’s feelings.
“...We don’t have them right now, but I think I can procure them. It’ll come to about 100,000 dollars.”
Lorenzo’s tone shifted in an instant.
“That’s good to hear. Thank you.”
I didn’t scold him. On the contrary, I expressed gratitude and pulled out my wallet.
“But, will 100,000 be enough?”
I signed a check and handed it to him.
Lorenzo’s eyes widened at the amount.
“It’s 200,000.”
I don’t haggle.
To someone worth receiving the money, to a talent who won’t waste it, I pay more than the full price.
“If you happen to need more during the process of obtaining the items, don’t hesitate to let me know.”
This is the Ebenholtz way of doing business.
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While the owner Lorenzo went down to the basement to place an order, I looked back at Arman. The boy's round eyes were still glaring at me.
“.......”
But he said nothing. He showed his dissatisfaction on his face but didn’t open his mouth.
I spoke to him.
“That was something that shouldn’t have been sold in the first place. Even before the issue of legality, it was a defective product by itself.”
I conveyed only the facts without any emotion, and tears welled up in Arman's eyes. It was not sadness but resentment.
I looked at the broken pieces of the waterwheel. Just now, I could see the principle of mana that Arman had created.
A power I never had before the regression, probably a Talent the virus gave me.
“......You don’t even know anything.”
“Try drilling a mana circuit into the framework of the waterwheel.”“Hmph. What nonsense.......”
Arman’s words stopped halfway. His face suddenly went blank as if he had fallen into thought.
“Drill a circuit inside the waterwheel to embed mana, and fix it in place with a mana stone.”
It’s similar in principle to embedding rebar in concrete. It’s hard to explain in detail, but somehow it just “feels” that way.
It felt like forcibly receiving knowledge that wasn’t mine.
“......!”
Arman seemed to grasp the principle immediately.
“If I embed a mana circuit inside the waterwheel, then because of the property of mana spreading through materials, it’ll naturally coat the outside as well! That way, it won’t wear down easily even in atmospheric mana. Its durability will become much stronger!”
At some point, he looked up at me with a face that was now sparkling, but then he suddenly looked sullen again.
Is this kid already bipolar at this age?
“......But it’s illegal anyway, right?”
I shook my head.
“I said there’s a ‘possibility’ that it could be illegal.”
The law is all about how you phrase things.
If the claim that this waterwheel absorbs natural mana and produces “natural mana stones” is accepted, it will be legal.
But if the claim that it artificially transforms natural mana to “synthesize” mana stones is accepted, then it will be illegal.
In truth, what matters more than the justification of the argument itself is who makes the argument and how.
What if the one making the claim is Ebenholtz?
Then the mana waterwheel might be recorded in history as a decent invention.
“But. Why is it bad to make synthetic mana stones? Even if they’re a little less efficient than natural ones, you can make way more of them and use them, right?”
“Because mana stones are the product of vested interests.”
“Vested interests?”
The manufacture of synthetic mana stones is treated as a felony greater than drug crimes in the Empire.
The ownership of mana stone mines is monopolized by noble families. Therefore, they define the very technology of synthetic mana stones as a “blasphemous act that defies the providence of nature” and suppress it thoroughly.
“......For now, it still costs much more to make synthetic mana stones than to mine natural ones.”
“That’s just for now. But if the technology improves, things will get better. And if mana stones get cheaper, everyone will benefit, right?”
“There can never be a world where everyone benefits. The world will collapse before that ever happens.”
Arman blinked. He was a kid with a cute buzz cut haircut.
“You said you're the owner’s apprentice?”
“No. I’m just Arman. Boss just works me to the bone.”
“.......”
That can’t be true. He’s a picky person, if he didn’t genuinely like the boy, he wouldn’t keep him around.
Lorenzo must have already recognized Arman’s Talent.
“What about school?”
“I don’t go. I tried once, but there was nothing to learn.”
“Family?”
“None.”
Arman’s appearance deviated subtly from that of a pureblood Imperial. Most likely, he was a Subspecies.
But lineage can be sufficiently forged. Since he’s still young, if we start the work now, it’s possible.
“Arman!”
Just then, the owner came up from the basement.
“Go back down. Now!”
“......Yes.”
Arman quickly went down to the basement. Lorenzo greeted me again with a gentle expression.
“If you come by next week, the item you ordered should be ready.”
I nodded.
“I’ll send someone then.”
“Yes.”
“Wouldn’t it be better to send that boy to school?”
I gestured toward the basement Arman had gone down to. Lorenzo gave a wry smile.
“That child doesn't need to go to school-”
“Well, theory can be taught directly by Mr. Giorgio, I suppose.”
“.......”
Lorenzo, no.
Giorgio’s expression stiffened.
Giorgio Chirico. Once hailed as a genius scholar, why would someone like him renounce the world and hide away in such a shabby place?
His story was quite well-known before the regression. It was one of the examples used to reveal the corruption of the Empire's nobility.
Giorgio had presented a groundbreaking theory that formed the foundation of the Empire's mana engineering technology, but it was stolen entirely by one of his noble disciples. He fought a grueling legal battle but naturally lost. Because Giorgio was a commoner.
“The Induced Mana Field Formation Theory. I heard that the theory that led to the invention of modern mana coils was your achievement. Now, of course, the Listmann Family holds an exclusive patent on it.”
Talent is a curse. Especially when that talent is granted to a commoner.
“If you ever need my help, just let me know.”
Then Lorenzo gave a bitter smile. He touched his damaged knee and spoke in a low voice.
“......May I speak honestly?”
I nodded.
“That probably won’t happen, noble sir.”
It wasn’t so much stubbornness as it was that he had simply become someone who could no longer trust nobles.
“Then allow me to speak honestly as well.”
I took a Sentinel business card out of my wallet and placed it on the table.
“You’re always free to change your mind.”
I pressed down my newsboy cap again as I spoke.
“Mr. Giorgio. You know the reason you lost, don’t you?”
In a twisted world, being right is not the essence.
Giorgio insisted on his righteousness, but precisely because of that, he lost.
“You didn’t lose because you were wrong, but because you lacked power."
Ebenholtz still possesses the power to correct that distortion, even if belatedly.
“Well then, goodbye.”
I turned around and left the shop.
***
......The lights were off at the mana shop - 「Lorenzo Carione」.
Lorenzo sat in an old chair, lost in deep thought. The candle on the table flickered, casting a red glow on the wrinkles of his face. The numerous tools hanging on the wall wavered in the shadows.
Then, in that moment.
Jingle─
The locked shop door opened. A man stepped into the darkness. It was an old friend of Lorenzo’s. He leaned on the counter and looked at him.
Lorenzo asked,
“What is it, again?”
“......Listmann is looking for you.”
Lorenzo’s face stiffened. Karl, the eldest son of the Listmann family. Once Lorenzo’s most promising disciple, now the traitor who stole his theory and fled.
That bastard must be in his forties by now.
“......Me? After all this time?”
“Yes. Seems he’s hit a wall with his recent progress.”
Lorenzo clenched his teeth.
“It won’t take long. You know how powerful Listmann is these days.”
“......Thanks for the warning.”
“Going to run again?”
The old friend looked around the inside.
“This shop’s well put together. You might as well join our cause-”
“Shh.”
Lorenzo brought his finger to his lips.
"Don't say such things to me and leave. I don't want to report you."
“......Right. Thanks. Take care of yourself.”
The friend left with a bitter smile.
Jingle.
“.......”
In the shadow-filled interior, Lorenzo fell into deep contemplation.
Once, he had devoted his entire life to scholarship.
But what had he achieved? What remained?
Nothing but stolen honor and a permanently crippled body.
“Boss! Boss! Look at this!”
A cute commotion rose up. Arman was coming up from the basement, excited. In his hands was a new waterwheel.
“I rebuilt the frame like that knight said, and it’s way sturdier now! The mana efficiency got even better too!”
“.......”
Lorenzo looked into the child’s shining eyes and asked weakly,
"......Must you make that?"
“Huh?”
Arman looked confused, as if he didn’t understand what he meant.
“Come on~ Boss, you always say this, don’t you? That if you make just one really good item, you can live well for the rest of your life! Of course, since this one might be legally problematic, I’ll keep it hidden for now!”
Lorenzo gave a bitter smile. Arman, excited again, went back down to his workshop.
Even if it was an item that couldn’t be sold, even if it was something that could never be revealed to the world, he was just a pure kid who rejoiced in the act of invention itself.
He reminded Lorenzo exactly of his younger self.
But if Listmann has found me, and if I must run away once again in the end.
Then I can’t take that boy with me.
Lorenzo suddenly looked toward the old mirror in the corner of the shop. The face of an old, worn-out man who had wasted far too many years remained reflected there.
“.......”
Arman.
You must never become like me.
Lorenzo slowly picked up the knight’s business card that lay on the table.
***
The weekend arrived.
Even knights get weekends off. Taking advantage of the break, I came for a little sightseeing at the Magic Tower.
The Imperial Sentio Magic Tower.
As the name “Sentio” suggests, it is a place where the Empire’s top-level wizards are trained and where magic is researched.
I walked through the tower's courtyard.
The tower is connected to the Imperial Central University, so it practically shares the same campus. In fact, you can often see university students sitting on the lawn reading books or chatting.
For someone like me who had come through the Military Academy, filled with strict rules and training, it was an enviable sight.
Ah, of course, knights can attend university too. Same goes for me.
Some of my fellow cadets are probably already coming here to take advanced courses on “active mana traces”.
“Ehh? Max?”
Then someone called my name. It was a familiar face.
Ezell.
“What are you doing here, Max...? Ah~”
She thought it through and reached her own conclusion.
I was speechless.
“What do you mean, ‘Ah~’?”
“You came to take the advanced course on active traces too, right? You used to struggle so much with that.”
“Nope.”
“Then?”
“I just came to see the Magic Tower. I was curious.”
“......Don’t tell me, you came to see me?”
"Are you crazy?"
Ezell narrowed her eyes suspiciously. I raised my middle finger.
“Before I beat the hell out of you.”
“......Pfft. I’ll snap that finger.”
“Since I’m here, show me around the tower.”
“Show you around... Fine, just follow me.”
We entered the Magic Tower. The first-floor lobby was arranged like a giant library.
To enter, we had to pass through an identity verification gate.
Beep.
Ezell tagged a card-like object.
“Okay, come in. This is the Tower Hall. Usually called the main lobby. It looks like a library, but you can talk in here. Everyone’s really good at staying focused, so.......”
I looked at Ezell as she explained the tower. Her gestures and voice were so familiar.
When was it, eight years old? Nine? She was like that little girl who had excitedly shown me the garden she had grown herself.
“That person passing by over there is a professor. He’s recently retired and now holds an honorary position. That’s Professor Deslaine.”
Ezell pointed to an elderly man with white hair.
“And then......”
Thump─
Suddenly, my heart raced. I turned and looked somewhere else without showing it on my face. One person caught my eye.
Pexi von Arzen.
The Ezenheim woman I had seen at the Kerios Mansion, strongly suspected to be Jun Kandel’s lover, and someone I was certain was a Brain-Eater.
She walked down the hall, capturing the gazes of the first-floor mages with her perfectly beautiful presence......
“Oh, Wizard-nim?”
Ezell waved at her. Pexi smiled brightly and waved back at Ezell.
What kind of expression am I making as I look back and forth between those two?
What kind of expression should I make?
The answer is simple.
As if nothing is happening, as if nothing happened at all.
I should just smile.
Chapter 28: The Effectiveness of the Law (4)
[Name: Pexi von Arzen]
[Birth: November 1, Imperial Year 1012, Capital Arcadia]
[Status: Eldest daughter of the Arzen Family]
[Affiliation: Sentio Magic Tower, 5th-tier Wizard]
Pexi von Arzen.
She ranks fairly high in the 9-tier wizard system. Considering there are only seven active 8th-tier wizards, zero 9th-tier wizards at present, and only three throughout history, she is essentially an elite who, if she continues her career, will at least reach the 7th-tier.
Like this, the Ezenheim race generally handles mana well. After all, their method of communication inherently involves mixing their own waveforms and mana.
"Ezell. The report is......?"
Pexi tilted her head while looking at me, who was beside Ezell. Ezell introduced me.
“This is Maximilian. A knight affiliated with the Sentinel Knight Order.”Pexi looked back and forth between us and then smiled brightly.
“Nice to meet you. I’m Pexi, 5th-tier... Ah, you probably don’t know this kind of greeting, Sir Knight.”
“I do. Wizards always attach their tier when introducing themselves.”
“It’s our own kind of hierarchy awareness, it’s a bit embarrassing.”
The voice of a noble. Even her speech is flawless.
I asked casually.
"By the way, haven't we met somewhere before?"
“Uh... I’m not sure?”
Without changing her expression, she pretended not to know. Well then, I’ll pretend too.
“Hm. I must be mistaken.”
“What brings you to the Sentinel, Sir Knight?”
“There’s a case I’ve been assigned to lately. So, I was wondering if there’s a wizard who might assist with cooperation...”
“Eh? That’s what it was?”
Ezell lightly tapped my shoulder. Pexi chuckled and asked again.
“I see. What case is it?”
It was the question I’d been waiting for.
“I’m tracking the ‘Brain-Eater’.”
I continued, observing Pexi’s change in expression.
“You’ve heard of the Brain-Eater, right? One of the victims was a wizard.”
“Yes. I know. It was a horrific incident.”
As expected, calm. She only showed reactions that were natural and matter-of-fact.
Ezell beside me also grew serious.
“Brain-Eater... Max. I think I can connect you to a wizard related to tracking. I just met one last week, actually.”
"Ah, really?"
In truth, I don’t need it.
Pexi looked at her wristwatch and then raised her eyebrows.
“Ezell, send the report up once it’s compiled. I have something to do. And Sir Knight, I hope you catch them for sure.”
“Yes.”
I gave a polite nod. Pexi left in a hurry to somewhere. Watching her back, I deliberately muttered.
“...She’s beautiful.”
Just loud enough for Pexi to hear.
Ezell let out a short laugh.
“You do have an eye. She’s quite well-known.”
“Really? Are you close with her?”
“I got to know her after entering the Magic Tower, so it’s been about three months. Why? Are you interested?”
I nodded right away.
“Yeah. Could you introduce me?”
There was a strange glint in Ezell’s eyes for a moment, but she soon gave a sly grin and tapped my shoulder.
“This guy... You’ve finally grown up?”
The engagement between us had been completely nullified. Ezell’s family hadn’t liked me from the start, and Sebestian never cared about my private life anyway.
“Yeah. I want to talk to her a bit about the Brain-Eater, too.”
“Hmm. So you're going to use the case as a pretext?”
“Well, something like that.”
Ezell smugly patted her own chest.
“Alright. Just leave it to me and wait.”
Her smiling face was bright.
***
After returning home from the Magic Tower, it was time for Freya’s swordsmanship lesson.
Somehow, I had ended up walking the path of Ebenholtz again, but I no longer had any complaints. Improving my individual combat ability was essential. Within a few years, I would become the top assassination target for both the Revolutionary forces and the Ezenheim race.
“Hoo...”
Repeating the Ebenholtz Breathing Method, I drew up the pure crystals I had deposited in my body since childhood. I spread mana throughout my entire body, tempering my bones, muscles, and blood vessels.
Thump─
Even the virus resonated with me.
Thump─
Breathing is harder than I thought. The mana particles claw at my internal organs, it’s quite painful.
“Krrg......”
Through the pain that felt like my heart and lungs were burning, I opened my eyes.
At some point, Freya was standing right in front of me.
“The rhythm of your breathing is good. The mana circulating between your inhalation and exhalation is also refined very cleanly. You’ve learned mana breathing very well.”
“......Thank you.”
“Now stand up. Any more and your organs might tear.”
I raised my body. Staggering, I looked at Freya.
To be honest, this woman was still full of mysteries. Was there someone like her before the regression? I wasn’t sure. It was probably a fake name, of course, but I didn’t recall anyone even similar.
“Now, let me see it. Your sword.”
“Yes.”
Time for homework inspection.
I drew my long sword and swung it through the air. The sword flowed out like a stream of black water, graceful. I didn’t use any force. I simply cut naturally.
────!
The sound of the long sword slicing through the wind, a clear resonance as if cutting through space.
Through it, Freya’s dagger flew at me like lightning.
Whoosh!
“What the-! What are you doing?!”
I jumped back in shock. The dagger grazed my cheek and embedded itself into the tree behind me.
“I told you not to move.”
Freya replied coldly.
"What?"
“It’s disgraceful. The sword of Ebenholtz is a graceful sword. It is a sword that resembles the moonlight of a silent night. You must not move so frivolously, nor should you swing so extravagantly.”
“.......”
I swept my hair back. I was a little angry.
Freya kept comparing the sword of Ebenholtz to nobility.
“But tell me, what’s so good about a sword being graceful? We don’t swing a sword for others to admire-”
“Because only then can you reach the pinnacle.”
“......The pinnacle?”
Freya stretched out her arm. The dagger stuck in the tree returned to her grasp.
“I’m not asking you for shallow flair just to look good. Flair is nothing more than vanity. In contrast, grace comes from within.”
“What does that have to do with the pinnacle?”
“Think about the magic circles of wizards. Do they draw them carelessly? Of course not. They complete their spells by putting all their strength into every single stroke. If even a little is off, the magic collapses.”
At her sudden comparison to wizards,
I realized something.
“The pinnacle of Ebenholtz is more than just swordsmanship. It is a perfect ‘formation of swordsmanship’ completed through the trajectory of the sword. That is the Secret Sword of Ebenholtz. To achieve that, you must build perfect habits from the very beginning.”
Freya swung her sword. From her clean trajectory, rays of light scattered. My eyes widened.
“When holding a sword, always maintain a composed and orderly posture. Also, make sure no sound is made when you swing. That’s your second task.”
To cut without making a sound.
A task more difficult than swinging ten thousand times.
“Try it.”
“......Yes.”
I swung the sword for now.
Bwoooong─!
It made a sound. Of course it did.
Bwoooong─!
The more I became conscious of the noise, the duller and noisier the sword became.
“Use not only your arms but your whole body. Eliminate unnecessary waste of strength.”
Freya’s calm advice.
I closed my eyes.
“Instead, focus on the subtle movements that begin from your toes. Just shifting your center of gravity will naturally move your body.”
The sole that steps on the ground, the ankle that pushes off the earth, the hips that rotate.
Through all of it is formed the line of the sword technique.
“Move your entire body like a sword.”
The arms are merely the endpoint reached by the strength of the swordsman. The sword is not wielded as a separate part of the body. You must sense the sword being projected through the flow of your entire body.
Then, the loud air-splitting sound gradually subsided.
I firmly suppressed all other distracting thoughts.
Nobles do not show emotion. They do not display. They only maintain composure.
They are merely refined.
......A refined sword.
I trained all through the night until I collapsed from exhaustion, lying flat on the ground. The rustling leaves felt like a bed. A full moon hung in the sky.
Suddenly, blocking half of that light, Freya looked down at me.
I looked up at her.
──When elegance reaches its pinnacle.
Her words spread faintly, echoing in my ears as if I were submerged in water.
──A sword that resembles moonlight...
The blade gleamed. Like the silent moonlight, dozens of strands of silver radiance bloomed in the air, overlapping.
It was serene.
It was brilliant.
Yet never luxurious.
A silent sword dance.
──It becomes the most free kind of sword.
Without a doubt, truly elegant.
At the very least, this woman does not lie.
I gently closed my eyes.
And fell into a deep sleep.
***
The next morning. With my stiff body, I went to work and sat in the knight's office when I received a document.
At the same time, I realized that I had quite a few obstacles in my way.
“......Damn.”
In a knight's court, the sentencing opinion of the knight is essentially a “recommendation”, but even so, the one who presides over the court is still the judge.
Even in a crumbling Empire, there were still those who tried to uphold their conscience.
──[Notice of Deferred Judgment]──
Case: Conspiracy for insurrection and affiliation with the Revolutionary forces at the paper mill
Defendants: Daniel Mateo and 2 others (Fatima Müller, Maria Schulz)
Court Division: Criminal Division No. 3
Judge: Klaus von Limperck
Order
. The judgment on this case is to be deferred, and the case is to be returned to the assigned knight for further investigation.
Reasons
. The charges against defendant Daniel Mateo are clearly substantiated even with the submitted evidence alone.
. However, the charges of conspiracy and organizational affiliation against defendants Fatima Müller and Maria Schulz are significantly insufficient to prove their crimes beyond a reasonable doubt with the current evidence submitted.
. In particular, the prosecution’s claim labeling certain defendants as members of the “Revolutionary forces” appears to be based entirely on the subjective judgment and interpretation of the investigating knight, without any objective material evidence.
Therefore, unless the level of involvement of the two defendants with the organization is clearly and specifically proven, the court cannot sentence the two to death.
Accordingly, the court defers the sentencing and requests a thorough and complete reinvestigation and submission of additional evidence by the knight.
────────────
The judge assigned to the case had rejected my death sentence recommendation.
“.......”
I set the notice down. I ran a hand roughly through my hair.
I had no choice now.
I picked up the terminal and called Schatz.
“Schatz. Second mission.”
─Yes. I’ve been waiting.
Klaus von Limperck. Is he part of the Revolutionary forces? I don’t know yet. At the very least, if he rejected it even after seeing the name Ebenholtz, he’s someone who won’t bend his beliefs, even if it costs him his position.
“Judge Klaus Limperck. Run a background check.”
Thus, for efficient negotiation, the first thing to do is identify what the opponent values more than themselves.
"Focus on family relationships...... especially centered on children."
I have to grab and shake those kinds of things.
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The Imperial Central Court. Judge Klaus was walking down the courthouse hallway. As always, he wore a neat official uniform, his shoe heels stepping on the marble floor.
──Thud. Thud.
He was an ordinary person. At least, that’s how he saw himself.
Born into a small noble family of the Empire, he walked the predetermined path and became a judge.
There were no dramatic twists nor special glories in his life. He never desired such things either. He simply fulfilled his duties quietly within the boundaries of law and principle. A hardliner, or what some might call a stubborn type.
Klaus opened the door to his office as usual.
And then, he stopped in place.
There was a strange man over there. Wearing a knight’s official uniform, staring out the window...
“......Who are you.”
There was a trace of wariness in Klaus’s voice. The man slowly turned his head.“Greetings, Judge Klaus.”
He introduced himself with a faint smile.
"I am Knight Maximilian of the Sentinel."
Maximilian. He was the knight in charge of the case whose death sentence Klaus had rejected.
“I came because I wanted to have a detailed conversation with you, Judge.”
His voice was gentle, but it carried a weight that would not allow refusal.
“Have a seat.”
Klaus gestured toward the reception sofa.
“Yes.”
“It would’ve been better if you had made an appointment first.”
“Ha ha. My apologies.”
Maximilian sat down. He first took out a document and placed it on the table.
“I came here because I believe there may have been a misunderstanding regarding this case, and I wanted to explain it in detail.”
“Misunderstanding?”
“Yes. All three of them are indeed members of the Revolutionary forces. There may be insufficient physical evidence, but circumstantially, it can be reasonably concluded.”
Klaus’s brow furrowed. As a judge, he had already issued the order for reconsideration.
“Judge. Daniel provided a secret space where explosives and forbidden books were gathered, and he desperately defended them during interrogation. Would he have done that if they weren’t part of the Revolutionary forces?”
“I saw that claim as an unreasonable assumption.”
Maximilian tilted his head.
“Unreasonable assumption.......”
“Those two immigrants can’t even read or write Imperial. To sentence them to death so abruptly-”
“The claim that they can’t read or write came from the Revolutionary force members. That’s something easily faked.”
“That too is merely your claim. I’m saying the evidence is insufficient-”
“Judge.”
Maximilian cut off the judge’s words. He leaned in and let out a deep breath.
“What I want to talk about is the duty of a knight.”
“The duty of a knight?”
“Yes. As the sword of the Empire, to eliminate the impure elements that harm the Empire. To serve only the glory of the Empire.”
Maximilian gave a bitter smile as he spoke about knighthood.
“Your son probably knows that well.”
At that moment, Klaus’s expression stiffened.
“Your son is a cadet at Empire Point. He has excellent grades. If he continues for just two more years, he might be able to join our Sentinel Knight Order.”
The smile on Maximilian’s lips suddenly froze cold.
“But, Judge, have you ever thought about who is beside your son? How he associates with them? And.......”
Maximilian continued speaking. His tone gradually dropped to a lower register.
“What kind of misconduct he sometimes commits.”
Maximilian’s pupils opened wide. The golden eyes of Ebenholtz. Klaus instinctively avoided the gaze.
“......Are you threatening me right now?”
“No. I’m simply informing you.”
Maximilian leaned back against the sofa.
“Judge Klaus, you are a pure Imperial citizen. An Aran who has lived in the Empire for a long time. Your son is the same. And so, I think this way.”
He spoke with a hint of laughter.
“Even if your son owns a few forbidden books, or often attends some odd gatherings, it’s just curiosity. He must have nothing to do with the Revolutionary forces. Of course. Since his father is a judge of the Empire, such intellectual curiosity is more than understandable.......”
Klaus looked at Maximilian. His own reflection was visible in those golden irises.
“However, such Subspecies...”
Thud. Maximilian pressed down on the documents with his finger.
“Are fundamentally untrustworthy. The claim that they don’t know the Imperial language, or Daniel’s claim that all the evidence belongs solely to him, none of it is easy to believe.”
“.......”
“You should have taken those aspects into account.”
Klaus’s lips remained shut. Many words welled up inside him, but the sudden image of his son’s face seemed to press them all down.
“What I see as clear in this case is that all three are members of the Revolutionary forces.”
“......All just to earn a little credit?”
Klaus eventually voiced his stance.
“From your position, three members of the Revolutionary forces are better than just one, aren’t they?”
He knew of the high noble family called Ebenholtz. He knew of Sebestian. Sebestian was not someone who obsessed over performance like Maximilian did.
“I already told you.”
But Maximilian sighed in frustration.
“This isn’t about performance or anything like that, it’s about a knight’s duty.”
He rose from his seat.
“Just as your beliefs are important, so too is the honor of a knight.”
As he straightened his uniform, he placed a single photo down.
Lukas. Klaus’s son. Various photos showed his activities in and around Empire Point.
“I heard you had your son preciously in your later years. I do hope he joins us one day as my successor.”
Maximilian offered a slight bow of his head.
“Well then, I’ll take my leave.”
With that, he left- but Klaus remained seated in silence.
The knight’s words echoed in his mind.
My son and my duty.
The two scales tipped endlessly within his heart. A silent anguish grew deeper.
“.......”
Backlight flowing through the window shone against the judge’s back.
***
I thought about the illusion called the law. At some point, the laws of the Empire had bent. They were not equal to all, and they operated selectively for some. The Revolutionary forces exploited precisely that corruption, and now I too had no choice but to wield the law as a weapon like any other noble.
However, in that process, the foundation of the Empire could not be allowed to collapse. While keeping the rotting nobles in check, only the cancer cells that had invaded humanity must be cut out.
I was aiming at two enemies with a single sword.
It was a contradiction.
No, perhaps the entire world itself was a mass of contradictions.
How far can we go to survive? What kinds of acts can we commit?
Under the paramount goal of survival, all other values become meaningless.
“.......”
I picked up a document handed to me by an administrative officer. It was a notice from the Imperial Central Court.
──[Imperial Central Court]──
[Notice of Change in Assigned Judge for Case]
Previous Presiding Judge: Klaus von Limperck
New Presiding Judge: Karl Grossman
Reason for Change: Resignation due to personal circumstances of the presiding judge.
───────────
It was a letter informing me that the judge had been replaced. Klaus had not merely given up on this case, he had resigned from the profession of judge altogether. It was likely for the sake of his son.
Klaus had been someone who wouldn’t bend to anyone. That’s why, eventually, the Imperial Guards probably would’ve broken his neck. In the previous timeline, he might have died without me ever knowing, without me even knowing his name.
Compared to that future, bowing his head to me might be the better outcome...
“......This is right.”
I thought about what was right for me. A bitter, sandy taste spread at the tip of my tongue.
From now on, I would have to kill countless people. Because it was impossible to carve out only the Ezenheim precisely.
The biggest problem was the Revolutionary forces.
Are the Revolutionary forces the enemy? As of now, yes. But in the end, they are also part of ‘us’.
Our true and ultimate enemy is the Ezenheim alone.
Even so, we stand on different paths. A parallel line that can never meet. The core of their “great cause” is natural human rights, the belief that all minority races, including the Ezenheim, are equal.
There is no way to tear just the Ezenheim away from them.
That is what makes it a great cause.
A single value that must be protected above all else, no matter the cost, and upheld by countless beliefs that cannot be compromised under any circumstance.
“I cannot persuade them...”
I took out the second letter.
It was a court ruling.
“And they cannot persuade me either.”
[In accordance with Imperial Law Article 112, the defendants Daniel Mateo and two others are sentenced to death.]
The newly appointed judge had no objections to my sentence.
A death sentence was handed down to the three Revolutionary force members, including Daniel, and they became part of my record.
***
Behind the Sentinel Knight Order compound, there was a wide mountain. Its elevation wasn’t particularly high, but the mana concentration was dense, and so it had long been considered a decent training ground.
High Knight Adria had reached the summit of that place. Near the balancing rock, a man was sitting.
“......So you were here.”
Deputy Knight Commander Anton. He appeared to be admiring the view. Adria steadied her breath and stood beside him.
“It’s a noteworthy occasion.”
“Occasion?”
Anton asked back with his hands clasped behind his back.
“A new knight captured members of the Revolutionary forces. Three of them, at that.”
At Adria’s words, Anton gave a small smile. Adria raised her brows in turn.
“I didn’t think he’d be someone easily dealt with.”
“He’s the heir to Ebenholtz. He was never going to be ordinary from the start.”
Ordinary, ordinary, ordinary. Adria muttered the word softly, then twisted her lips into a slight smirk.
“......May I speak further?”
Anton turned to face her. By then, her expression had already hardened into something cold.
“It’s far more than just not ordinary.”
Whoosh─ a cold wind blew. Their garments fluttered alongside the falling leaves.
“He beheaded a sixteen-year-old cadet at Empire Point for not being a pure Imperial citizen, and summarily executed an eleven-year-old noble killer. That child was a victim before he was a perpetrator.”
Maximilian had killed a child who had been abused by an old noble, a child who at least deserved a trial.
“And now, one Revolutionary force member, and perhaps two innocent immigrants, have been sentenced to death. Even going so far as to push a judge into resignation.”
Anton looked out again into the distance. Below his gaze, the Empire’s capital spread out like a painting.
Arcadia, where countless citizens of the Empire lived...
“Before that, he dealt with a member of the Imperial Guard who had clashed with him. A soldier once revered as sacred within the Guards vanished without a trace overnight.”
Rodriguez. Adria had seen him once. A stiff-necked member of the Imperial Guard. He had a decent chance of success within the Guard, but Maximilian had cut him down without hesitation. Simply because the man had laid claim to the house Maximilian was planning to buy.
“That is the kind of knight Maximilian is.”
Once evaluated as timid at Empire Point, he had, at some point, broken loose from his leash.
“What do you think of him, Deputy Knight Commander?”
Adria asked Anton. A faint, indifferent smile suddenly appeared on Anton’s face.
He answered in a low voice.
“Truly, he is a man who resembles the Empire.”
A man who resembles the Empire.
Adria repeated his words in her mind. It was so accurate that a faint smile unknowingly slipped from her lips.
“......Indeed.”
Maximilian Albrecht von Ebenholtz.
The man who had become a high-alert figure not only within the Knight Order, but also in politics, and even among the Revolutionary forces, the assessment Anton just gave was precisely correct.
“Truly...... a pure Imperialist.”
Chapter 30: If You Ask About the Empire’s Future
Whirrrrr── Whirrrrr──
Deep within the Lomilton Mountain Range. A mana drill was roaring as it burrowed into the mountain range.
“.......”
Dieter wiped the sweat dripping beneath his safety helmet and watched over the drilling site. In his hand was the ledger of the company 「VERITAS」.
This month was the deadline.
The initial capital investment Maximilian had provided was nearly depleted. The scale of expenditure, including land purchases, equipment rentals, and labor employment, was far too large compared to the ‘allowance’ he had saved up.
If there were no visible results by the end of this week, the company would go bankrupt.
As Dieter swallowed dryly and the mayor of Hermes beside him glanced around nervously,
─Ma... Mana liquid!
From a distance, near the tunnel face, came the urgent shout of the site supervisor.“Mana liquid has been discovered!”
Mana liquid. A fluid infused with highly concentrated mana surging up from deep underground. The clearest evidence of the existence of a mana stone vein.
Dieter ran toward the site. It was already in chaos. Workers rushed in with cheers, and in the center, the mana liquid gushed like a fountain.
“Everyone, step back.”
“Step back! Everyone, step back!”
Jensen, the mayor, shouted Dieter’s words through a loudspeaker.
“.......”
“.......”
The two of them blankly stared at the scene. From the cracks in the drilling hole, the mana liquid surged up and solidified.
It was a mana stone.
“Mana stone, it’s a mana stone, sir! Sir──!!!”
Jensen cheered and hugged Dieter.
“......Ha.”
Dieter let out a sigh of relief without realizing it. A mysterious scene where the earth spat out mana stones as if it were breathing. A strange ecstasy wrapped around his body. His legs almost gave out and he nearly collapsed.
So this is why people dig the ground.
With trembling hands, he picked up his terminal.
***
"Confirmed. That's fortunate."
The money source had been secured. The Lomilton area would serve as a cornucopia for quite some time, and the first investment destination of this massive mana stone mine was decided to be Hermes Province.
“Dieter. Southern Hermes is going to be one of my bases.”
I sometimes had this question.
Why were high-ranking nobles and tycoons always so greedy? Why were they always stingy even with those on their side? Why did they treat them in a way that invited betrayal?
There was only one conclusion.
It was because most of them were morons.
Tainted by a rotten ideology that others should serve them simply because they were born into noble families... Ah, I have no intention of making excuses for myself.
I was one of those nobles too.
Anyway.
They saved money they could have spent on others to accumulate wealth, but I had no need to do that. I would spend it as quickly as I earned it.
After all, when the world ends, it all becomes scraps of paper anyway.
“I’ll entrust you with related investments as well, so we can both profit.”
─Yes. I’ll report the details.
“Alright. If I ever overstep, just tell me anytime.”
─Understood.
If he’s satisfied, if he focuses on his duties.
Jensen could probably serve as the mayor of Hermes until the day he died.
I ended the call.
“......Hmm.”
I was in the backseat of the car. We were on the way to analyze the murder scene that occurred just last night, and thanks to the driver, my administrative officer, I was comfortable.
“Congratulations.”
The officer seemed to be in a good mood too.
He still lacked a bit of decorum. He shouldn’t even show that he was listening.
“Training starts this weekend?”
“Ah, yes. That’s right.”
Starting this weekend, the staff, including Schatz, would go to the main Ebenholtz Castle. To receive vocational training.
I decided to leave that matter to Enzi.
Tick─
I looked at the wristwatch on the officer’s wrist holding the steering wheel.
Tick─
Time was flowing quickly.
That utterly natural fact was a pressure to me.
“Don’t wear a wristwatch from now on. You have a terminal.”
“Yes, understood.”
In the meantime, we arrived at the crime scene. I got out of the car.
A site marked off with yellow warning tape. The police were standing in a line.
“Greetings! Sir Maximilian. It’s an honor to meet you.”
“Where is the scene?”
I returned the greeting with a glance and got straight to the point.
“This way.”
The police guided me. The crime scene was a wizard’s workshop. In the middle, thick with the smell of reagents, lay a corpse with its entire body burst open.
“It’s been less than a full day since the incident. The victim is Jeremy Keshun. A 4th-tier wizard with no official affiliation.”
“.......”
I glanced around the scene. The mana residue was vivid. So much so that a wizard could practically smell it.
It was clearly a murder by magic.
“By any chance... would you be able to analyze it? The traces are a bit scattered.”
Indeed, they were. Honestly, it wasn’t the level of residue a year-zero Knight could interpret.
That meant it was highly difficult.
“Let’s see.”
I placed my hand near the collarbone. I injected mana mixed with my will into the virus.
‘Analyze the incident based on the remaining traces in this scene.’
Immediately, my retinas were dyed blue. The scattered traces of mana spread across the entire space lit up like fluorescence.
Ssssss...
The particles floated into the air. A phenomenon that manifested regardless of my will. I nearly took a step back, but calmed myself with a deep breath.
Soon, the traces of mana flowed down over my eyelids. They surged and swirled like spray, then formed distinct shapes to reconstruct the situation.
──A residual image of the incident, reformed through active mana traces.
I quietly shifted my gaze. In the bluish world, the outlines of the perpetrator and victim appeared. Unfortunately, the faces weren’t visible, but the silhouettes were clear.
When a sorcerer uses magic, mana floods explosively, and inevitably, it clings to all surrounding objects.
In other words, the shadow of the perpetrator becomes visible.
“The suspect’s body is between 178 and 184 cm. Footprint size between 280 mm and 300 mm.”
I relayed the information extracted from the traces.
“A wizard capable of using explosive-type magic. And.......”
I paused there, omitting the rest for now.
“Sorry? What exactly did you do?”
A bewildered officer asked blankly.
“I just told you. 178 to 184 cm. Footprint size 280 to 300 mm. I visually captured the mana traces and retraced the information contained within them.”
“...Is that even possible?”
It was data obtained through my virus. In terms of accuracy, it was certain.
"Does it sound like bullshit?"
“Ah, no! No, no. That was admiration. Wow. I can’t believe that’s even possible.”
I took a step forward. I bent my knees to look closely at the body.
...Thump.
A faint heartbeat. Slight, but undeniable.
The victim was Ezenheim.
“Let’s start with an autopsy. Tell them to pay special attention to the heart.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Also.”
I had just seen something fairly decisive in the residue.
“From last night to the day of the incident. Investigate whether any Imperial Guard personnel passed through this area.”
Magic releases mana, and mana adheres to objects, remaining for up to two days or as little as a few minutes.
People like ‘us’, in other words, Knights, wear extremely expensive uniforms. So mana doesn’t stick to them.
But the Imperial Guard is different.
Especially that silver eagle badge they wear on their chests, mana sticks to it easily.
“"An Imperial Guard member...?”
“If you find anything, don’t contact anyone else. Come to me first.”
There’s something I want to say. I’m also curious who the brazen bastard was who committed murder in uniform. It’s not exactly praiseworthy, but still- like catching a murdering rapist while stumbling backward.
“Here’s my card.”
I handed the officer my business card.
“Yes! Understood. I’ll be sure to remember.”
“That’s all then.”
“Loyalty!”
I left the scene and got back into the car.
The driver promptly informed me of the next item on the schedule.
“Next... we’ll head to Empire Point. Today’s just a simple visit.”
“Right. I’ll give the cadets a bit of encouragement.”
I leaned back into the seat.
Being a knight is a grueling job. After stopping by Empire Point, I’d have to return to the office and work late into the night again.
“Yes. Departing now.”
“...Alright.”
This administrative officer had transferred from being a prison guard at West Prison to my driver. I didn’t know how he felt at the moment, but he’d probably be very satisfied come payday.
I closed my eyes for a moment.
“──Sir, we’ve arrived.”
I must have dozed off.
He drives well.
Anyway, outside the window was Empire Point. The Empire’s top military academy for knights. A cradle for knights where only Arans of the Empire could enroll.
“Max!”
As soon as I stepped out of the car, Leon, who had arrived ahead of me, waved his hand. Tiana was standing beside him.
I gave them a brief nod in greeting.
“...Whew.”
I took a deep breath. I grabbed a handful of the red dirt covering Empire Point’s drill field.
“It’s been a while.”
“What are you talking about? It’s only been two years since we were all rolling around here.”
Tiana cut in, but for me, it had been over a dozen years.
“Max. I thought you wouldn’t come to something like this since you find it annoying.”
Leon asked.
Today was one of those trivial events where senior cadets who had joined Sentinel gave advice and assisted in training the junior cadets. Just as the saying goes, “If you ask about the Empire’s future, look up to Empire Point”, I was someone who had to illuminate that future, so this was worth attending.
“You never know.”
“Know what?”
“There might be another subspecies hiding here.”
The two of them gave a brief laugh.
I looked up at the central building.
Empire Point’s curriculum is broadly divided into three stages: the middle course (3-4 years), high course (2-3 years), and elite course (2 years).
Not many cadets endured the full 7 to 9 years of this rigorous program, including cases of repeating years.
Only those in the top 30% of final academy grades were qualified to be formally knighted. The top 10% could enter knight orders based in the Empire’s capital, and Sentinel took only the top 3%.
Those who didn’t make the 30% cutoff usually enlisted as Imperial Guard members or military officers, or endlessly repeated knight candidacy.
“Knights, this way please.”
A staff member from Empire Point guided us.
“The elite course cadets are currently out in the field.”
“Wow. Must be tough. Field training in this weather?”
Tiana chuckled.
“Haha. Yes. It just so happens the high course cadets have just finished their training, so let’s go see them.”
We headed down to the opposite drill field. Hundreds of high course cadets stood in formation, drenched in sweat, facing us. Judging by their tense expressions, they must’ve been notified in advance.
I was like that too back then. I used to think Sentinel knights were incredibly amazing.
“.......”
I scanned them. No response from the virus.
Well, this was the heart of the Empire. That meant it was extremely difficult for anyone who wasn’t Aran to even set foot here. Infiltrating would require an impeccably forged background.
From the perspective of the Ezenheim race, Jacob had been an extremely valuable asset.
Fortunately, he hadn’t been that smart.
“Mm~ Nice to meet you all. I’m Tiana from Sentinel. You’re probably near the end of the high course now, and things will only get tougher from here, but that’s normal. As long as you don’t give up, you’ll be fine.”
“I’m Leon. All I want to say is... sorry, all I can tell you is to do your best. But I’ll be here all day, so if you have any questions, feel free to ask me anytime.”
Tiana and Leon offered various words of encouragement.
“Alright, next. Sir Maximilian Ebenholtz?”
Leon pulled me forward. The cadets looked at me.
To them, the name Maximilian would be less familiar than the name of the house, Ebenholtz.
“Put effort into your conduct and mindset. You are the Empire’s future, and many eyes are watching you.”
I didn’t have much to say.
As I turned around quickly, the instructor shouted to the cadets,
“Everyone, a round of applause!”
Just as the short break ended and their training was about to resume...
One male cadet caught my eye. It was a face I had seen in a photo.
I slowly approached him.
"......Wait."
I called out to someone. All the cadets around him came to a halt.
“...Yes?”
He looked at me, startled, as our eyes met.
“It’s you. Lukas.”
The boy’s shoulders flinched.
“Lukas von Limperck.”
“Ah, y-yes. Yes, that’s me!”
All eyes on the training ground turned toward us. Tiana, Leon, the instructors in charge of the high course, and even high-ranking officials from Empire Point who had appeared without notice were all watching.
“W-what business do you have with me...?”
Lukas von Limperck, son of Judge Klaus von Limperck.
He stood straight, facing me with what seemed like fear.
“I know your father well.”
Lukas’s academic record, which I had looked into beforehand, was excellent. Nearly straight A’s across all areas. His grades were competitive even among the elite, but precisely because of that, he was someone likely to face pushback.
Even among nobles, if your family’s influence is lacking, you cannot enter Sentinel.
“He’s a man worthy of respect.”
“Ah, a-a-ah... thank, thank you!”
I had received help from Judge Klaus, and I intended to return the favor accordingly.
"Continue to strive forward as you are now."
Tap. I raised my hand and placed it on his shoulder. Lukas’s eyes bulged as if they were about to pop out, and the other cadets also looked extremely surprised.
The heir of the Ebenholtz family had called you out personally and acknowledged you. This was clearly a deliberate political move.
“If you don’t lose your dedication, I’ll be seeing you in a high places two years from now.”
“Y-yes! I’ll do my absolute best!”
I needed a faction now too, and someone like Lukas wasn’t a bad choice.
But in return.
I leaned in and whispered quietly into his ear.
──Cut out those weird book club meetings that give your father grief.
Your career now has wings thanks to his sacrifice.
“.......”
Lukas’s expression stiffened for a moment. As I pulled away from his ear, I smiled again and said,
“It means you should work even harder.”
“Sir Maximilian.”
At that moment, the cadet commander of Empire Point approached.
Rank: Brigadier General. Name: Dane Rascal. A typical middle-aged man from the North, with a thick black beard.
“May I have a moment of your time?”
He requested a private conversation in a distinctly serious tone.
“Yes. Of course.”
“Good. This way.”
As always, his voice and demeanor were that of a heavy, deliberate soldier. I followed behind him as he walked ahead. I could feel the gazes of countless cadets on my back.
Whether Judge Klaus wanted it or not, his son Lukas now had me as his backing.
****
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Chapter 31: If You Ask About the Empire’s Future (2)
Cadet Commander Dane's office.
“Knight Maximilian. Did you know Cadet Lukas?”
Dane asked me. As the one in charge of the cadet corps at Empire Point, it was natural that he was already acquainted with me.
“Yes. I have a bit of a connection with Lukas’s father.”
I set down the teacup and picked up the cadet register he handed me. For reference, Leon and Tiana were currently helping with the cadets’ training.
“His grades are definitely good.”
────
【2】 Lukas Limperck
. Age 17, born in November
. Swordsmanship Ability: A+. Physical Ability: A
. Mana Aptitude: A
. Mental Ability: B+
. Mission Execution Ability: A
.......
. Overall Evaluation: B+
────
“Right on the elite cutoff. His grades are solid, but the instructor evaluations are borderline.”
“Then he’s surely in now.”
He gave a bitter smile, as if understanding the meaning behind my words.
“......But that’s not the reason I called you here.”
Just a year ago, I was a cadet myself, but now he was addressing me as an equal. He was someone with a clear grasp of the situation. It meant he had been worn down by it all. The climate of the North had already rusted under the corruption of the Empire.
“Do you remember Jacob Mac?”
“Yes. The subspecies I handled.”
“And his classmate, Hannah.”
“.......”
I silently flipped through the register. Her name appeared quickly.
────
【3】 Hannah Usar
. Age 18, born in January
. Swordsmanship Ability: A+
. Physical Ability: A+
. Mana Aptitude: A+
. Mental Ability: A+
. Mission Execution Ability: A+
....
. Overall Evaluation: A+
────
Covered in A+. Comparable to Tiana back in the day.
For a commoner to become an elite knight, this level of skill is required.
Yet before the regression, someone with this kind of talent never made it into the Sentinel. I hadn't even heard her name until this life.
“Amazing. With this level of competitiveness among elites.”
“Indeed. But.......”
“What else is there?”
The Cadet Commander took out a leather notebook from a drawer.
“This was found among Jacob’s belongings. A diary. Take a look.”
I picked up the diary. The first few pages contained mundane content. Things like trying harder, plans for the future, and so on.
Then from a certain page on:
[......It was the last night of vacation. While everyone was excited, I saw Hannah sneaking out of the dorm alone. I carefully followed her. Honestly, I was planning to sneak up and scare her. Hannah headed to an old pier by the river, quite a distance from the school. There, a figure in a black robe was waiting for her. I watched them while hiding. I couldn't see the person’s face, but the item they exchanged didn’t look ordinary. Words like ‘to avoid surveillance’, ‘before dawn comes’, and ‘comrades’ floated faintly in the wind.......]
There were many other lines pointing out Hannah’s “suspicious behavior”.
“Hmm.......”
The Ezenheim race uses any means necessary, and they’re also meticulous. This diary was probably a trap Jacob devised to eventually get Hannah expelled. Selling out an ally to build up his own record, secure safety, and advance deeper into the system.
Perhaps, this is the reason why Hannah disappeared before the regression.
“.......”
Dane looked at me silently. I closed the diary.
“Why are you giving this to me only now?”
“I debated it. But in the end, I decided to leave it up to you. Hannah has already earned the disdain of Ebenholtz, and Jacob’s case was your case to begin with.”
He was trying to read my expression.
Back when I was a cadet, I thought Dane was someone far above me. But in just a single year, we were now equals- no, I had surpassed him. That was the weight of the Ebenholtz name.
“Who says so? That Hannah has earned Ebenholtz’s disdain.”
“For the cadets, rumors are truth.”
Meaning they just babble as they please.
“If you wish, you can expel Hannah from Empire Point.”
Jacob’s diary could have been more than enough to destroy the commoner Hannah, but Dane deliberately limited it to expulsion from Empire Point.
Dane wanted to save Hannah too.
I asked him,
“Your voice sounds very worn out. Are you thinking of retiring?”
“......Wouldn’t be the worst thing.”
Dane was old and tired. The wrinkles carved by worldly burdens had deepened.
“There are too many people aiming for my seat.”
The position of Cadet Commander, who oversees all of Empire Point’s cadets, was highly coveted. Bribes flooded in endlessly.
If Dane were to retire from here, and someone who prioritized money over skill or lineage took over, it would be more than simple corruption, it would mean a breach in security. It would mean falling into the hands of the Ezenheim and the Revolutionary forces.
That must not happen.
As one famous saying goes, the future of the Empire lies right here.
“Then.......”
I looked at Dane. From him, I realized the reason the Empire had rotted. The corrupt clung to survival with desperate tenacity, gripping onto each other in a chain, while upright people like him had worn down to nothing, faded with time. The bad had driven out the good.
I picked up Jacob’s diary.
***
Phillips, an instructor at Empire Point, was in his mid-thirties and loyal to the Empire. He was born a commoner, but became an Imperial knight through relentless effort, and was once inspired by his former superior Dane to become an instructor at Empire Point with the goal of discovering other commoners like himself.
Jacob had been one of the cadets Phillips kept an eye on. But he was a subspecies. Since he wasn’t of the Aran race of the Empire, he met a “deserved” death at Maximilian’s hands.
However, after Jacob’s death, while cleaning his room, Phillips discovered the infamous diary hidden beneath a floor tile.
He agonized over it as he read.
Was Hannah really someone like that?
No, that couldn’t be. But whether it was the Imperial Guard or the knights, if they saw this diary, they would tear into Hannah with burning eyes. They would never pass up such a juicy performance record.
Then should he destroy it? If he did, would Hannah be able to survive?
Hannah was too talented to lose. Even putting aside the sense of kinship as fellow commoners, Phillips had a daughter around Hannah’s age.
The dilemma dragged on and on, but in the end, Phillips ran away. He passed the heavy burden on to his superior, Dane.
By now, he was probably with Ebenholtz’s Maximilian......
......This was the field training ground of Empire Point.
Phillips watched Hannah rolling in mana-soaked mud. Since the day Jacob died, she had thrown herself into training like mad. All her grades had soared to top-level. She was the subject of envy from noble cadets for being 'just a commoner', but most only sneered. There wasn’t even the usual level of resistance.
It was because of the widespread rumor that she’d been marked by Ebenholtz.
“Training over!”
With the instructor’s shout, the nine-hour physical training ended. Next came the cadet interview time.
Phillips called Hannah to his tent first.
“.......”
He quietly looked at Hannah. She was covered in thick mud, but sat upright without a trace of exhaustion.
“What are you staring at like that?”
“......Hmm?”
“It’s okay. I know. Even so, I’ll still do my best.”
“......You’re answering everything before I even ask.”
Hannah gave a faint smile. She was mature beyond her years.
“Feeling a bit better now?”
“I won’t lie. I still think about that day. The day Jacob died.”
Originally, Jacob should have been a cadet in the elite division.
......No, that’s not right.
Jacob should never have been here in the first place.
“Hannah. He was not our friend.”
“Yes. I know. But I can’t help thinking, there might have been a better way-”
“Then stop thinking that.”
Hannah bowed her head. She bit her lips in silence.
Phillips asked her,
“Cadet Hannah Usar. You once said you dreamed of becoming a knight.”
“Yes.”
“What’s the reason?”
“I wanted to become the sword of the Empire. I don’t think being a commoner should be a reason to not become the Empire’s sword.”
Once, that had been Phillips’s reason too.
“......Yeah. That’s right. I understand. I’m a commoner too.”
The corner of Hannah’s lips twitched. A slight smile slipped out.
However, Phillips’s heart only grew darker. Things were different now than when he had become a knight.
Even from what he could feel firsthand, the disparity in status and racial divisions had intensified significantly.
“But even if you can’t become a knight, the world doesn’t end.”
“I know. It’s just losing one dream.”
Despite that, Hannah remained composed.
“Right now, my dream is only to become a knight, but one day I’ll find another dream. A way to help the Empire in a different way.......”
Her words stopped. There was a presence outside the field tent.
“Who’s there?”
Phillips called out. The tent flap lifted, and Cadet Commander Dane entered. He glanced between Hannah and Phillips and gave a subtle signal.
“Could you excuse us for a moment?”
“Of course. Cadet Hannah, you may leave.”
“Yes! Loyalty!”
She saluted so sharply that her fingers quivered, then quickly stepped out.
Dane took a seat across from Phillips.
“......Phillips.”
“Yes, Brigadier General.”
“I handed the diary over to Maximilian.”
Phillips’s heart sank in an instant.
“What happened?”
“Are you curious?”
“Yes.”
Dane pulled a cigarette from his inner pocket. Phillips quickly lit it for him.
“When I gave him the diary, Maximilian......”
He exhaled smoke slowly and smiled faintly.
His gaze hung in the air, as if rewinding time to that moment.
‘......Cadet Commander, I believe this is a matter of trust.’
A matter of trust.
Maximilian, once a cadet of Empire Point, began his response that way.
‘Trust?’
‘Yes. In a world this chaotic, who should we trust, and how do we trust them?’
Maximilian looked out the office window on the far side.
‘There is a clear line between those who can be trusted and those who can’t. And those who can’t be trusted, should never be trusted to any extent. We must not be fooled by selectively believing only parts of them.’
His voice was calm. Yet the words were as cold and sharp as a blade.
‘Jacob Mac was a subspecies. A filthy creature who dared to infiltrate Empire Point, deserving to be slaughtered. A diary written by such a creature holds no credibility whatsoever.’
Dane suddenly tried to superimpose Knight Maximilian with Cadet Maximilian.
But he couldn’t.
They didn’t align at all.
He no longer resembled the cadet from those days.
‘It’s nothing more than a cunning ploy to stir internal division.’
Maximilian gave a slight smile as he waved the diary lightly.
‘Meanwhile, Cadet Hannah’s lineage has been clearly verified by our Ebenholtz family. She was born and raised in the Empire’s central region, and she is indeed of the Aran race.’
Even as he said this, he did not show a shred of disrespect toward Dane. He remained perfectly courteous. Sat upright, never crossed his legs.
‘Therefore...... with this level of talent, she fully deserves a place in the Sentinel.’
At that moment, Dane let out a hollow chuckle.
Even a commoner, as long as they were an Imperial citizen, would be treated fairly if talented. But a subspecies, would be executed without hesitation.
Maximilian was authoritarian because he was an Ebenholtz, and highly aristocratic.
But not all nobles are aristocratic. Being aristocratic means possessing the qualities of nobility.
“So then.......”
Instructor Phillips’s face went blank.
“The diary, what happened to it?”
“All of a sudden, he asked to borrow my lighter. I thought he’d picked up smoking. But then-”
Fwoosh!
Maximilian flicked the lighter and, without hesitation, set the diary on fire.
“He burned it.”
He burned the evidence that could have been added to his record.
“And then, he said this.”
──Cadet Commander Dane. This is how I choose to trust people.
Facing such a Maximilian, Dane felt a distinct pang of emotion. It was a feeling similar to the fervor that had once burned within him during his youth, the fire that hadn't cooled even amidst the blizzards of the North. Something he had lost somewhere along the way in this desolate Capital.
“Then, Cadet Hannah......?”
“If she maintains her current grades, she’ll become a knight without issue. If she does even better, she might be able to enter the Sentinel. After all, Ebenholtz has acknowledged her.”
“Ha.”
Phillips let out a hollow laugh without realizing it.
“Ha... haha.”
It soon turned into a burst of laughter filled with relief. Phillips laughed for a while before hastily regaining his composure.
“Ah, my apologies.”
“It’s fine.”
“But... was that all? Did the Cadet Commander say anything else to you......?”
“......Well. I’m still not sure whether I did something to earn Ebenholtz’s resentment, or his favor.”
Maximilian had given Dane one last piece of advice.
“He told me to make sure I serve my full term before retiring.”
“Ah, that- now that’s truly a relief.”
“What’s a relief? Now I’m stuck suffering for another five years.”
“Haha.......”
For a moment, Dane recalled Maximilian. Even if he was the heir of the Ebenholtz family, he was still just a twenty-one-year-old rookie knight. And yet, the presence he exuded reminded Dane of someone he once met, Sebestian.
The man who had come down from the North, overflowing with confidence, and in a single instant forced Dane to his knees, made him feel, for the first time, what it meant to face an insurmountable “wall”.
A monster of the Central region, and the masterpiece of Ebenholtz.
Indeed, a tiger can only give birth to a tiger cub.
Until now, that young brat simply hadn’t realized that he was a beast.
Chapter 32: If You Ask About the Empire’s Future (3)
The night had darkened. I was handling work in a vacant office at Empire Point.
There were quite a few documents that needed my approval. Although I had delegated full authority over company affairs to Dieter, any official duty as a knight still required my review.
[Grand Jury Notice]
[Objection to Non-indictment Decision]
[Investigation Report Records……]
All sorts of cases come to a knight. Many of them are cases where the trial is already over or the police investigation has concluded. That’s because each knight of the Empire serves as an independent institution that checks prosecutors, judges, and police alike.
“......Haa.”
Having taken care of almost everything, I swept my hair back and stood up from my seat.
Just then, visitors walked in.
“Max~ Are you sleeping here tonight too?”It was Leon.
“No. I’ll be heading out soon.”
Tiana appeared next to him.
“At this hour? Just sleep here. Here, take this.”
She handed over a bag containing some food.
“How long has it been? Isn’t it about time for a late-night snack?”
Inside the bag were instant frozen soup and noodles. Just add hot water and mix, it was a delicacy from our cadet days. I accepted it.
The two of them sat on the sofa.
“Wow. Look at all those documents.”
Leon admired the pile on my desk. Tiana gave a small laugh.
“Sir Max causes so much trouble. Usually, a single case comes with dozens of pages of paperwork.”
She was absolutely right. I ate the hot noodles with wooden chopsticks.
It was delicious.
A taste I had missed.
“This brings back memories. Just a year ago, this place felt like our home.”
At Leon’s comment, Tiana let out a soft laugh.
“I used to be number one all the time back then.”
I used to dislike how boastful Tiana was. It was because of a petty inferiority complex.
But now, I could acknowledge it.
Tiana was truly born with talent. Before the regression, she hadn’t fully blossomed, but she was probably on Edmon’s level, if not greater.
“But what about now?”
Leon asked teasingly.
“Phew. That’s what I’m saying~ Once I actually became a knight, the tension kinda wore off. No matter how hard I try, maybe it’s just that I’ve hit a limit.”
As she said that, Tiana looked at me. I shrugged.
“If you’re capable enough, there’s no such thing as a limit.”
“......That might be true for you.”
I simply smiled off her sincere sarcasm. Tiana was okay. Leon too.
Even if they disliked or disapproved of me, I was glad to see them. Thanks to people who still called me Max, I could briefly immerse myself in old memories.
This kind of indulgence.
“Oh? There come the Elite Division kids.”
Leon pointed out the window. I stood next to him. At the sight of cadets covered in clumps of mud, Tiana let out a soft laugh.
“Ah~ Looks like they rolled in mana mud. That must’ve been brutal.”
Mana-infused mud. It can naturally form in certain regions, but the military develops it as a trap. Intentionally created mana mud is deadlier than most bombs or booby traps. If you step in the wrong spot, your whole body gets sucked in and you suffocate.
“.......”
Among the returning elite cadets, I spotted someone. Hannah Usar. Her small lips were mumbling. Going “Ouch– ouch–” as she furiously clawed the mud from her blond hair, she looked like she was hand-washing laundry.
“......Oh right. Max, I’ve been hearing your name a lot lately in connection to mana residue.”
Tiana’s sudden comment made me tilt my head.
“You’ve been hearing my name a lot?”
“Yeah. The police are impressed with how accurate your analyses are. Are you studying something on the side?”
“No. It’s just that my eyes have opened recently.”
“......Ah. So they were closed before.”
I chuckled quietly.
Trrrring─
Just then, a call came through the terminal.
─Sir Maximilian, this is Detective Ezente. I was in charge of the Jeremy Keshun murder case.
“Go ahead.”
─Yes, well… as you mentioned, there was an Imperial Guard vehicle that passed through the scene during the time of the incident. It was a guardsman named Lorenz Tilman. What should we do?
“Tell him to come to my office tomorrow morning.”
A guardsman from the Imperial Guard, who used to be a wizard, had killed an unaffiliated wizard, and the victim just so happened to be an Ezenheim.
I was extremely curious about the details.
─Ah, but you see... the Imperial Guards are, how should I put it, rather rigid? You know what I mean, right?
“Yes. You can use my name.”
─Ye~s, thank you. Loyalty.
Click. I ended the call.
I spoke to the two fellow cadets staring at me with bright, curious eyes.
“I’m heading out now. Good work.”
“He’s really going.”
It was a brief but welcome moment. Still, there wasn’t much time to enjoy it.
“Thanks. I’ll eat this on the way.”
Grabbing the instant noodles, I headed straight outside.
***
Within the Imperial Guard, many factions lurk. Currently, the largest faction is that of the high noble Jun Kandel and Imperial Guard Commander Goebel, but aside from them, smaller groups are scattered all over. Conflicts frequently occur, especially because the Guard has a high ratio of commoners and soldiers, leading to friction with those from noble backgrounds or Empire Point graduates.
“......A summon has come from Sir Maximilian.”
Amidst all that, a recent small stir had occurred. Major Rodriguez, once considered quite promising, had his throat slit.
The cause: Rodriguez had accused Maximilian of Ebenholtz.
A foolish move. For someone of commoner background, it would’ve been unthinkable, but rural nobles occasionally had a baffling lack of awareness.
“Just comply with it for now.”
Imperial Guard Major, Kai Han. He was of commoner origin. Though rejected by Empire Point, he had entered the Imperial Guard and gathered others without connections or background to form a small faction.
It wasn’t driven by a grand ambition to seize power within the Guard. It was simply a way to band together so that none of them would end up dying a pointless and unjust death.
“Yes. I’m sorry, sir.”
Lorenz Tilman bowed his head. Once a wizard affiliated with the Magic Tower, he had been dishonorably discharged after taking the blame for his professor’s crimes, and he was the culprit in this recent wizard murder case.
“No. I understand. It wasn’t something you could control.”
“......Thank you. Then, I’ll be going.”
As always, Lorenz saluted and got into the vehicle.
Major Han let out a sigh as he watched him leave.
Maximilian, as he was now, wasn’t someone they could handle. Ever since the Rodriguez incident, the Imperial Guard members had either feared or avoided Maximilian.
If Lorenz managed to survive, that would be a relief...
Most nobles like Maximilian detested the Imperial Guard. It might even be close to hatred.
“Jensen. Prepare the car.”
“Sir? Why all of a sudden-”
“He’s someone who’s followed me this far. I’ve got to at least try.”
Major Han made up his mind not to send his subordinate off to die so meaninglessly.
***
Tick-tock─ Tick-tock─
Sentinel Knight Interrogation Room.
Tick-tock─ Tick-tock─
The sound of the clock was irritating. The quieter the space, the louder it felt.
Tick-tock─ Tick-tock─
Is there even a need to have a clock in an interrogation room?
I stood on the chair, intending to take the clock down.
Knock knock.
“Ah.”
I quickly stepped down and sat back in my seat. The door opened, and a young Imperial Guardsman entered.
“Loyalty. Lieutenant Lorenz Tilman reporting.”
I gestured to the seat across from me.
“Have a seat.”
“......Yes.”
Name: Lorenz. Surname: Tilman. Commoner. Height: 181 cm. Foot size: 290 mm. Formerly a wizard from the Magic Tower. Every characteristic I had observed from the mana residue perfectly matched this man.
“Sir Knight. May I ask why you summoned me...?”
He asked for the reason he was called in, but the tension written all over his face had already given it away.
“You already know, don’t you?”
I slid over the Jeremy Keshun murder case file. Lorenz’s expression faltered.
“.......”
He stayed silent. He seemed to be working his brain furiously.
Unfortunately, I didn’t have time to wait around for his excuses.
“I’ll say this upfront. I hate lies.”
I already knew everything. Let’s not waste each other’s time.
Understanding what I meant, Lorenz clenched his teeth. The muscles in his jaw twitched. Soon, as if making up his mind, he let out a sigh-like statement.
“......Yes. I killed him.”
“The reason?”
“I borrowed money.”
My brows furrowed.
Killing someone because you don’t want to repay a debt. It’s a story far too familiar and filthy, a classic among the Imperial Guard.
“Why did you borrow the money?”
“It was for my mother’s hospital bills.”
“Did you kill him because you didn’t want to repay it?”
“.......”
Lorenz stopped again. I fixed my gaze on him intently.
“I’m warning you. Don’t waste time thinking while I’m being lenient.”
This constant delay in conversation was getting irritating.
“......I apologize. Jeremy Keshun was my senior back when I belonged to the Novus Magic Tower. I borrowed the money then-”
“How much was it?”
“Three hundred thousand dollars.”
Quite a lot.
“Anyway, I borrowed it from him at the Tower and steadily paid it back, but the interest was too high. Even my Guard salary wasn’t enough. When I tried to plead with him, he started demanding internal information from the Imperial Guard in exchange.”
I closely observed Lorenz as he spoke.
“At first, he asked for lists of low-ranking Guard members, but then it escalated into demands for more classified information...”
Is this man lying? It doesn’t seem so.
More than anything, if it’s an Ezenheim, that’s a very plausible demand.
It wasn’t that I trusted the Guard, it was that I distrusted the Ezenheim.
“When I offered to pay the interest in cash, he began threatening me. Said he would report the information straight to the Guard. He even demanded I always come see him in full Guard uniform.”
“To show that you were in his grasp, and to hold something over you.”
“......Yes. And that night, Jeremy Keshun threatened me again, said I must bring classified Guard documents. He even dragged my mother into it. I couldn’t hold back my anger.”
Thanks to that, he killed an Ezenheim.
“Alright, Mr. Lorenz. I’ve received your confession. Now put it in writing. I won’t put you in handcuffs.”
I handed him a statement form.
“......Understood.”
Scratch, scratch.
As he began writing his confession in his own hand, I asked him,
“Mr. Lorenz. Whose backing do you have inside the Imperial Guard?”
“Backing... I wouldn’t say I have any. I’m just an ordinary member.”
Even as an Ebenholtz, I had no way of knowing the deep internal power dynamics and factional tensions within the Imperial Guard. If there was a weakness to being an Ebenholtz, that was it.
Sebestian was a man who acted like a noble to his bones, and he dismissed the Guard entirely, not to mention the deeper, baser power games beneath them, which he cared for even less.
“.......”
I looked at Lorenz.
I needed people. Not just in the Knight Order.
Even in the Imperial Guard, that problematic group, I needed people of my own.
Knock knock.
Just then, the administrative officer knocked. He came in and whispered softly.
─A man claiming to be Mr. Lorenz’s superior has arrived. Major Kai Han.
Kai Han. I let the name roll over in my mind before nodding. Lorenz looked at me with a worried expression.
“Your superior has come. Major Kai Han.”
It was a name I knew.
In fact, it was more than that.
Before the regression, I had once fought alongside him on the battlefield. He was a good soldier. He fulfilled his duties, never showed interest in unnecessary massacres or looting, and remained one of the rare few in the Imperial Guard who focused purely on his role as a soldier, not the perks that came with it.
“No! This is entirely a personal crime with no relation to Major Han!”
A far more emotional response than before. It seems Major Han commands significant trust, matching his character.
Snap.
I snapped my fingers. The administrative officer brought over the autopsy report in response to the signal.
“First, let me ask you. What punishment do you expect for this murder?”
Lorenz would likely stand formal trial. With no connections to rely on, unless someone stepped in to help, a guilty verdict was all but certain.
“I will offer my head. But please, just understand this much, that Major Han truly had nothing to do with it.”
“......Your head?”
I frowned and leaned back in my chair, letting out a hollow laugh.
“Is my image that terrifying within the Imperial Guard? Well, I suppose that would be because of Rodriguez.”
Tap tap. I drummed my fingers on the desk where Lorenz had bowed deeply.
“Raise your head.”
He lifted his face. I looked deeply into his eyes.
“Listen carefully. Major Rodriguez was a sewer rat who came from the countryside. He threatened citizens of the Empire, falsified crimes, and tried to seize their property. He wasn’t even worthy of being called a noble. Lorenz, you know that well, don’t you? You’ve likely experienced the same kind of injustice.”
It’s a hardship common to those of commoner background. Unless you fawn and flatter with all your might, and even then, if luck isn’t on your side, you could become a victim at any time.
I handed him the autopsy report.
“To get to the point, the deceased was an Ezenheim.”
Not the victim, the deceased.
The report said 'suspected to be a subspecies', but I intentionally identified them as Ezenheim.
“The worst among all the subspecies. I even plan to write a book about them someday.”
I meant it. One day, I would clearly distinguish them from every other race.
“Mr. Lorenz, you were blackmailed and exploited for information by the deceased over a long period. Of course, if that fact comes to light, it will bring harm to you too. After all, it’s the same as selling internal secrets of the Imperial Guard.”
Not only being torn apart, but he might actually have to give up his neck. That’s the kind of group the Imperial Guard is.
“However.”
This was where it mattered.
“I can bury all of it. Not just for you, but for your superior as well, without any consequences.”
Lorenz’s expression shook. A trembling breath slipped through his teeth.
From the moment he stepped into this interrogation room, he had been dragged along by me. Now, for the first time, he asked a question of his own volition.
“......What do you want?”
Exactly what I had hoped to hear.
I almost laughed.
“It's simple. I need information and forces from inside the Imperial Guard. But not to sell it off for personal gain like that subspecies did.”
Thud.
I pressed down on the photograph of the dead Ezenheim’s face.
“For the peace of the Empire......”
My objective always leads back to that.
At the very least, it must appear so, and it will.
“Will you become my people?”
Chapter 33: From the Tense Routine
Major Kai Han entered the interrogation room. He looked back and forth between Lorenz and me with a hardened expression.
“......Major.”
Lorenz conveyed to the Major the words I had just said,
And I, as a knight, came to a definitive conclusion.
“Lieutenant Lorenz has in fact long been a victim who was blackmailed by Jeremy Keshun. Jeremy Keshun was a Subspecies Ezenheim who sought internal information from the Imperial Guard, so this murder is sufficiently excusable.”
Major Han and Lieutenant Lorenz exchanged glances. In their eyes was a mixture of subtle confusion and wariness.
“That is my conclusion.”
“Then. What is it that you wish from us, Sir Knight......?”
Major Kai Han asked.
“A faction.”A faction within the Imperial Guard, more precisely, one I could implant within the military.
It is very weak and insignificant now, but precisely because of that, they can be trusted.
The other factions, already massive in size, would stab me in the back for their own gain even if I sponsored them with tens of millions of dollars. Therefore, those who are not yet tainted are far more trustworthy.
Especially, Kai Han was an exceptionally impressive figure even in my hazy past.
He gave a bitter smile.
“......We do not yet have a firm enough footing to support you, Sir Knight.”
“It doesn’t matter. From now on, we’ll build it up.”
With support from Ebenholtz, even a mere commoner can be granted a star. After all, my father, Sebestian, is the Supreme Commander of the Empire.
......Though I wonder if he’ll even help me.
“.....Yes. Speak freely, Sir Knight.”
Major Han accepted my proposal.
I immediately changed my tone.
“Major Han. Then from now on, there is a mindset you must possess.”
Will you continue to live trampled like a weed in this rotten organization as a mere commoner, or-
“Ambition.”
Climb to a higher place and seize power.
“If you’ve chosen to stand with Ebenholtz, you must abandon the thought of remaining just a soldier. A half-hearted stomp won’t satisfy my standards.”
I glanced at the clock in the interrogation room.
Tick─ tick─
“Major Han. Do you know the difference between a commoner and a noble?”
Tick─ tick─
That incessant ticking still grated on my nerves.
"......It is that their births are different."
I shook my head.
“No. What differs is not birth, but time. Time to build up lineage, wealth, and the power of people over long years.”
Before the Regression, watching the Empire’s decline and the corrupted nobles, I had come to a realization.
“But the abilities of individuals are not like that. Rather......”
There was a thought I came to understand while living as a fugitive and a vagrant.
“Rather, one rotten noble can be more harmful than thousands or tens of thousands of commoners. If it’s truly for the Empire, then trash nobles are unnecessary. A noble who is not respected has only themselves to blame for their corrupt conduct.”
“.......”
Han and Lorenz both stopped breathing at once. Their pupils trembled violently.
To them, were my words a shock, or a contradiction?
“I don’t care whether someone is a commoner or a noble. If they have ability, if they can contribute to the Empire, that’s all that matters.”
I would elevate those who were no more than nameless weeds of the Imperial Guard to a higher place.
At the very least, to a level where they could stand against the Imperial Guard’s secret police organization, 'The Executive Division'.
“What do you two think?”
Major Han was already a vetted asset, and Lorenz Tilman was a very promising wizard. They were enough to be my first step.
“.......”
“.......”
Major Han kept his mouth shut tightly. Lorenz did too, but only briefly. Soon after, both exhaled with a heated breath and answered with action.
They stood up with such force their chairs nearly broke, and saluted me.
I nodded with a small smile.
“Then, return as if nothing happened.”
With serious expressions, they left the interrogation room.
***
Knight Office. A peaceful afternoon.
“......Um, Sir Knight. I think there was an error with the deposit.”
Two administrative officers from the Western Prison visited me with bewildered expressions to request a meeting. It was because they could not believe the amount deposited in their salary accounts.
“What’s the issue?”
“The base salary you mentioned is quite different from what was deposited, so we were wondering if there might have been a mistake-”
“The base salary is six thousand dollars.”
Even if I wanted to give more, my knightly budget was 600,000 dollars a year, and the monthly salary I could offer to administrative officers was limited within that.
“But the bonus paid from my personal account is separate.”
“Th-then, this is all... our monthly salary...?”
“Yes. You can think of it as effectively fifteen thousand dollars a month.”
Considering that their salary as prison officers had been at most three to four thousand dollars, this was more than four times that amount. The administrative officers stared at each other with dazed expressions.
I gestured to them.
“Now get going and do your work.”
“Y-yes! Understood! We will serve with utmost loyalty!”
Both of them left the office unable to hide their joy.
Just like that, money, Imperial dollars, is the most certain and convenient form of compensation. People throw away their lives for it, and pledge endless loyalty for it.
Therefore, I need money.
The greatest invention of humanity shall be poured out for the preservation of humanity.
.......
Pazzzzt! Pazzzzt!
Schatz was endlessly honing her mana in the well-polished training ground. Through sincere effort, she had now mastered her attribute, electromagnetic mana. When she detonated mana beneath her feet, her body would shoot up like a bullet, and when she discharged electricity, it was powerful enough to melt steel.
“......Agent Schatz.”
At that moment, someone called out to Schatz.
Zendo and his investigators who had come up from Genen. By Maximilian’s order, they were new comrades who had joined Schatz.
Zendo spoke.
“We’ve caught the tail of the Revolutionary forces.”
They would now be tasked with monitoring the interior of Genen alongside Schatz, and identifying the ‘Subspecies’ who sought to agitate the area.
“This is the location we uncovered through wiretapping, where the Genen Independence faction and the Revolutionary forces were to make contact.”
Schatz looked at the box full of evidence.
“There’s a massive amount of records.”
“Yes. We reviewed all several tens of thousands of minutes’ worth.”
Zendo’s face twisted as he spoke. He clenched his fists tightly, as if in disgust.
Schatz shook her head.
“For now, suppress your personal feelings. They do nothing to help the mission.”
It was the very first thing she had learned at Ebenholtz’s main estate.
When carrying out a mission, even one that is a deeply personal revenge rooted in one’s own resentment, we must coolly suppress ourselves.
.......
Dieter moved swiftly. He began construction of a refinery to process the mana stones mined from the Lomilton Mountain Range, and temporarily borrowed funds from Hermes Province to cover expenses. He also maintained the highest wages in the industry for the workers during the mining process, and spared no expense on safety gear and welfare facilities.
“For this backwoods place Lomilton to change so quickly, it’s truly amazing. Hahaha.”
Mayor Jensen came to visit, full of flattery. Thanks to the economic effects of the mine development, not just job creation but also new roads being paved, and shops and restaurants opening, his popularity in Hermes had soared.
“However, sir. By any chance, did Sir Maximilian have anything else to say.......”
“......There will probably be those who complain or try to incite unrest, claiming that the mana stones from this land are being monopolized by nobles or the bourgeoisie.”
Dieter’s expression suddenly turned cold.
“Those who say such things are our enemies.”
He looked Mayor Jensen straight in the eye as he spoke.
“Those were the words of the knight.”
“......Ah, yes. Of course. Of course. But, must we really provide that mask or whatever it is to all the workers? I heard the cost is quite high.”
The mask, a piece of safety equipment that filters fine mana dust generated during mana stone mining.
“He said not to spare any expense for the safety of Imperial citizens.”
“......As expected! The knight truly is a noble~ Hahahaha!”
Ding- ding- ding-
8 p.m. The bell announcing the shift change rang. Their working hours never exceeded ten hours a day.
Families stood at the entrance to greet the workers pouring out from the mine tunnels. The weary miners warmly embraced their children, wives, or husbands who approached them with bright smiles.
“It’s a truly beautiful sight, isn’t it?”
At Jensen’s pleased remark, Dieter responded matter-of-factly.
“Among them, there are likely Subspecies.”
“......Pardon?”
“Sir Maximilian harbors a deep hatred for the Ezenheim among the Subspecies. So, regarding that matter-”
Dieter spoke in a low voice.
“Please pay attention. It means to closely analyze the origins of the workers.”
“Ah, yes. Of course. I’ll keep that in mind without fail.”
Jensen also took on a serious expression and jotted the note in his notebook.
.......
Thud. Thud.
Major Kai Han commuted to the Imperial Guard as usual.
Thud. Thud.
Marching down the hallway in military boots, he sat on a chair in front of someone’s office, clutching a fruit basket he brought as a gift while glancing at the nameplate.
[Imperial Guard Command Headquarters, Deputy Chief of Staff Office: Jens Joachim]
He waited five minutes.
Then ten minutes.
Then thirty minutes.
He had made an appointment in advance, but the wait dragged on endlessly.
This was the position of Kai Han, a commoner.
“Major Han?”
After about an hour, the Deputy Chief of Staff’s secretary finally called him.
“Yes.”
“He’ll see you now.”
Major Han straightened his uniform and entered.
“Loyalty.”
After saluting, he sat across from Deputy Chief of Staff Jens.
The work of Major Han, who had seized a new 'connection', began here.
Jens was nearing retirement, but was well respected, and many of his juniors held general-level positions involved in personnel decisions.
“What is it?”
He asked while picking his teeth with dental floss, as if he had eaten meat. He didn’t even treat Han as a subordinate, despite the fact that Han had once served under him.
Major Han understood the reason. Until now, he hadn’t been able to give Jens the kind of offerings he liked.
“Brigadier General Jens, I heard you’ll be retiring from active duty soon.”
“......Still six months left. Are you here to tease me?”
Jens frowned and ran his hand over what little hair remained on his head.
“No. I’ve come to give you a gift.”
“A gift?”
Han lifted the fruit basket he had brought in advance. As soon as Jens saw it, he scoffed.
“Take it away. I don’t care for that kind of-”
“Please, take a look.”
“I said take it away.”
He tried to push it away irritably, but the basket wouldn’t budge.
“......?”
He pressed it again and again with his palm, the weight was unusual.
Jens looked at Han with a puzzled expression.
“It’s fruit.”
At Han’s words, Jens finally picked up a piece of fruit. In that moment, his expression changed.
“It’s very yellow. I only selected the best.”
They looked like ordinary apples on the outside, but the insides were filled entirely with gold. The work of a skilled alchemist, they were more valuable than their market price.
“What... how did you get something like this?”
“It’s only out of respect for you, Deputy Chief of Staff. I’ve been saving little by little until now.”
“.......”
Jens suddenly turned serious. He crossed his arms and exhaled solemnly before asking,
“So, what is it you want to say?”
“Oh, it’s nothing major. I just heard that a position recently opened up for the commander of Fromm Company, under the direct control of the Imperial Magic Division. It’s truly nothing major, but I happen to know a soldier I believe is highly suited for the role. His name is Lorenz Tilman......”
“.......”
Jens’s face hardened. Han tensed for a moment as well.
Did he phrase it wrong? He was nervous, this was his first time pulling strings.
“.......”
“.......”
After an awkward silence, Jens suddenly burst into loud laughter.
“Hahahaha! Look at this guy.”
“......Haha.”
Han laughed along with him.
“Don’t worry. Who doesn’t know how much you care for your subordinates? In fact, I’d been thinking that person would be perfect for the role too. Rotzran Talso. He’s from the Magic Tower, isn’t he?”
“Yes, Lorenz Tilman. That’s right. As expected of you, Deputy Chief of Staff Jens-”
“Hahahahaha. That aside, I really wonder how you’ve grown so much. I heard land prices in the Capital have been going up lately, did you ride that wave?”
“Oh, well-”
“No, no need to say. It must be your secret, so you should keep it. Of course. Hahahahaha─!”
“Hahaha.......”
Major Han forced a smile as he looked at Brigadier General Jens.
He looked at him, a noble.
He looked at him, endlessly fondling the golden apple with his wrinkled hands, laughing until sweat beaded on his bald head.
Suddenly, that man’s voice echoed faintly in his ears.
‘If it’s truly for the Empire, then trash nobles are unnecessary. A noble who is not respected has only themselves to blame for their corrupt conduct.’
Brigadier General Jens was already sixty years old.
But age is not experience. It is not maturity. Nor is it wisdom.
The moral capital this sixty-year-old noble had built up was worth less than the grime under the fingernail of someone just past twenty.
“Well then. I’ll take my leave.”
"Ah~ yes yes. I was disappointed because you have not shown your face lately, but it was good to see you. Come visit anytime."
“......Yes. Loyalty.”
Major Han saluted without a hint of expression, and quietly exited the Deputy Chief of Staff’s office.
─Ah~ really, hahaha......
Even with the door closed, laughter leaked out from inside.
Hearing that laughter, Major Han sank into cold silence.
Chapter 34: From the Tense Routine (2)
I swing the sword.
...No, the expression "swing" doesn’t quite fit.
I draw a trajectory in the air. Like a painter brushing a canvas, I draw a line with all my nerves concentrated at the tip of this longsword.
Sssseuuuuk──
The noise remains. The tearing of air by the blade is inevitable.
However, Freya had instructed me to make no sound, and indeed, her sword had been unmistakably silent.
Fweeeeeee──
The wind brushes the tip of my cheek. The rustling of fallen leaves. Dirt and dust spreading beneath my feet.
I draw with the sword as I think.
I must become like the wind. Just as a stream flows, I must let the sword flow. I must clear and purify my inner self.I deployed the Flow of Ebenholtz.
The first horizontal slash, followed by a pulling slash.
Shiiiiiiiik─!
Rather than cutting the movement with force, I connect the sword and my body to continue into the next. I link the flow of the sword in succession.
Sak─ Fwiik─
Like the flowing nature, the sword must not tear through the wind. It must advance while embracing the wind. A solitary sword dance. There is no opponent, no teacher, only the act of refining myself.
In the midst of it, I suddenly thought of myself. I looked at my own face reflected momentarily on the blade.
Before regression, I was powerless.
Now, I was anxious.
Where can I really go? How far can I reach?
The cries of destruction from a faraway world, and the whispers of a writhing monster inside me. Countless doubts bloom and vanish along the sword’s trajectory.
“.......”
I suddenly stopped training. I reflected the sword in the moon of the night sky. The surface of the blade, wrapped in bandages, reflected a clear light.
My sword was still different from Freya’s. Her sword had shone without sound or form.
“......Freya.”
Freya, not of Ebenholtz, understood the sword of Ebenholtz more deeply than Ebenholtz himself.
What is her true identity, and why is she teaching me.
"─You're working hard."
At that moment, a familiar voice drifted in. I quickly turned toward it. A smile naturally formed.
“Edmon.”
Edmon Bruindol. The man who grew up with me like a brother in our childhood, but ultimately joined the Revolutionary forces.
Perhaps the person who brought me back to this place.
The red-haired man took off his hat and smiled.
“Long time no see, Max.”
“Your business trip’s over?”
“It is. Though I’ll have to leave again soon.”
Edmon had returned to his youthful appearance, and I still didn’t resent him. I walked up to him and looked at his still-thick head of hair.
“......Edmon. Take care of your hair.”
“My hair?”
He tilted his head.
“Yeah. You never know when it might suddenly fall out. Better manage it well even now.”
He let out a small laugh, as if he thought I was joking.
“If anything, it's too thick. That's the problem.”
“You’ll regret it later.”
“Enough of that.”
With that, he pulled out a scroll. The seal of the Imperial Family was clearly stamped on it.
“Read it.”
I opened the scroll. It was an imperial decree ordering me, a knight, to 'prepare', having detected signs of treason in a certain noble house.
“A decapitation operation will be carried out. Among the knights, I recommended you.”
Edmon Bruindol, Lieutenant Colonel and adjutant to Supreme Commander of the Empire, Sebestian, had recommended me for this mission even before the regression.
Because this was, in itself, a massive achievement.
“Thanks.”
“No need to thank me.”
Edmon gave a short laugh, but soon his expression turned serious.
“However... lately, discussions about race have been intensifying within the Imperial Palace. His Majesty the Emperor is personally leading it.”
The Emperor. The master of this vast nation. Even by the standards of Imperial history, a rare case of true legitimacy, an eldest legitimate son and eldest legitimate grandson.
I didn’t know much about him in detail, but he was undoubtedly someone of boundless ambition. His actions proved it. He was determined to dominate the entire continent, harboring the delusion that he was a god.
A dangerous figure to that extent. Not even Ebenholtz dared to oppose him.
“Max. What do you think?”
Edmon asked.
“Well. In my opinion, between races...”
The Emperor hated the sub-races. Because he considered it his calling, he allowed no dissenting opinions.
“There’s a hierarchy.”
For now, all I could do was subtly twist the Emperor’s will.
“Hierarchy?”
“The Arans of the Empire are the most superior. There’s no doubt about that. Beneath the Arans are the subjects of the Western Kingdom and the Republic Union. They’re somewhat tainted, but their blood is still relatively close to that of the Arans.”
“...Tainted.”
Edmon repeated my words with a slight smile.
“The Sled tribes of the East are inferior. Same goes for the Merin who follow the religion of Mer and the Edlem believers.”
“They’re all bastards who deserve to be slaughtered.”
Edmon deliberately used a harsher term. I felt a pang of sorrow at his effort.
He continued.
“The bigger problem is the sub-races. Dromon, Elina, Yeken, and-”
“Ezenheim.”
I emphasized the Ezenheim.
“But I believe there’s definitely a hierarchy even among the sub-races. The Dromon are worth using. Most of them are good with their hands. The Elina and Yeken are the same. They can be used as dogs or pigs for the Arans. They could potentially be domesticated.”
Edmon hesitated. But Edmon, you once said, “The lesser evil is better than the worst.”
I wholeheartedly agree with that sentiment. Compared to the outcome where an entire race is annihilated, becoming livestock of the Empire would be hundreds of times better.
“But the Ezenheim are beyond recycling.”
Edmon pursed his lips. His expression was one of deliberate neutrality.
“Wastes. Creatures that don’t deserve pity, ones who must not live on this continent.”
“...Sheesh.”
He gave a bitter smile and shook his head.
“Let’s hope there’s no Ezenheim mixed into my blood.”
Edmon’s biggest weakness was in a mere document. In the personnel file of this solid man, there was a single line that read:
‘Mother: Sally Bruindol, born in the Western Republic of Prozen.’
“Edmon. You are an Aran.”
I had already reached that conclusion.
“Max. Don’t go saying that carelessly. The Agenthes are listening.”
Agenthes. A special position said to be the closest of the Emperor’s inner circle.
But no one in the world knew their true nature. In fact, before the regression, the Revolutionary forces had concluded that the Agenthes were fabricated intelligence.
“Agenthes taking down Ebenholtz? There’s a higher chance I’m the Agenthes.”
“...Pft. That’s true.”
Edmon chuckled lightly.
“I’m off. Ah, your gift from the trip, I left it with your butler.”
Edmon was about to leave. I watched his back.
His thick hair and the sword tied at his waist. His broad shoulders and upright back.
The bald, hunched old Edmon who had once leaned on a cane instead of a sword no longer existed.
“Edmon.”
He turned to me.
For the first time in a long while, a very long while, I asked him,
“...How’s the outside?”
Edmon raised his eyebrows slightly and gave a short reply.
“Still hell.”
He seemed to interpret “outside” as the battlefield. Against monsters, or against humans.
“So stay inside, Max, if you can help it.”
It was ironic to hear him talk about 'inside'. It was thanks to you that I came out to this outside in the first place.
“Edmon. The Empire will definitely change.”
Edmon nodded and turned away.
“...Of course it will.”
He waved his hand behind him and walked off.
Left alone, I opened the decree again.
Reading the contents written in the handwriting of the Imperial Family, I let out a sigh.
***
The target of the decapitation operation was a house called 'Kailus'. They were a legitimate power faction in the West, now suspected of treason by the Imperial Family. To be exact, several of their cadet branches and the main line were all designated for elimination.
However, it was a small rebellion caused by one of the cadet members of the Kailus family─ that is, the younger brother of the head, who clung to the Imperial Family.
It was an operation I had participated in before the regression, so the memories remained vivid.
Looking at it closely, there were indeed grounds for suspicion. The Emperor coveted an ancient treasure passed down through the Kailus family, but the family head had politely refused to hand it over.
That alone marked the beginning of treason.
In this era, anything could become treason, and anyone could become a traitor.
─It can’t be helped now.
Sebestian had said this about Kailus.
─The youngest son in that family looked like he could be useful, too.
Praise of that level from Sebestian was extremely rare.
In truth, it was praise so filled with envy that it had echoed in my ears for quite a while.
─...But why did you even go there?
At the same time, my father scorned me for not achieving a single merit in that place.
At any rate, the operation had already commenced. Using the excuse of a business trip, I boarded a transport aircraft on the Knights' exclusive runway.
“Loyalty.”
I took a seat while receiving a salute from a nameless pilot.
Kwakwaaaa──
The transport aircraft, bathed in sunlight, soared through the skies and landed at a location along the western coast of the Empire, where the main stronghold of the House of Kailus could be seen faintly.
By then, night had already grown deep.
“...Sir Knight. You have no additional personnel?”
The pilot asked me.
A knight is the sword of the Empire and the final overseer. It meant that being alone was not a problem. Especially in an operation like this decapitation strike.
“It’s sufficient.”
“Yes, sir.”
The pilot reboarded the transport and departed. Likely, he didn’t even know what kind of operation was taking place here.
I sat on a rock hidden among dark overgrowth. In the distance, the main stronghold of the House of Kailus stood atop a sheer cliff.
“.......”
I waited there quietly. I killed time, momentarily lost in idle thoughts.
And then, at some point.
KWAaaaaaa──!
A massive explosion erupted. The beginning of battle. The Imperial Army had launched a preemptive strike.
I slowly advanced toward the site.
A family's castle, or main stronghold, is fundamentally a sturdy fortress. Tall ramparts and mana artillery, not to mention overlapping layers of defensive magic circles.
Kailus, unaware of the exact identity of the attacker or the true cause, would naturally retaliate...
Tutututu──!
Mana shells burst into flame from atop the walls.
Having raised guns against the Imperial Army, the rebellion was now perfectly complete.
As I walked through the darkness, I retraced the past. At one point, during the merit review, I had read the related report.
Virus had reawakened those memories.
[The Kailus Family Rebellion Incident]
[...Including the ringleader Yusuf von Kailus, four direct blood relatives attempted to escape to the coast via the underground moat of the main stronghold, but were killed at sea. The remaining relatives, who tried to flee separately, were discovered near the Mekken mountain range along the western border...]
The direct bloodline of Kailus would soon realize that the enemy they faced was none other than the Imperial Family. In desperation to preserve their lives, they would seek an escape route, a secret passage connecting the underground moat of the main stronghold to the coastal shore.
However, that information had already been leaked. The sea was completely blockaded by the Imperial fleet.
Their future held only annihilation.
Before regression, I had merely watched from a distance. After all, once the Empire had decided to kill, the difference in strength was near infinite.
Not anymore.
I had to earn merit. As a knight, I needed to rise to the highest place, to be acknowledged by Sebestian, and ultimately, by the Emperor himself.
Of course, the bloodline of Kailus might not be Ezenheim...
“Hup!”
I ran toward them. I concentrated Mana in my legs. At each stride, at the moment of kicking off the ground, I exploded Mana. My form split through the undergrowth at a speed faster than a warhorse.
Tadadada──!
Before I knew it, I reached the fortress wall. Gunfire rained from above. The fortress’ magical defense system was holding off the Imperial bombardment. Without slowing, I unraveled the bandages from my longsword. For a moment, the moonlight reflected off the blade.
Ebenholtz First Movement, Flow.
SAGAGAGAGAK─
The silver sword aura unleashed by the longsword extended in a flash. A bright white arc engulfed the wall and the troops upon it. Cracks spread like spiderwebs, ripping apart stone, steel, flesh, and bone alike.
“.......”
I retrieved my sword and straightened my stance. A portion of the wall crumbled like a sandcastle. I slipped past the momentarily stunned Imperial troops and entered the fortress.
Thump. Thump.
From somewhere, I felt the presence of an Ezenheim. Hidden among these Imperial forces, they lurked. But that could wait. They could be dealt with at any time.
My top priority right now, was solely the achievement that would serve the Empire.
Chapter 35: The Path I Must Take
The Imperial Army entered beyond the collapsed castle wall. I became their spearhead, cutting a path through, and the private soldiers of the Kailus family were quickly broken. Screams, gunfire, and the sound of magic exploding echoed from all directions.
I struck my sword at the soldiers guarding the inner castle’s entrance. Their bodies were torn along with the door.
Kwa-jijijik─!
I broke through inside and ran. Not for a single moment did I stop moving. Like a tank, I pushed forward and reached the center. The Imperial Army scattered in all directions of the inner castle, but I descended alone.
There must be a secret moat under this castle. A passage that leads to the outer coast.
The records from before the regression clearly stated so.
I ran down the stairs and reached the deepest basement.
“.......”
However, in the dark depths, there wasn’t even a trace of water, let alone a moat. Most of it was a common space used as storage.
Still, it must be here somewhere.I focused mana into my optic nerves. My retina turned blue.
Suddenly, I caught sight of a particular candlestick on the wall. There were many candlesticks, but only this one was subtly twisted, and there was a circulation of mana around the candle wax.
I grabbed it tightly.
Pazik!
Sparks flew. My palm was badly burned. It seemed there was rather strict magical security placed on it.
But it didn’t matter. I just had to cut it down.
I swung my sword.
Seogeok─!
Part of the wall split open, revealing a hidden passage. It was a staircase leading even deeper.
I stomped down hard. At some point, damp air rushed in. There was the smell of water. Then, an open space was revealed.
An artificial waterway where a small boat was docked, and the people standing there.
“.......”
I discovered four direct members of the Kailus family. They turned to look at me as well.
I quietly met their gaze and spoke a single sentence.
“By His Majesty the Emperor’s command.”
There was no reply. In the silence, the sound of the flowing waterway echoed.
Suddenly, I felt a bitter sense about this entire situation. At the same time, I was doubtful.
The decapitation operation had already been carried out. If so, the coastline would naturally have been the first thing to be sealed.
And yet, they were choosing the most obvious escape route.
Are they foolish?
Is it because this is the only path left?
Or,
─Sreung.
The old guard knight of the Kailus family drew his sword. He was a strong man. But his body was already covered in wounds. He was heavily bleeding from gunshot wounds in the shoulder and leg.
A knight who handles defensive energy can, with enough mana, remain relatively unaffected by gunshot wounds.
In other words, his mana had run dry. Even so, he was standing in my way.
“......We never plotted treason or anything of the sort.”
Yusuf von Kailus, head of the Kailus family, said so. His calm voice carried a tinge of sorrow.
I looked at him. Yusuf, the current head of the Kailus family, his wife, eldest son, and eldest daughter. Four people in total.
“Yes.”
However, this is the irresistible flow of history. Even if I were to let them go here, they would be caught soon after and all killed.
"I know."
At my reply, they let out deep breaths.
“Your name?”
Yusuf asked for my name.
“Maximilian Albrecht von Ebenholtz.”
Their expressions suddenly calmed. I maintained courtesy toward them. I did not recklessly thrust my sword, nor did I show aggressive behavior.
They were nobles worthy of sufficient respect.
“Ebenholtz.......”
Yusuf gave a faint smile.
What kind of heart accepts death? To me, it seemed they believed in an afterlife. For some reason, they appeared to be expecting some kind of “next”.
......Next?
Suddenly, a brief thought crossed my mind. The words of Sebestian from the past came to me.
‘It couldn’t be helped. That youngest son of theirs seemed quite capable though.’
The youngest son of the Kailus family.
I counted the members of the household.
“......Four.”
There were five direct members of the Kailus family.
In the records from before the regression, the direct line of the Kailus family was clearly annihilated. But they were not all killed together in the same place.
Therefore, the conclusion is this.
The four in front of me now had volunteered to be bait.
To draw the attention of the Imperial Army onto themselves, and to protect the last hope of their family at the cost of their own lives. They held the belief that if that boy survived, the bloodline of their house could continue.
There had been far too many who perished this way in the Empire.
They all died trying to protect their own convictions, and the values they tried to preserve were stolen by the wicked.
“One is missing.”
At my words, Yusuf’s expression turned cold.
Thud thud thud thud thud─
The sound of Imperial soldiers running from above could be faintly heard in the distance. It seemed they had discovered the secret passage I had opened.
“Young knight of Ebenholtz, the most venerable classical family of the Empire, who stood at the beginning of the Empire’s founding.”
Yusuf spoke in a low and gentle voice.
“Would you allow me to make just one wish, at the cost of our entire household’s lives?”
I had a sense of what he was going to ask. There was no need for words.
I simply gave a faint smile and nodded. They, too, understood my intent.
Not only Yusuf, but the faces of his family members also brightened for a moment. The old knight, too, lowered his sword diagonally.
To them, who gladly sought to accept death, I drew up my mana. I raised my longsword.
They were people I did not wish to kill.
Because they were righteous nobles.
But, the world is like this.
We are short on time.
In the torrent of history, I too am swimming desperately, just like them.
“My condolences.”
It was the final farewell.
If possible, without pain. So that none would see each other’s death.
In that instant, my sword struck forward. A silver flash split through the darkness.
It was silent.
Truly, there was no sound at all.
I naturally cut them down, and they lay down like grass.
“Here! Looks like a secret place…?”
From behind, an officer and soldiers of the Imperial Army rushed in. I turned to face them, wiping the blood off my sword.
“The situation is already resolved. Collect the bodies.”
“Ah, yes! Loyalty!”
I passed by the saluting Imperial soldiers.
A once upright family had been ruined by the greed of villains. I was not particularly pleased.
Above all… I still had something left to do.
***
After the decapitation operation ended, a drinking party broke out in the inner castle of Kailus. It was a celebration of the mission’s success. On the expensive carpets, bloodstains and liquor bottles were strewn together, and lewd laughter echoed from the portraits hanging on the walls.
“Hahahahaha!”
Faces already flushed red, they drank down the finest wine that Yusuf had collected straight from the bottle. Some secretly pocketed ornaments.
I slowly descended to that place. The soldiers, drunk and distracted by spoils of war, didn’t notice me.
“.......”
I stood still and looked over the scene. I observed the dozens of soldiers moving about in this chaos.
Thump.
With sunken eyes, I searched for the one my heart was pointing to. Somewhere here, that race was present.
Thump.
Soon, my gaze fixed in place. I began walking across the hall.
──Thunk.
A soldier, stumbling from drunkenness. I deliberately bumped shoulders with him.
The wine glass filled with red wine floated into the air and fell. Drops splashed onto my knight uniform.
“Ah, shit, who the…?”
The soldier turned around. His eyes widened, and he hurriedly bowed and apologized.
“Ah, knight sir, I’m sorry!”
“.......”
I silently wiped the wine drops from my chest. A few nearby soldiers took notice, but the party continued. Screeches of laughter were loud.
“I’m sorry! I’ve committed a grave, grave offense!”
His words of apology slurred and wavered.
I was curious.
Is this an act? Does alcohol affect them the same way it does us?
I still didn’t know. Because they were not human.
“......No.”
Instead of getting angry, I merely gave a faint smile.
“It’s fine.”
There was no need to be angry in the first place.
“Ah, sorry! Please enjoy your rest!”
The Imperial Army soldier─ no, the Ezenheim smiled obsequiously and turned around.
At that moment, I gripped my sword.
──
There was no sound at all. The soldier’s body and neck simply separated. The Ezenheim’s face flew through the air.
Puh-seok.
Blood surged from the headless corpse. It spurted like rain, filling the soldiers’ cups.
The soldiers, late to grasp the situation, hurriedly stood up.
“Uh, uh!”
“Kuh, what─ ah, knight sir?!”
“Loyalty! Loyalty!”
“Loyaltyyyyy!”
Everyone snapped to attention. Their drunkenness seemed to vanish instantly, and their faces turned pale.
I spoke to them.
“......We still missed one of the direct line. Therefore, this should still be considered wartime, no?”
Indeed, the battlefield is quite a convenient place. A knight, as the final overseer, has the authority to execute soldiers, and in such ‘wartime’, there are more than enough excuses to kill whomever you want to kill.
“Who gave any of you permission to laugh and feast while coveting the possessions of Imperial nobles here?”
The reason for the execution was clear. Violation of military discipline. Plundering of noble property. Damage to knight uniform.
The laughter stopped. The screeches that rang in my ears vanished as well. Only still silence remained.
The soldiers had already formed a line. One man chattered his teeth in fear.
Military order had been established.
“.......”
Receiving the soldiers’ stares, I exited the inner castle.
Fortunately, among the Imperial Army stationed here, the only Ezenheim was the one I had just killed.
“─You didn’t have to go that far.”
Someone approached from the darkness. I looked at him. It was Jekerd Kailus, the one who had orchestrated this beheading.
“It’s an honor, knight sir. I am Jekerd Kailus. Ah, you needn’t worry, I’ll soon remove that disgraceful surname.”
He smiled faintly as he brushed back his long hair.
“You could have let them keep the loot. I was planning to permit it.”
He already acts as though he owns the Kailus name.
I said to him,
“I couldn’t bear to watch mere commoner soldiers covet the belongings of nobles.”
“Indeed... First, allow me to express my respect and gratitude, knight sir.”
Jekerd bowed his head.
“To think you discovered a secret passage even I didn’t know about. However, as you know, there is still one left.”
Jekerd’s expression turned cold.
“Akard Kailus. The youngest son, sixteen years old. These lowly traitors were especially fond of him.”
There are people who hate seeing harmonious families. There are those who want to destroy them.
Either truly evil, or driven by something even deeper and darker.
“I knew of the passage’s existence but not its location. But it was obvious the passage would lead to the coast. And yet, the reason these traitors deliberately chose to use the secret passage was likely to buy time for this Akard to escape.”
He’s the type who’s needlessly good at reading others. One of the sycophants who would cling to the Emperor and become a schemer.
A man I definitely want to kill someday…
No, a man I must kill.
"Yes. I understand."
Today was the first time I saw Yusuf Kailus. Before the regression, even his corpse had been horribly defiled.
But in this life, we made a silent promise. The Kailus family staked their lives on it. They willingly offered their heads.
Solely, to save the last child.
Fortunately, I know the evacuation route Akard took.
[......Including the ringleader Yusuf von Kailus, four direct blood relatives attempted to escape through the underground moat of the main castle toward the coastline but were killed at sea, and the remaining blood relative, who attempted a separate escape, was discovered near the Mekken Mountain Range on the western border... His corpse was found near the ridgeline.]
Western border, Mekken Mountain Range.
“I’ll take the Mekken Mountain Range route.”
At that, Jekerd’s face lit up brightly.
Chapter 36: The Path I Must Take (2)
I mounted my warhorse and moved toward the western border. The Mekken Mountain Range was the largest boundary that separated the Western Kingdom from the Empire. Crossing that range would bring one directly to the border. There were several meaningful escape routes out of the Empire, but this one also had the lowest chance of success.
“......Mekken.”
The Mekken Mountain Range is an extremely dangerous area infested with monsters. Even I have to be quite cautious there. The expansion of the Empire didn’t stop at Mekken without reason.
Monsters, abominations, and beings that defy human comprehension lurk there.
Precisely because it is such a difficult path, it becomes the desperate and extreme choice of humans.
And precisely because it is such an extreme path, he failed to survive before Regression.
Swaaah──
Cold wind rustled the fallen leaves. The mountain air was already chilly. Suddenly, my warhorse came to a stop. I dismounted and quietly looked at the sky in the distance.
Today, I killed one bloodline.
But this is only the beginning. From now on, I will kill countless people. I must become someone who does so.Under the cause of humanity’s survival, individual sacrifice is inevitable.
......Yes, it is inevitable.
I repeated the words that Sebestian often said.
“It couldn’t be helped.”
“Sir Knight!”
The cavalry in charge of the pursuit soon caught up.
“It seems we’ll have to climb the mountain range directly. There are no traces on foot.”
At this rate, they would discover Akard before long.
In the past, Akard had failed to cross this mountain range. Whether he was killed by the pursuing squad or by a monster, no one knew for sure, his body was eventually discovered.
“Continue the search.”
I handed a crystal orb to the man who appeared to be the leader of the pursuit unit. It was a magical communication tool often used in remote areas like this.
“Contact me immediately if the target is spotted.”
“Yes, sir! Ah, Sir Knight.”
The man holding my warhorse’s reins turned to me again. A sharp, greedy glint filled his eyes, and a smirk spread across his face.
“I am Major Hans Kailus. Just in case you’re worried, I’ll let you know that like Lord Jekerd, I too plan to cast off this filthy family soon, so you don’t need to be too concerned.”
Hans Kailus. Jekerd had sent his trusted subordinate. It seemed he was half-sure that Akard’s escape route would be through here.
This is why a fucking bastard being smart is a real nuisance.
“......Very well.”
I must thoroughly conceal my true intentions. As Edmon said, I must be cautious of not only Agenthes but also all the eyes and ears of the Empire.
I still lack power, and the Imperial Court is swarming with sycophants who covet authority.
***
......A mask that covered his face and a robe that concealed his body. Akard Kailus, with his entire body wrapped tightly, crawled up the rough mountain range.
When he closed his eyes, the burning image of his family’s estate still flickered in his mind. Behind his back, they were still dying even now. Because of this absurd conspiracy, because of the betrayal of the beasts he had trusted as family.
“Haa.......”
Even so, Akard did not look back. Swallowing his rage, he pushed forward.
He must survive no matter what.
For the family that sacrificed everything for him alone, he must.
“......Haa, haa.”
The roads were already blocked by Imperial forces, and so were the other routes. That was why he chose Mekken. The westernmost border. It was the hardest and most dangerous path, but he had to escape the Empire somehow.
To evade the pursuit unit, he ran without a moment’s rest. Day turned to night, and then night deepened again.
Akard hid himself briefly between the rocks. He took out a biscuit from a pocket inside his robe and bit into it.
“Sob.......”
Tears streamed down, soaking the biscuit. The last words his father said to him as he handed over this food echoed in his ears.
'Akard. You must survive. Our will, the secret technique to complete our family, lies with you.'
Do not cry. Just embody us. You, the vessel, will reflect all of us.
Akard willingly accepted that weight, though it was far beyond what he deserved.
Fssst.
In an instant, there was a stir in the nearby bushes. Akard quickly hid himself. However, the footsteps of the other person came to an unnaturally abrupt halt.
Akard was rather quick-witted.
He had been discovered.
He made a swift decision. Drawing his sword, he rushed toward the figure in the darkness. He thrust the blade toward the figure’s heart.
“Urgh!”
The blade pierced cleanly through the solar plexus, but it was already too late. From somewhere, countless cavalry shouted as they surged in.
Thudda-thud. Thudda-thud.
The sound of horse hooves thundered like drums, and Akard was surrounded in an instant. He raised his sword, keeping watch in all directions.
“Good to see you, Akard.”
Whoosh.
A torch lit up the darkness, revealing a man’s figure.
“......!”
It was his father's youngest brother, Hans Kailus.
Akard’s brow twitched.
“You too... you betrayed Father as well?”
A bitter laugh escaped him. From the dust-caked eyelids, streaks of blood trickled down.
“No. No, not quite. I never...”
Hans shook his head with a wistful expression.
“I was never once on the side of your pathetic father.”
“.......”
Words insulting his father. It felt like his head was about to split. Akard staggered, glancing around at the cavalry.
Dozens of them. He was alone.
Still, he must survive. To keep his promise.
Therefore, battle was unavoidable.
Akard drew mana into his sword. Seeing the blue glow forming around the blade, the aura, Hans sneered.
“Your moron father claimed you were the family’s talent. And now I see it. Aura at just sixteen?”
Hans drew his sword. That was the signal. The cavalry charged in at once.
Akard swung his sword. He cut down two cavalrymen and unleashed a sword gust that knocked over several horses.
But they fought guerrilla-style. They didn’t approach easily, merely deflecting or dodging his strikes, wearing down his stamina. From time to time, they threw flying daggers.
Clang! Clang─!
Compared to the mana he enveloped on his sword, the strength of his body’s aura was still lacking. Small wounds were etched all over his body.
“Guh, hyaah!”
In the end, Akard couldn’t hold back. He charged at Hans, but the cavalry skillfully avoided him. Instead, they drew back and drove him deeper into the mountain. It was the cavalry’s characteristic rabbit hunt.
Hans grinned slyly.
“But your mind is far too rigid for your talent. Just like your father, who lost his head down in that castle.”
Akard felt fury boil in his core. His mana wavered on the blade. With blood flowing from small wounds, his stamina was draining fast.
“......Huh?”
That was when it happened.
In the deep darkness of the forest, Akard’s eyes caught sight of a certain ‘presence’.
How could one describe its form?
First of all... it was grotesque. Antler-like horns resembling withered branches sprouted from its head, and on its owl-like face, dozens of red eyes gleamed.
“Ha. You stupid fool.”
Hans scoffed. It seemed funny to him that Akard was distracted by the abomination.
“Looking at that now won’t-”
Screeeeeaaaaagh!
Hans’s words were drowned in a horrifying scream. ‘It’ was moving.
The creature reached out with a massive arm and grabbed the cavalry like toys. With one hand, it crushed a man’s head, and with the other, it swallowed an entire horse.
"Wha, what is that......!"
Neighhhhh!
The remaining horses panicked and went wild. Rearing up, they threw their riders off and fled.
The monster continued its feast.
Crunch! Crack! Screeeaaagh!
The gruesome sound of flesh being torn. Bones being ripped apart, the human body being dismantled, a dreadful cacophony.
The cavalry, caught in the grotesque assault, were torn like paper without even having time to scream.
“G-Ggghhh─”
Before he knew it, Hans, split in half, died while staring at Akard. In his hand, he clutched a small orb.
“Ah.......”
The end. In the moment when the grotesque creature raised its massive arm toward the last one standing, Akard.
───
Moonlight shone down upon this place. At least, that was how it felt. A flash of silver light arrived silently, without sound or presence. That silvery current sliced through the creature’s arm.
■■■■■!
The thing let out a howl of agony, and Akard’s eyes turned toward it.
A man was standing there. Though the mountain range was shrouded in darkness, faint moonlight shimmered from the longsword in his hand. His figure appeared faintly lit.
A Sentinel uniform, a knight of the Empire.
The knight stood with dignity, facing the monster. The creature, clutching its torn-off arm, glared at the knight. The knight did not avert his gaze from the creature’s murderous stare.
Rather, he took a step forward. The monster, as if afraid, backed away.
As the creature turned to flee, the knight swung his sword once again.
───
Moonlight raced forward. As if alive and moving, pure white mana surged forth, swallowing the monster.
■■■■■......!
The creature’s body, engulfed in mana, began to burn. It was sliced at the particle level, melting away, white, utterly white.
“.......”
Akard stared blankly at him. The silver glow flowing from his sword was blinding.
But he was not an ally.
“......Akard Kailus.”
At last, the knight called out his name.
“I am Maximilian of Ebenholtz. The knight who beheaded your father and mother, your older brothers and sisters.”
Akard’s eyes flew wide open. His teeth chattered with a clicking sound.
However, his body would not move. It was as if his feet had frozen to the ground.
He was an opponent far more terrifying than the monster just now.
If I take even a single step toward him, I will die.
Just as Akard, gasping for breath, was about to turn and flee.
“Will you run, from your enemy?”
Maximilian asked. Akard closed his mouth. His heart sank heavily.
Scratch. His sole scraped against the ground.
Tight. He gripped his sword.
He must not take a step back here. He must not run.
Whether he died showing his back, or died kneeling, if the end was death all the same.
If my failure, the annihilation of my family, is a predetermined future...
Akard raised his trembling sword and aimed it at the knight. His heart pounded like mad, but the knight only looked at him calmly.
I can't win.
There’s absolutely no way I can win.
The aura emanating from him was of a kind Akard had never experienced in his life.
“Steady your breathing.”
The knight spoke clearly.
“If your mind falters before your body does, you’ll die in that moment.”
At his words, the trembling blade stilled, as if by magic.
“Have you resolved yourself to die?”
The knight was judging him now. Eyes of deep, unfathomable gold, beyond what he could dare to comprehend, were measuring his soul.
“I came this far, to avoid death.”
Akard adjusted his grip on the sword. He drew out the last of his remaining mana.
The secret technique passed down through the Kailus family for generations.
He looked at the knight of Ebenholtz. The man still stood unmoving, watching him.
Rather than waiting for death on his knees, he would aim for the moment of carelessness, cling to hope.
Akard lunged at him with his sword.
Chaaaeaaaaaeng───!
A sharp sound, as if to tear through the eardrums, echoed through the mountain range. The blue sword aura unleashed from Akard’s blade surged toward the knight of Ebenholtz.
Whoosh.
The knight met his charge and swept his sword.
KWAHHHH!─!
Swords clashed, mana exploded.
A flood of blue and white.
However, his blueness was overwhelmed by the knight’s light. His mana shattered, and his sword aura broke apart.
Even so, the knight remained standing in the same place. Akard had thrown everything he had into that strike, but the knight had not been pushed back even a single step.
“......Resonance?”
Maximilian spoke softly as he ran his finger along his cheek. A small drop of blood was wiped away on the tip of his index finger.
“A sword that resembles the sea.”
Akard looked at the knight. He did not avert his gaze.
If death was inevitable, he would face it with eyes wide open.
“.......”
The knight gazed down at the boy for a long time. He looked into the boy’s strength.
A child so utterly unlike his own past fragile self. This boy had something he himself never possessed. It was a talent too precious to let fade away.
"Hone and polish it."
The knight turned away.
“So that one day, you may reclaim what was lost.”
Leaving behind those words, the knight slowly walked away, and Akard silently watched his retreating figure.
When he had completely disappeared, the boy fell to his knees. At the same time that his tension released, his legs gave out.
“Haa, haa.......”
With ragged breaths that seemed to empty him out, he realized, he had survived.
Whether it was the knight’s whim, or for some other reason, he couldn’t possibly know. But Akard rose to his feet again.
A mountain range full of abominations. A place now littered with the corpses of cavalrymen and Hans.
There was still a path he had to take.
Chapter 37: The Path I Must Take (3)
The sun had risen. I looked up at the sky and unsheathed the longsword of Ebenholtz. The blade, edge, and hilt were all worn, yet it was strangely sharp. Its material was also so deep I could not identify it.
It was a fine sword that not only elevated a swordsman’s skill by two or three levels, but was particularly effective against “monsters”.
The sword Akard had clashed with it using was also a fine sword.
Whether Akard survived Mekken or not, I did not know. But any further concern was not mine to bear. From now on, it was his task to prove his talent through survival.
“.......”
I looked at the sunlight breaking through. The once-dark mountain range was now bathed in bright light.
“......Sir Maximilian. May I ask you to explain the situation?”
Jekerd returned with the private soldiers. I spoke to him.
“The bodies of the pursuit team, including Hans, have been discovered. I do not know if they ever caught sight of Akard, but it seems they were all killed by the monsters of Mekken.”
“Was Akard’s body confirmed?”He seemed to show no concern whatsoever for the death of his younger brother, Hans.
“No. However-”
“It must be confirmed.”
Jekerd furrowed his brow. He even cut me off mid-sentence.
I looked at him. My gaze cooled.
“......Jekerd.”
Calling his name, I stepped forward.
“Akard Kailus is merely a boy. A small child from the west who has not even been knighted.”
I placed a hand on his disheveled collar. Jekerd flinched and trembled.
“There’s no way such a child could survive in Mekken, and even if by some miracle he did survive.”
I dusted off the dirt that had clung to him, likely from rushing here, and gave a faint smile.
“For a promising man like you to be frightened by such a child, does that make any sense?”
You are a noble of the Empire. You are the villain who beheaded your brother and stole everything. So stop being a nuisance and take responsibility for a mere child.
You fucking moron.
“......Yes. You are right.”
Jekerd gave a servile smile. He did not say anything more. Instead, he offered me a box containing some treasure as a gift.
“Please distribute it among the soldiers who went through more hardship than I.”
Rejecting him, I departed from Mekken as it was.
***
A small riverbank reached after crossing the Mekken mountain range. The boy looked toward the other side of the river, where the border of the Western Kingdom shimmered faintly beyond the mist.
Whoooo......
The cold wind blew the torn hem of his robe. Gentle sunlight reflected off his tears.
“.......”
Akard had survived.
It was something he had every right to rejoice over.
His life to live in this world. The most precious achievement he had attained in his life.
“......Father.”
He had kept his promise. The one promise he had made and shared with his entire family, he had finally fulfilled it.
There was no one left to take pride in this accomplishment, no one to gently pat his head and praise him.......
“I survived.”
The boy knelt. Clutching the damp mountain soil, he cried out in a choked voice. The last images of his family, the blazing flames, and his own helplessness all surged through him at once, tearing into his heart.
‘Hone yourself.’
At that moment, there was still a voice ringing clearly in his ears.
The knight of Ebenholtz. He was the very one who had beheaded his family. But at the same time, he was also the one who had saved him from death.
The man who killed his family had saved him.
Akard felt a strange confusion.
At the same time, he recalled the knight’s back.
‘So that one day, you may recover what you have lost.’
A knight is one who enforces the will of the Empire, and this purge had originated from Jekerd’s scheme. Even so, the knight had not killed him, a blood relative of Kailus.
Instead, he had given him a costly lesson.
Why had he done so? Was it mere whim, or was it also part of a deception?
Akard still did not know.
"What I have lost......."
However, there was a path he had to take.
That path lay on the knight’s contradictory back.
There were things he absolutely had to return and reclaim.
The tears streaming down his cheeks were no longer just from sorrow.
***
After the beheading operation, the military tallied the merits. Though the word “tally” might sound rather comical, it is a very important process whether one is a soldier or a knight. Some stake their lives on it, and others form grudges and seek revenge over it.
However, today, at least for this operation, there would be no objections from anyone.
“Congratulations, Knight Maximilian.”
At the Imperial Army Headquarters’ main conference hall, I stepped up onto the platform laid with red carpet and received my medal.
But because the essence of this operation had not been 'putting down a rebellion', but rather a 'purge', there would be no large-scale publicity or media announcements.
“Just one more third-class medal, and it’ll be a second-class Gold Lion Medal. That’s a very rapid pace for your age.”
“Thank you.”
The Empire’s medal system was as strict as it was intuitive.
Receive the third-class Gold Lion Medal three times, and you move up to second-class. Roughly speaking, if you achieve merit worthy of receiving the second-class medal about nine times, you can receive the first-class.
The glorious name of that medal is [Empire Hero Golden Lion Medal].
“Congratulations, Knight Maximilian.”
As I came down from the platform, the officers approached and offered handshakes. I did not go out of my way to refuse their goodwill.
Click.
As the commemorative photos were taken once more, I looked around at the figures filling the room.
Click.
Suddenly, I recalled the Emperor’s closest aide that Edmon had mentioned, ‘Agenthes’.
Click.
A madman born with the most perfect legitimacy in the Empire’s history, who deludes himself into thinking he is a god. He must be watching over this entire system. Eyes watching me must exist somewhere, even at this very moment.
“Knight Maximilian.”
At that moment, a soldier in uniform approached. A balding man nearing sixty, a Brigadier General with one star. Jens, the former superior officer of Major Han.
“I received the gift well.”
I immediately understood what he meant.
Even if he looked like a greedy man, a general has his own kind of ability. Being old in the military meant surviving, and surviving meant being strong in a different sense.
Young officers like Major Han or rather, people as honest as he was, could never reach that level.
“I heard Major Han recently moved.”
I searched my memory of this man named Jens. He was quite a well-known politician. Passive in all the military’s actions, and always left himself an escape route. A fox-like man. Because of that, even after the revolutionary forces gained power, he survived and maintained his wealth.
Could he become my ally?
Could this man be trusted?
However, for Major Han to rise high within the Imperial Guard, this man was absolutely necessary. Moreover, he was as skilled in maneuvering as he was in politics. Being skilled in maneuvering means knowing exactly when to step down.
“Brigadier General Jens, I’ll be counting on your guidance going forward.”
Mutual trust is unnecessary. This is merely a transaction.
Jens would pretend not to know the relationship between Major Han and me and lend his aid, and once Major Han was on the right track, he would gladly step aside. I wanted it that way, too.
All the gifts I would pay him from now on were nothing more than tuition fees.
“Yes, of course. Leave it to me. Hahahaha.”
A man who knows how to lower himself endlessly, the bald fox Jens.
I smiled faintly and shook hands with him.......
──「Supreme Commander of the Empire’s Office」──
After the tallying of merits ended.
I stood before the plaque marking the deepest door of headquarters. As a knight who had participated in the beheading operation, I now had to report directly to the Supreme Commander.
“......Hoo.”
My heart pounded.
It doesn’t mean that my father is of the Ezenheim race.
Even now, at this point, the man named Sebestian still makes me nervous.
“I’m coming in.”
I opened the door.
Beyond it, with sunlight streaming through the open window, was Sebestian.
A towering figure over 2 meters tall. Even outside his thick military uniform, his body was perfectly sculpted. As a noble, he always kept his beard neatly trimmed and his hair slicked back without a single strand out of place.
I approached him.
Come to think of it, since my regression, this was the first time I’d faced him at such close distance.
“.......”
Sebestian looked toward me. He said nothing. Even so, the sheer majesty that emanated from him was overwhelming. It was the reason even the most renowned generals of the military shrank in his presence.
I gave him a nod. But the first move wasn’t mine to make. Sebestian also acted as if he hadn’t seen me.
The military staff approached him first and handed over the documents.
Sebestian read through them. Apart from that, not a single sound was heard. A heavy silence dominated the entire space. An absolute hierarchy and order pressed down on everything inside.
The already small-framed officers looked even more withered in comparison to Sebestian. The longer time passed, the more they seemed to crumple. Crumpled and crumpled again, until only Sebestian remained visible.
The Commander signed the last page of the documents with a swift stroke.
“Loyalty!”
As soon as they received his approval, the others fled the commander’s office like they were escaping.
But I remained there.
As both a knight who participated in the beheading operation and as its assigned observer, the final report had to be delivered verbally, in person.
“......We have secured the heads of four direct blood relatives, including the family head Yusuf von Kailus, who planned the treason, and have annihilated all resisting collateral relatives and private soldiers. However, we failed to locate the body of the youngest son among the direct line.”
“You let that one escape?”
“It is not yet certain.”
“I asked what you think.”
“......If he is never found, then it means he chose to ascend Mekken. And if he chose to ascend Mekken, he will either live or die depending on his own ability.”
Sebestian looked at me.
“Knight Maximilian.”
I met Sebestian’s gaze. A man who never felt like a father, still even now, not a father, but a monster, I did not avoid those eyes.
Suddenly, his face before the regression overlapped in my mind. Back then, when I had accomplished nothing, he had said this to me:
‘But why did you even go there?’
“It was a duty that I, as a knight, was duty-bound to complete. Nothing more, nothing less.”
That future had changed. It wasn’t scorn or contempt, but it wasn’t praise either. It was just a statement that I had done what was expected.
A conversation between father and son, yet not truly a conversation, dry and emotionless.
And yet, even a moment like this was a first for me.
“Yes.”
I saluted as a knight and stepped outside.
Thud. Thud.
I walked down the long corridor in front of the commander’s office.
Thud. Thud.
Suddenly, unable to bear it anymore, I sat down on the empty landing. I raised a hand to cover my face.
“......Ha.”
Emotion surged from within my chest.
Tingle. Tingle.
A tingling sensation from my toes rippled all the way to the top of my head.
It was a feeling I had never experienced in my life, a foreign sensation.
Perhaps it was joy.
Just from the fact that I had changed even one word from him, I was overwhelmed with a strange sense of elation. Laughter I couldn’t hold back spilled from me like a hiccup.
It was ironic.
The person who had made me genuinely laugh for the first time since returning to this goddamn world was none other than Sebestian, the man I had feared so deeply.
The man I had hated so much was you.
And here I am, still bound by you.
Chapter 38: Logic of the Strong
"Listmann" was a noble family of the Empire. Over centuries, they had pursued magic, building deep ties with magic towers and academic institutions, and in recent years, they had laid the foundation worthy of being called a prestigious house.
The study of researching, analyzing, and applying mana in real life, Magitech.
The current head of the family, Valerius Listmann, was a renowned magitech scholar. He was also the inventor who brought forth the revolutionary invention of the mana coil.
However, that glory was built upon the blood and tears of the one who had once been his teacher. The family's power was cemented through betrayal, and false claims shook the world.
The splendor that was once thought to be eternal had recently begun to falter, and poor performance was now holding him back. As time passed, the mana coil had become an ordinary technology. Listmann failed to create a new technology that would bring in profits beyond that. Countless ideas remained mere ideas. This was true not only for Valerius but also for the researchers under him.
Valerius eventually had no choice but to admit it. That he needed an even more "special mind".
This was the reason he had persistently tracked down his former teacher for years.
"You were in such a shabby place, Master."
At last, Valerius discovered his old teacher's mana shop.
Lorenzo glared at Listmann, breathing heavily."......Why the hell did you come looking for me?"
"‘Hell’? Such harsh words, Master."
Valerius brushed his blond hair back and smiled.
"It's simple. I'm extending a proposal... a business partnership, hoping your talent hasn’t rusted away yet."
"Ha. So the company’s in trouble, huh?"
"......No-"
"Of course. You never had consistency. You couldn’t endure. Magitech is a discipline. There's no shortcut in scholarship. The one who wins is the one who plants himself down and walks the righteous path. There's no scholar who became great just to shine at a party."
"......."
A vein popped on Valerius’s temple.
"Seems you still don’t understand, Master. You are now a wanted criminal recognized by the Empire. A shameless thief who dared to steal my original theory and run."
Lorenzo let out a hollow laugh. This twisted disciple, who came all the way here just to say such things, was astonishing.
Valerius tore a check and tossed it onto the table.
"This is my offer."
The amount was an ambiguous 23,000 dollars. Was he trying to save the 2,000 and cut 10%?
"I'll grant you a pardon for your crimes, and pay this amount monthly. It's an annual salary that even most researchers would struggle to receive. The deadline for your answer is......."
He glanced at his wristwatch and raised an eyebrow.
"By 8 PM next week."
"How ridiculous."
"Don’t even think about running. My employees will monitor you 24/7."
Snap.
Listmann snapped his fingers. At that moment, thugs stormed into the shop from inside and out.
Whack! Bang! Crash!
They swung iron pipes. The mana tools and display shelves Lorenzo had carefully maintained were smashed to pieces. Watching his inventions being destroyed, Lorenzo’s face trembled violently.
Bang! Crashhh! Smash-!
Amid the flying debris, the old man stood alone. His disciple, who had taken everything from him.
Now again, he silently glared at the man who coveted his knowledge. Beast-like breaths seeped through his teeth.
"What are you staring at like that? Things need to be broken in order to leave anyway. I merely spared you the trouble."
Valerius met his gaze and smiled sweetly.
"Then, I look forward to your wise decision."
Leaving behind the chaotic wreckage, Valerius departed. The thugs also receded like the ebbing tide.
Tap, tap.
Arman came up from the basement.
"Um... boss."
The close-cropped boy looked at him with worried eyes.
"Go back inside."
"Ah... okay."
Lorenzo could say nothing else. That was all he could manage.
An old man, faded and feeble, unable to resist even slightly...
***
I returned to the Knight Order. While I had been away, a mountain of tasks had piled up. However, most of them were related to active mana residue, so they were not difficult to handle.
My virus visually shows the flow of mana. Therefore, when I analyze active residue, I occasionally feel a sensation like my eyes opening. It's as if the flow of mana is being interpreted on its own.
─Knock knock.
At that moment, the administrative officer knocked.
“Sir Knight. A message has arrived. From Mr. Lorenzo Carione, saying the items you ordered are ready-”
"I'll go right away."
“Yes. I’ll prepare the vehicle.”
The administrative officer went ahead first. After changing into civilian clothes, I came down, and he was already in the driver’s seat.
“Departing now!”
The administrative officer is passionate about everything. I suppose this is what happens when you pay someone well.
[Lorenzo Carione]
I arrived once again at the mana shop in Zestfall. However, the shop was completely different from my previous visit. It was in a dreadful state. The glass windows were shattered here and there, and all the mana tools had been completely destroyed.
“.......”
As I stood silently in front of the counter, Lorenzo approached, leaning on his cane. He handed me a box containing the items.
“These are the items you ordered.”
Books on theories of famous scholars on mana, specialized texts on ancient mana symbols, 'runes', and a few other rare materials.
They must have been difficult to acquire.
“Have you considered my proposal?”
To my question, Lorenzo gave a bitter smile.
"You're telling me to borrow the power of a noble to strike down another noble."
“That’s the kind of world we live in.”
“I cannot trust nobles.”
“Then will you just run away like this?”
I gestured with my eyes toward Arman, who was peeking his head out from the basement. The boy’s eyes were full of fear.
Lorenzo glanced at Arman, then turned back to me.
“......Please take Arman with you.”
“It’s meaningless. A disciple without a master cannot grow alone.”
Lorenzo let out a deep sigh.
“However, I am currently a wanted man. I’ll only bring harm to Arman and to you, Sir Knight.”
In fact, Giorgio Chirico had disappeared after ignoring the court’s compensation ruling. It would be more accurate to say he couldn’t pay because he didn’t have the money.
“It’s fine. Knights oversee everything within the Empire. Therefore, even requesting a retrial on a case that has already been ruled on is within a knight’s authority.”
If one pulls out an old case file and stamps it for re-examination, all investigations begin again from the start.
Not all knights can do this.
However, for an 'Ebenholtz Knight', reclaiming the truth is something that simple.
“.......”
Even so, Lorenzo hesitated. From the outside, it looked like a rather foolish hesitation.
"You're an old man who has difficulty moving. Not just your body, but your heart too."
I handed him a blank sheet of paper and a pen.
“Write down the names of people who can prove your innocence.”
“......They all betrayed me long ago. They stood with Listmann and branded me a thief. There's no way they’ll reverse their testimonies now.”
Lorenzo is a good person. He believes that good people should only persuade others through good means.
I am not.
“It’s fine. I have my own methods.”
Then Lorenzo, as if understanding what I meant, gave a bitter smile and shook his head, saying this:
“My revenge will only spark another revenge. I want to stop that chain of hatred now.”
“Mr. Lorenzo. This is not some petty revenge. It is simply correcting what has been wronged.”
The head of the Listmann family had swept all the awards this year, Businessman of the Year, Inventor of the Year, Scholar of the Year.
All of it was glory that should have belonged to Lorenzo.
“This is about reclaiming everything that was stolen from you.”
Listmann wields great power in the magitech world.
But power is relative. Strength and wealth limited to a mere “industry” cannot reach Ebenholtz.
“Of course, this is not without cost. In return, Mr. Lorenzo, you must become my strength.”
Lorenzo looked at me. His eyes were trembling.
“You must know it too. Goodness is nothing more than an illusion created by the weak to protect themselves. Evil is the same. But power knows no distinction between good and evil. The strong simply reign, and the weak choose between good and evil in order to survive.”
For the Empire to become evil is the same as saying the Empire has grown weak. A strong Empire must blur the line between good and evil. That ambiguity creates the gap through which the world can be saved.
“I will become strong for the Empire. And for me no, for the Empire someone like ‘Giorgio Chirico’ is far more necessary than a thief like Listmann.”
Lorenzo's fingertips trembled. His jaw clenched tightly.
A long silence followed, as if countless thoughts and emotions were crossing within him.
“......Now, make your decision.”
Finally, Lorenzo picked up the pen.
He wrote down the names of the colleagues who had betrayed him on the blank sheet of paper.
***
A bright and sunny afternoon. I headed to the Sentio Magic Tower area. It was because Ezell had summoned me. Since morning, she had been frantically contacting me, saying today was the only possible day.
“Do you have any idea how hard I had to persuade her?”
She was in a typical wizard's robe, with dark circles drooping all the way down to her chin.
“Looking at your face, I’d say it must’ve been hard.”
Anyway, thanks to Ezell, the meeting with Pexi was arranged.
“......It's paper review season, so I haven’t slept in a week. Which means today is the only time I have. And yet you talk like that, I really want to smack you.”
“That’s why I made the reservation somewhere nice.”
One of the top luxury restaurants in the Capital, ‘Delmon Arcadia’. Outside the window, the Arcadia River rippled like a painting, and a soft string quartet played inside.
A single meal for two easily cost tens of thousands of dollars. I had heard same-day reservations were nearly impossible, but it was accepted as soon as I gave my name. It was even in a private room.
Knock knock.
With a knock, the waiter opened the door to the room.
“This way.”
“......Yes.”
It was Pexi von Arzen. Unlike Ezell in her sloppy robe, she had clearly put effort into her appearance.
I stood up from my seat and extended my hand.
“Nice to meet you, 5th-tier Wizard Pexi.”
She hesitated for a moment, then took my hand.
“Nice to meet you, Sir Maximilian.”
Ezell smiled in satisfaction, looking back and forth between us.
As soon as Pexi sat down, Ezell got to the point.
“The reason I set up this meeting is because Max, you’re handling the ‘Brain-Eater’ case, right?”
“Not just the Brain-Eater. Recently, crimes involving magic have been increasing. And trying to track cases alone as a knight has its limits. Especially in analyzing magical traces, the help of a wizard is essential.”
Pexi gave a bitter smile.
“My specialty isn’t analysis or tracking. Of course, I can assist, but I’m not sure I’m the right person for the job.”
Thump.
The virus stirred. This woman was almost certainly an Ezenheim- The Brain-Eater.
The problem was, there was no physical evidence.
Of course, I could kill her even without proof. I could abduct her and cut her throat, problem solved.
But she had Jun Kandel backing her, was a friend of Ezell, and held the rank of 5th-tier wizard at Sentio Magic Tower.
She wasn’t someone who could be randomly killed and silenced like a common foot soldier during wartime.
“Here is your appetizer.”
Right on time, the appetizer soup was served. The chef came personally to explain something, but it didn’t really register.
“Hmm? It’s good. There’s no shrimp in it, but it tastes like shrimp.”
Ezell took a spoonful and started guessing the ingredients.
“Did they grind top-grade crystal shrimp...?”
“Really?”
I took a spoonful too.
“Hmm~ maybe. I can taste white wine as well.”
Pexi also took a bite. Her eyes widened.
“It’s delicious. Unlike you two, I’m from a small family in the east, so I’m not good at describing taste.”
"Come on~ But you always come in first place in magic theory."
"Ah, first place?"
I deliberately showed interest. Ezell nodded.
“There was a seriously tough magic analysis this time, you know? Ten wizards worked on it, and she was the one in charge. Anyone else would’ve been annoyed, but she never showed it even once......”
Ezell led the conversation. The atmosphere was warm and friendly.
Pexi genuinely seemed like a person. Suddenly, I understood how the Revolutionary forces and the New Cabinet had been deceived by them.
A shell that looked too human, actions that were too human.
But they are our enemies.
A race from another world that must be killed, without exception.
“The food’s especially good today. Wizard Pexi, aren’t you glad you came?”
“......Yes. I am.”
From the appetizer to the main dish, the dinner course was nearly finished.
I wiped my lips with a napkin and got to the point.
“Wizard Pexi. I still haven’t heard your answer to my proposal.”
“Ah...... I’d really like to make a decision right now too, but for any outside activities, I need my advisor’s permission.”
“Your advisor is?”
"It's Professor Jun Kandel."
Jun Kandel. A damnably familiar name.
“Tomorrow... no, I’ll ask him later today and get back to you.”
Pexi held out her terminal. Ezell quickly turned her head to the side, stifling a laugh, and I pretended my hand was shaking as I took her terminal.
We exchanged numbers.
Chapter 39: Logic of the Strong (2)
"Worked out well, didn't it? You even exchanged numbers."
On the way back after leaving the restaurant, the night market glittered along the night street.
At Ezell’s words, I shrugged my shoulders.
“What’s good? It’s just getting started.”
“Come on. That Brain-Eater thing, you were faking it, weren’t you?”
"It's real. I really took the case."
Ezell walked with quick little steps and pulled up the hood of her robe. She vanished somewhere in a flash, then reappeared with a fruit skewer that looked like candy in one hand.
“And still, you’re more interested in the chaff than the incident?”
“Well... yeah.”
Crunch. Ezell bit into the fruit. The fruit made a candy-cracking sound. She chewed like a squirrel and then covered her mouth and chuckled softly.“...So, am I supposed to keep playing along?”
I flinched at her words.
“What are you talking about?”
“Hey. You think I don’t know you?”
"I'm asking what you're talking about."
Crack. Crack. Crick-crack. The candy shattered in Ezell’s mouth. She waved the now-empty skewer and said,
“Max. When you like someone, or when you're happy or excited, you don’t shake your hands or anything like that. On the contrary, you become calm on the outside. But instead, you can’t hear what people are saying. Guess your ears shut off while you're trying to cool down the heat inside.”
“.......”
My steps halted. Ezell twirled around one step ahead of me.
For me, it was just ridiculous.
“So you knew all along?”
“Knew what?”
“That I liked you.”
“I’d have to be an idiot not to know. Not like it matters now anyway. More importantly.”
Ezell asked,
“Why are you getting close to Pexi?”
Suddenly, her gaze sharpened.
I hesitated, but I felt like I could tell her my true intentions.
“I’m suspicious. Of that person.”
"...As the Brain-Eater?"
“Yeah.”
Ezell went silent for a moment. Arms crossed, she fell into deep thought.
She never jumps to conclusions. That’s just her nature. She doesn’t say it’s not true, and she doesn’t say it is either.
“Do you have a reason? I don’t get it at all.”
“A hunch.”
“...Excuse me?”
Ezell narrowed her eyes. I let out a soft laugh.
“Pexi von Arzen first came to the center three years ago. Coincidentally, that’s when the killings started.”
“That’s it? Could be a coincidence.”
“The murder method was extremely unusual.”
At those words, Ezell nodded quietly.
“The heads were abnormally severed, so there’s a high chance it was a wizard. And since there are few wizards, it’s relatively easy to narrow down suspects?”
“Yeah.”
“Could’ve been a swordsman, a mercenary, or a vagabond who learned mana on their own. Especially swordsmen, if they use something like Sword Aura, that level of cut-”
“I’m a knight. The traces of sword aura are distinct from magic or mana, so they’re easy to identify. And it’s not a vagabond either. From the first murder to the most recent, the condition of the corpse cross-sections has changed.”
“The cross-sections?”
“At first, it looked messy like an animal had torn it up, but recently, it’s become as sharp as if sliced with a razor blade.”
“They leveled up while committing murder.”
“Yeah. Vagabonds who learn mana in the Underground City struggle to grow. Their mana properties remain fixed... If it were one of those vagabonds, it would’ve actually been easier to identify them. You can’t hide for three years.”
“True.”
We resumed walking down the street.
“And there’s no noble family named Arzen in the East.”
"Huh? Are you sure?"
“There was, but they all died. Of course, on paper, Pexi von Arzen is listed as the only bloodline of the Arzen family, and her parents’ birth and death dates match perfectly.”
“But?”
“That much can easily be forged. After all, everyone who could verify her identity is dead, right?”
Ezell rubbed her chin and muttered.
“...Honestly, I can’t believe it.”
“Of course not. She must be completely different from the Pexi you know.”
“No-”
Ezell furrowed her brows.
“Who said I don’t believe that? I’m talking about the evidence.”
“...Evidence?”
“Does it make sense that not a single piece of evidence came out after killing nine people? There must’ve been something. Even the tiniest clue would’ve been left behind. It’s just that the regular investigators or knights didn’t catch it.”
Then suddenly, she opened her palm toward me.
“Share it. The case files.”
“You’re always saying you’re too busy with your thesis.”
“Friends should help each other out at least this much.”
Friends.
At the word 'friend', suddenly, I find myself doubting you. If we become people who help each other and share case information like this, wouldn’t you try to use that information to benefit the Revolutionary forces?
"If Pexi the wizard really is a serial killer."
There are those in this world who, while enduring the pressure of the Empire, have forged even stronger convictions. There are those who have risen up for a greater cause.
Like Julian, Edmon, and Ezell.
If not for the Ezenheim race, they would have been long remembered as pioneers and heroes of history.
“Because she’s someone who shouldn’t be in the Magic Tower.”
I nodded.
“I’ll send it to you. Come by my office later.”
“Okay. I’ll have my secretary-”
“Come in person.”
“......”
Ezell looked at me quietly. At some point, the wind that had begun to blow pulled back her robe’s hood. Her black hair, tinged with blue, fluttered. In a scene that looked strangely like a painting, she raised her middle finger.
I smiled.
“I’ll break that finger.”
“......Come on, I really am busy with my thesis, why should I come in person? Do you still like me?”
“Got it, now fuck off.”
Just in time, we had reached the front of the Sentio Magic Tower.
As Ezell turned away, light and cheerful, I asked her,
“But, are you gonna be okay?”
“About what.”
“I’m almost certain about her. You might be heartbroken.”
Ezell looked at me with clear eyes, then slowly tilted her head.
“Why would I be heartbroken if Pexi the wizard turned out to be a murderer?”
“......Weren’t you two close?”
“Come on. I only knew her for six months, how close could we be. It’s just......”
Ezell gave a bitter smile.
“Just pretending to be close.”
Well, she’s not ordinary either. If she were, she wouldn’t have been born into the great Runsellot Family and dreamed of revolution.
“Right. We all live pretending. I’m off.”
I turned away, waving my hand.
“Max.”
Ezell called after me.
“But you’re different. With you, I’m really friends.”
As she said that and smiled brightly, I smiled back at her, gladly.
And raised my middle finger.
Ezell’s face instantly turned snarky.
“......I’ll break that finger.”
I quickly turned away from her, who looked like she might actually fire off a spell. Even as I walked away in a rush, I couldn’t stop laughing.
Today, I learned one more thing from Ezell.
Never judge a person too easily. Even if that person is Ezell, I must always be suspicious. Never let my guard down.
Because we’re walking different paths.
Dding─
Right then, a message came from Schatz. It was in code.
[Successfully rescued Lorenzo. Fleeing south.]
***
“How dare they! What kind of fucking bastards!”
Valerius of Listmann received an urgent message while on a business trip. Lorenzo had escaped.
“We’re pursuing him with everything we’ve got, but the mercenaries we hired are all......”
The mercenaries had been taken down and rendered unable to fight. It had been executed with remarkable precision.
“That vermin bastard. Daring to lay a hand on Listmann?”
He stood up, feeling as though the blood in his whole body was boiling with rage.
“Send a message to Akarius.”
Akarius. A mercenary group that operates not only within the Empire but across the entire continent.
“Y-yes. And the mission details......?”
“Bring him in alive, 1 million.”
He didn't know what confidence that old has-been had gained, but it was a foolish choice.
This is why when you coddle them, they think you're a tree and climb up. He should have crushed him from the start. He should have kept him imprisoned and only made him research.
“Tell them he doesn’t need to be in one piece.”
“Yes. Understood.”
He must have gotten too merciful as he aged recently. There was no need to respect him this much.
Valerius pulled out a cigar and bit it to cool the rising heat within him.
“.......”
Suddenly, he noticed a crumpled photo in his drawer. It was a picture taken during his days as a researcher, together with his thesis advisor, Giorgio Chirico.
“......No.”
Valerius stared at it for a long moment, then changed his mind.
“Tell them both arms and one leg must be intact. If the body’s in pain, the brain might get dull too.”
***
Before I began the reinvestigation of the “Giorgio Chirico” case, I first summoned witnesses from the past.
The first was Jerome, a wizard who had once been Lorenzo’s colleague.
“Nice to meet you, Mr. Jerome.”
“Yes. Hello.”
He was living a prosperous life in a rather fine mansion in the 4th District of the Capital. Though he had left the Magic Tower, he seemed to have acquired the wealth and fame he wanted as the head of a successful magical business.
“What brings you here, sir knight?”
“It’s nothing much.”
Nothing much.
At least, not yet.
“Do you remember the name ‘Giorgio Chirico’ from 15 years ago?”
“.......”
At that moment, Jerome’s expression hardened. I handed him a document containing Giorgio Chirico’s brief biography.
“He was likely your classmate during your time at the Magic Tower.”
“Yes. Of course, I remember. But that guy...”
Jerome gave a bitter smile.
“He was dishonorably dismissed after trying to steal the theory of a magi-scholar under his command. I have no idea what he’s doing or where he is now. I haven’t heard from him even once since then.”
It seemed he was under the impression that I was chasing Lorenzo.
“No. I’m not interested in Giorgio Chirico’s whereabouts. I intend to reinvestigate the entire case.”
“...Reinvestigate, you say?”
“Yes. Upon close examination, the contents of the testimony at the time and the internal records of the Magic Tower do not align at all.”
Jerome’s eyes blinked. He looked quite flustered.
“There are records showing that Giorgio had been researching and experimenting with the theory of [Mana Electromagnetic Induction], which connects directly to the mana coil, long before Valerius Listmann ever published it.”
“Ah~ well, those are records that could easily be fabricated?”
Fabricated. He's brazenly lying right in front of me, but this was already expected.
I placed a file folder on the table. Thud. I pushed the thick stack of documents toward him.
“What is this?”
“Jerome-ssi. You’ve recently done a bit of money laundering?”
“......Excuse me?”
His face turned stone-cold and black. My officer, Dieter, was a master at tracking money. Just by looking at the documents, those flows visualized and diagrammed themselves in his head, it seemed.
“Well now, I guess selling out your old colleague has improved your household finances?”
“S-Selling out? I simply testified to the truth.”
“You were a little jealous too, weren’t you? That a mere commoner was always above you.”
I leaned back in my chair and gestured at the documents.
“Go ahead and read them.”
“.......”
Jerome didn’t move. He just sat there, frozen like a snowman. My brows furrowed.
“I said read it.”
Only then did he reach out and take the documents.
The Empire was obsessed with securing tax revenue, and money laundering was one of the most dangerous crimes in times like these.
“You set up a paper company and diverted funds by pretending to purchase artworks abroad. A classic method. But if even one of the many firms involved in this money laundering has the slightest connection to a ‘subversive group’. ”
Money laundering is a complex process. Not even the person who ordered the laundering knows exactly which companies are involved or what path the money takes. You just keep digging until something comes up.
That’s why the Imperial Guard had a favorite tactic.
“For example, if your money passed through a company that supports the Revolutionary forces behind the scenes.”
Jerome’s face turned pale as a ghost.
It must have felt good to sell out a colleague. Must’ve been satisfying to take the payout. Felt righteous, even, thinking that a lowly commoner had finally been put in his place.
“I swear on the name of Ebenholtz.”
I said to him.
“You won’t go to prison. You’ll quietly disappear from this world.”
Now, it’s time to repay the debt.
.......
Thunk── thunk── thunk──
In the southern Hermes Province, in a factory where machines refining mana stones rumbled dully.
Dieter guided Lorenzo and Arman inside as he asked,
“By any chance, do you see a way to further improve the efficiency of this refining process?”
Lorenzo closely examined the structure of the machinery, while Arman, visibly excited, darted around from place to place.
“The current method is focused solely on increasing mana purity. If we apply the ‘Phase Conversion Catalyst Theory’, we could reduce mana loss by over 30% while doubling production speed. Of course, further detailed research would still be necessary.”
“Yes. I’ll report it to the president exactly as you said.”
Dding- Ddiriring─
Just then, a call came from Maximilian.
“Yes. Yes, understood.”
After exchanging a few words with him, Dieter handed the terminal to Lorenzo. Lorenzo cleared his throat nervously, his expression tense.
“Yes, this is Lorenzo speaking.”
─How’s the factory? Do you see potential for advancement?
“I still need to examine it more thoroughly, but─”
─Do whatever you want freely. There are no restrictions. Whether it’s millions, tens of millions, or even hundreds of millions, use as much as you like.
At Maximilian Ebenholtz’s words, casually mentioning hundreds of millions, Lorenzo’s mind briefly went blank.
“Wow! Woooow!”
Arman’s gasp of amazement snapped Lorenzo out of it. He still didn’t understand why that little kid liked machines so much.
“Oh right, and there was something you said before, sir Knight. Arman’s invention, the mana stone waterwheel. It looks like it could be usable to some extent in the mines here... but would it potentially violate any laws?”
A soft chuckle came in response.
─No. It shouldn’t violate any laws. Research and install it as much as you like. I’ll also have a workshop built for you both in no time.
Chapter 40: Logic of the Strong (3)
"Akarius" was a mercenary corps based in the 'Canilan Independent State', where magic engineering was particularly advanced, even among the western regions of the continent.
"One million Empire dollars......."
The leader, 'Ren', was a pure Aran from the Empire. Most of their regular sponsors were also Empire-born, but precisely because of that, they had coiled themselves into an independent island nation separate from the Empire.
"......A million dollars just to find one old man."
She had become the head of a mercenary corps at the young age of twenty-three, making her a somewhat self-made figure in this field.
"He even has two names, seriously."
She quietly muttered the names written on the request form, [Giorgio Chirico, Lorenzo Carione].
"Shall we take the job?"
The secretary asked.
"Wait a bit.""Akarius" always conducted thorough prior investigation before taking on any job. The Empire’s nobles treated mercenaries like disposable goods, but to her, every member, each costing millions to raise, was a valuable resource.
"A lot of the members want to take the job. Some have already wandered off to the Empire."
"I got it, so shut up."
She scratched her red hair roughly and picked up the request form.
"The fact that one old man ran away alone, and that this stingy bastard is offering a million for it. Something smells. Any other information?"
"The location has already been pinpointed. It's in the south, Hermes Province."
"Hermes? That’s a backwater southern place. No other news from there?"
"Uh...... Just a moment."
Secretary Jecon manipulated the computer. In Canilan, the independent nation where magic and magi-tech were highly developed, every movement of the Empire was monitored closely, and news from there was always distributed through their network.
"Ah, found something. A mana stone explosion happened in the Lomilton Mountain Range of Hermes Province."
"A mana stone explosion?"
"Yes. They say it’s a jackpot."
"Fucking jealous. Who was it?"
"Um...... That hasn’t been disclosed, but─ ah, right. Some of our members who already went to the Empire managed to get the ledger from the mana shop related to the target."
"Let me see."
"Here it is."
Jecon handed over a printed photo of the ledger. Ren scanned through the records and sales.
Anyone who could help an old man with two names must be a sponsor. So, focusing on the large recent transactions......
One person caught Mercenary Leader Ren’s eye.
"Maximilian."
She didn’t know exactly who it was. There were many people with the same name in the Empire, and Maximilian was a fairly common name. However, there were only a few who could spend this amount in one go.
"......Ebenholtz."
Maybe not, but if it was Ebenholtz, things would go to shit the moment she stepped in. Of course, she had a naturally twisted, rebellious personality, so she did feel like stirring things up. Especially if the opponent was Sebestian.
However, the time was not right yet.
"We’re pulling out for now. Tell the ones already there to come back unless they want to get slashed."
***
The logic of the strong is the logic of power.
The strong oppress the weak. Because they are strong, they can dominate the weak. However, this cannot be applied selectively. Those who conquer the weak by strength must also acknowledge the possibility that they themselves can be crushed by someone even stronger at any time.
If they cannot do that, it is not logic, but sophistry.
Yet most strong individuals cannot accept becoming the target themselves when that moment comes. Instead, they cry foul and complain of injustice.
It’s laughable.
A young knight of Ebenholtz officially ordered a retrial of the past "Giorgio Chirico" incident. The circumstances of the case, buried in dusty archives for over ten years, resurfaced once more, and the Central Court of the Empire set an unusually swift date for the retrial.
And from the moment that news spread, the collapse of Listmann Company began.
"......It seems we can no longer proceed with this transaction, Chairman."
The president of 'Terra Metals', a key supplier of Listmann’s core components, informed them of the deal's termination. The usual flattery in his tone had vanished, replaced with a far more businesslike demeanor.
"President Guenter."
"We're sorry, but there’s nothing we can do either. Oh, and regarding the promissory note you issued last time, we ask that you pay in cash as soon as possible."
"The deadline was supposed to be six months later, wasn’t it? Are you messing with me?"
"......Messing? The original deadline was next month."
Guenter let out a short laugh. A scoff, as if he found it ridiculous. Blood vessels burst in Valerius's eyes.
“Chairman. There are some rather nasty rumors going around these days. They say you tried to put in some strange request with a mercenary corps and it blew up on you.......”
A long-time business partner was now belittling him. A mere commoner with some money dared to look down on me.
“If I were you, I’d try to let go of greed.”
President Guenter chuckled as he stood up from his seat.
“Well then. I’ll be counting on you for that promissory note.”
Left alone, Valerius clenched his glass tightly.
.......
Over ten years ago, the judge who handled the Giorgio case and ruled in favor of Valerius, along with some of the police officers and prosecutors who had been in charge of the investigation, resigned. As if prearranged, all cited “personal reasons”.
The bureaucrats who had once granted favors to the Listmann family turned their backs in an instant, and Valerius received a court delivery. It was an official summons, requiring his presence as a witness in the upcoming retrial.
At the same time, his arms and legs began to be cut off one by one. Loan extensions from banks were blocked. Multiple deals were canceled. Partner families cut off contact. Even the regular restaurants, social clubs, and golf courses he frequented refused his reservations.
Rumors spread that the Empire’s Tax Department had launched a special investigation targeting the Listmann Company.
Now, no one dared to associate with him.
Valerius Listmann was isolated in an instant.
All because of a single document sent by a knight of Ebenholtz.
Valerius gave everything up. In the end, he went to find Knight Maximilian himself. At the very least, to understand why, what it was that the man wanted from him.
“Sir Maximilian!”
Without preamble, Valerius entered his office.
Under the sunlight filtering through the window, Maximilian was calmly pouring tea with a serene expression.
“Excuse me, sir, this isn’t right. Unauthorized entry into a knight’s office is─”
An official rushed over to stop Valerius, but Maximilian waved his hand lightly, signaling it was fine. The official stepped back cautiously.
Maximilian spoke.
“Please, have a seat.”
His tone was flat and even. Valerius hesitantly took a seat, adjusting his clothes and trying to steady his breath.
“Would you care for a cup of tea?”
Tea, my ass.
Valerius asked Maximilian,
“Why? Why are you doing this to me?”
“.......”
Maximilian quietly drank his tea. Even in that simple gesture, a senseless sense of dignity exuded from him.
Valerius observed for a moment, then spoke again.
“Giorgio Chirico is nothing more than a bitter past for me. So why, sir knight, are you taking that old man’s side─”
“Hm. The reason is,”
Maximilian cut him off.
“Because I feel like it.”
A reason without reason.
That one sentence silenced Valerius.
“Is that a problem?”
“.......”
Valerius felt as though a blade had been driven into the crown of his head. His brain buzzed and trembled.
A family capable of pressuring and crushing the Listmanns simply because it displeased them. And yet someone who could look down on him so calmly, from a distance so far above that it felt detached from his own withering reality.
“Of course, this retrial will add to my accomplishments. Worth a point. Maybe two, tops.”
Valerius felt the presence of a massive wall. One that could not be touched, reached, or even clearly seen.
“Compared to the theory you stole from Giorgio Chirico, it falls far short.”
Tap. Maximilian set down his teacup.
“Mr. Valerius. I despise those who lie.”
Valerius’s body flinched.
“So I’ll ask you. Did you really not steal Giorgio Chirico’s theory?”
“.......”
Valerius couldn’t bring himself to speak.
Maximilian waited for a long time.
"That......."
A great many words gathered in his mouth, worries about the future, shame toward himself, anger at others, regrets like snowflakes piling up, but they failed to take on any coherent form.
Maximilian looked at him and twisted his lips.
“I hope you’ll be able to speak in court.”
Before he knew it, a court officer had approached and helped Valerius to his feet.
"Escort him out politely."
“Yes, sir.”
Valerius, supported by the officer, left the office.
─Thud.
As the door closed behind him, he felt as if the ground had crumbled beneath his feet.
Suddenly, a thought came to him.
Was this how his old teacher had felt?
***
The retrial was held. The participants were the defense attorney, the prosecutor, the judge, Lorenzo, and numerous other witnesses.
I attended the trial in plain clothes. I even wore a hat and mask to avoid being recognized.
From a corner seat in the gallery, I intended to quietly observe how the trial would unfold.
“We will now begin the retrial hearing at the Imperial Central Court for case number III R 1317/4103, defendant Giorgio Chirico.”
The judge declared the opening of court.
Lorenzo’s lawyer first argued for the defendant’s innocence in the past [Attempted Thesis Theft and Abuse of a Pupil] case and requested new witnesses. The judge, of course, accepted the request.
“......Over ten years ago, I gave false testimony in this court.”
Many figures from the past took the witness stand. They were the colleagues who had previously testified against Lorenzo.
They testified, ready to face perjury charges, that the theory claimed by Valerius was, in fact, the original work of Giorgio Chirico. They also confessed that Giorgio had never abused his student, and on the contrary, had used part of his salary to support them like a scholarship.
“Your Honor. As physical evidence, I submit peer review records from colleagues.”
The decisive piece of evidence was the peer review records. In the Magic Tower, there was a custom of discussing new theories with fellow scholars before publishing them. Giorgio, who enjoyed exchanging ideas with colleagues, had sent the draft of his theory to one of them for review even before Valerius had entered the Magic Tower.
One of those witnesses stood at the stand with the original documents he had kept all this time.
I watched them from the audience. In the front row was a familiar face.
“......Why is she here?”
Ezell. Wearing round glasses, she appeared to be meticulously documenting the trial in her notebook.
“I’m sorry! I’m truly sorry, Giorgio!”
This time, the witness was Jerome. He repeatedly bowed his head to Lorenzo at the defendant’s seat and sobbed.
“Back then, I was truly blind...... consumed by envy and jealousy...... and afraid.......”
His apology wasn’t only directed at Lorenzo. It was a desperate plea to save his own life.
Lorenzo looked on in silence, watching his former colleague’s disgraceful display with a hardened face.
“Then, we’ll proceed with the second hearing after the break.”
A short recess was declared.
I stepped out to the rear of the courthouse.
Tap. Tap. Lorenzo also approached, leaning on his cane.
“Valerius Listmann will be here soon.”
At my words, Lorenzo gave a bitter smile. Valerius was to appear as a witness in this trial.
He’ll come and say something, whatever it is.
“Sir Knight. The new workshop you built for me is far better than the lab I used to use at the Magic Tower. Just how much did you pour into it?”
“Not much. Time has simply passed. Equipment from fifteen years ago is now nothing more than junk.”
It was satisfying. In truth, I had spent a lot. I built the entire facility with the best equipment possible.
Lorenzo and Arman were talents worthy of that investment.
“Thank you. Sir Maximilian.”
His gratitude was sincere.
“With this, I feel I’ve already been compensated enough.”
I looked at Lorenzo.
The fall of Listmann had been inevitable. Mana coils had already become commonplace technology, and their petty patent royalties would soon come to an end.
On top of that, they would have to pay Lorenzo astronomical damages, something that couldn’t be repaid even if the family were sold off.
“I understand your intentions, Sir Knight. The strong submit to the stronger, and power is broken by greater power.......”
Lorenzo gave a gentle smile. Beneath the sunlight, leaf-like wrinkles formed deeply at the corners of his eyes.
“But I am nothing more than an old scholar raising a single student, and Valerius was once my pupil as well.”
He looked like a kind grandfather.
The sort of man who, if met in the neighborhood someday, would offer a cookie and a cup of milk to a hungry child, to a runaway like me before Regression...
“So I wish for nothing more than this.”
I smiled faintly and nodded.
“Yes.”
If one wishes to escape the cycle of hatred, then only when they themselves have become the strong can they choose to break it.
“Convey your will in court.”
Many people, intoxicated by the fruit of revenge, fail to summon that kind of courage,
But good people always strive to find a better way.
Chapter 41: Logic of the Strong (4)
"We will now resume the retrial of the defendant, Giorgio Chirico."
The trial resumed after a recess.
However, the prosecutor seemed to have no intention to rebut, and the defense attorney rose first.
"I request Valerius Listmann, current head of the Listmann family and chairman of the Listmann Company, as a witness."
All eyes turned to the place the defense attorney indicated. As the courtroom doors opened, Valerius Listmann appeared.
He looked haggard. In just a few weeks, the noble’s characteristic glamorous aura had vanished, and his complexion was deeply tinted with despair.
He took a seat at the witness stand.
"Before questioning the witness, I will present the submitted evidence."
The defense attorney began presenting pieces of evidence one by one to prove Lorenzo’s innocence.
"What do you think about this evidence, witness?""......."
Valerius closed his eyes. He said nothing.
"Speak! You're the one who orchestrated all of this!"
Suddenly, Jerome stood up and pointed at Valerius.
"Speak! I said speak-!"
After shouting for a while, he was dragged out of the courtroom.
Money laundering is indeed a dangerous crime. Many more heads are likely to roll in the future.
Taxes must be paid.
"Order. Please maintain order."
After calming the disruption, the judge looked toward Lorenzo at the defendant’s bench.
For now, Listmann was a witness, but if the verdict was overturned in this retrial, his status would change to that of a criminal.
"Does the defendant, Giorgio Chirico, have anything to say to the witness?"
At the judge’s question, Lorenzo nodded politely. He slowly stood up, supporting himself with a cane.
"Your Honor."
Looking toward Valerius at the witness stand, he continued softly.
"Giorgio Chirico died long ago. On the day he was betrayed not only by his student but also by the Magic Tower he dedicated his life to, and his colleagues."
Those attending as witnesses bowed their heads. Lorenzo looked around at each of them.
"......You’re only now telling me the truth. I don’t know if your feelings are genuine, but regardless, I thank you."
Lorenzo let out a bitter smile.
"Perhaps the Giorgio Chirico of the past was arrogant. He may have been proud and conceited about his talent. He might have said things that hurt his student. However, he never, not once, felt jealous or envious of his student, nor tried to steal their achievements."
Suddenly, Valerius’s shoulders trembled slightly.
"......Valen."
Lorenzo called out his former student’s name.
In the Magic Tower, where even nominally, "status" is not spoken of, everyone is called by name or nickname.
"I’ve thought that the harsh words I spoke might have hurt you. But."
I watched the two of them from one corner of the courtroom.
"Not once did I ever think your talent was lacking."
This was a story between two scholars that I didn’t fully know.
"I just wanted you to spend more time in a dark laboratory than at a glittering party. I hoped you’d wear your research robe more often than expensive suits."
"......."
Valerius lowered his gaze.
"I truly believed that you could become a better scholar than me. That’s why I took you as my student and entrusted my theory to you."
His face fell. The head of a noble family bowed his head.
"......That is all I have to say to the witness."
Lorenzo concluded his words.
Now, the choice was Valerius’s.
"Witness, do you have any final words?"
I looked at Valerius.
"......I."
A voice as if his vocal cords were scraped. His cracked lips trembled.
"I."
He spoke as if vomiting blood, as if coughing up his organs.
"I stole your theory."
He said only one sentence.
The entire courtroom was engulfed in silence.
Valerius bowed his head like a criminal, and Lorenzo closed his eyes.
I quietly stood up and left the courthouse.
Though the trial wasn’t officially over yet, his confession had effectively brought the retrial to an end.
"Where are you going?"
I was about to return to the Knight Order when someone stopped me.
It was Ezell.
"The retrial isn't over yet."
As expected, sharp as ever. I had deliberately kept my disguise a bit sloppy, but still.
"We’ve been seeing each other often these days."
"Yeah. Here, take this."
Ezell tore out a page from her notebook and handed it to me.
[......The logic of the strong is the logic of power. The strong oppress the weak. Because they are strong, they can dominate the weak.
But that logic must not be applied selectively. Those who have subjugated the weak as the strong must also accept that they can be crushed by those even stronger.
If they cannot, then it is not logic, but mere sophistry......]
"What is this?"
"Hehe. I’m a reporter for the Tower’s internal paper. Planning to publish this case in the next issue."
Ezell took off her glasses. The dark circles under her eyes were still deep. I wonder if her dream is to become a panda, but considering all the things she has to do, it’s understandable.
"You knew Giorgio too?"
"Giorgio Chirico and the mana coil, pretty well-known story. Max, you did a good thing?"
For some reason, the word "good" felt unnecessarily heavy.
"I was just doing my job."
"Still, it's surprising. To forgive that man."
"Who knows. 'Haha, you're caught. This was all a sympathy-inducing tactic to draw out your confession~'"
"......."
Ezell narrowed her eyes. I cleared my throat.
"Can’t take a joke?"
In this bleak world, humor is essential.
Anyway, Lorenzo would drop the civil suit regarding the mana coil and make the patent publicly available for free. Although it was an outdated technology with not much royalty period left, it was still a decision close to sainthood.
"And, Max. I found evidence."
Ezell’s words sharpened my gaze.
"Pexi?"
"Yeah. At least proof that there’s a connection...... Look."
She handed over a document.
"Magic leaves behind unique traces, like fingerprints. It’s called 'residue'. To fully understand this residue, you’d have to start with the definition of magic, but let’s skip the details. Do you see this mark here?"
At the first murder scene, there was a tire-like pattern in the alley.
"Why would there be tire marks in an alley?"
"Magic residue?"
"Exactly. Once it’s there, it’s hard to erase. I guess they didn’t have enough time during the first killing. Thanks to that, we can confirm the killer is a wizard. And I happened to see Pexi the wizard's magic from a distance before."
"The residue looks similar?"
"Yeah. I'm not certain though. But more importantly. Why did this brain-eater specifically cut off people’s heads? Did they really eat them?"
"I don’t know......."
Come to think of it, I hadn’t really considered the motive behind the brain-eater’s murders. I just assumed they killed because they were Ezenheim.
But the Ezenheim were actually more focused on hiding their identity.
The type to sacrifice individuals for the sake of their people and purpose.
So why commit a conspicuous act like serial murder?
"......Ezell."
Suddenly, a theory came to mind.
"Is there any magic that requires eating people to maintain itself?"
"What are you talking about?"
"I mean, a condition for maintaining magic, like cannibalism or something like that."
"Come on. What are you-"
Ezell’s expression suddenly froze. Her pupils rolled as if rummaging through her mind, then- clap.
She clapped lightly once.
"......I’ve seen it. Chaos magic. The condition is extremely rare, like one in ten thousand, but still,"
"What is it?"
"Wait, I- I need to go first!"
"What do you mean?"
"I’ll call you once I figure it out!"
"Tell me before you find out before I smack it out of you."
"Max, you’ve got a sharp instinct! You’ve got talent! Keep digging!"
Ezell chattered as she ran off. I watched her nimble figure disappear and let out a bitter smile.
"......Unbelievable."
***
Deputy Chief of Staff Jens’s office. He stared at the golden apple placed by the window, lost in thought.
Shiny. Sparkling. The way it reflected sunlight made it look truly appetizing.
But fruits like this cause trouble if eaten too soon. They must be ripened as much as possible and eaten when they are at their tastiest and healthiest.
Knock knock.
His secretary opened the door.
"Ah~ You're here."
The guest, Major Kai Han, stood at attention and saluted with a disciplined posture.
“Take a seat.”
“Yes, sir.”
He sat across from Jens.
“Have you heard the news?”
The lieutenant Kai Han had recommended, Lorenz Tilman, had been promoted to captain in this round of personnel appointments and assigned as the commander of the Fromm Company in the Magic Division. It was a rather prestigious post.
“Of course. So, this is... just a small token of our appreciation.”
Major Han handed over a small box. Jens opened the lid in front of him, making a show of it. It appeared to be a luxurious fountain pen, but in truth, the entire object was carved from top-grade mana stone.
Mana stones were even easier to liquidate than gold. Any Magic Tower in the world, any wizard, would buy them in unlimited quantity, and once used, they disappeared.
“Haha. My, my. You’ve been very considerate. Ah, and also.”
Jens smiled in satisfaction and took something out of his drawer. It was a thick notebook, hundreds of pages long, almost like a professional reference book.
“Take this. It’s my return gift.”
“......Sir?”
Major Han looked puzzled.
“Take it.”
In Jens’s assessment, Kai Han was a talented commoner. But commoners could only rise so far. Not merely because of their status, but because they didn’t understand the complexity and subtle nuances of noble society and, by not knowing, were bad at navigating relationships.
“It’s my personal notebook, where I’ve organized the names and relationships among military officers up to now.”
However, it was precisely because of this that Kai Han had caught Maximilian’s attention.
An honest, sincere, and upright commoner who would never betray. If trained properly, he could be used as a hand or foot within the Imperial Guard, and if things went south, he was a disposable soldier who wouldn’t cause trouble.
“Major Han. The Empire’s military is divided into three major forces. Do you know them?”
“Yes. The regular army, the Imperial Guard, and the Royal Guard.”
The regular army was the traditional and orthodox military of the Empire. The Imperial Guard was a newly cultivated force, personally empowered by the current Emperor. And the Royal Guard was the shadow that had protected the royal family for generations.
“And the Knight Order is an independent organization that oversees them all.”
“You’re well informed. However, war is coming. Whether large or small, internal or external. But you don’t even know exactly what kind of train you’ve boarded. You’re just fumbling in the dark. I understand. It’s because you weren’t taught.”
Jens tapped the notebook with his fingers. Major Han gazed at it steadily.
“You’ll start learning now. But you can’t afford to stay stupid any longer. To survive, you must lower your head, but to rise, you must stand and grab the rope. But the real beginning is from the moment you grab that rope.”
The brilliant name of Ebenholtz, an opportunity far too grand for a commoner to grasp.
“A commoner gets no second chances. It’s always a tightrope walk. The better the rope, the higher it is, and the higher you are, the more fatal the fall. And the rope that has come down to you...”
Jens’s gaze calmed quietly.
“Might be the one closest to the sky in this Empire no, on this continent.”
Major Han nodded with a firm expression.
“Memorize the notebook completely. Not a single word missing. There will be names of people already discharged or deceased, but memorize their relationships too. The next lesson can only proceed after you’ve memorized all of it.”
“Yes. Understood.”
He tucked the encyclopedia-like notebook under his arm. As he got up to leave, he hesitated, turned back, and saluted Jens once more.
“Loyalty. I apologize.”
“......I understand. I led you to it that way.”
Jens smiled to himself without realizing it. Surely, Kai Han must have thought of him as a foolish or greedy old man. There was no need to apologize for such inner thoughts.
“Go on.”
“Yes, sir.”
And so, after Major Han left, the office was left in silence.
“Maximilian.......”
Jens thought about Maximilian Ebenholtz.
He had already assessed him.
If there had been no reaction after receiving the gift from Major Han, he would have judged Jens as just another mediocre general, not worth further attention, treating him as a mere puppet.
But if there was a reaction, he would continue the transaction, considering him a partner worth conversing with.
However, he did not convey any of this intention to Major Han.
Until Major Han actually presented the gift, he had interpreted Maximilian’s intent as a simple request for favoritism, but in truth, it was a sophisticated test Maximilian used to probe Jens’s own intentions.
A commander gives an order to a subordinate excluding the most critical part of the instruction.
Only then will the subordinate walk into the jaws of death without suspicion.
“......So, he’s starting to bare his claws.”
What are the military rumors about Maximilian?
Extremely strict, cold, and ruthless.
During the Kailus purge, he personally beheaded an Imperial soldier. The official reason was breach of military discipline, but according to witnesses, it was ultimately because the soldier spilled wine on his knight’s uniform.
Even that was probably false.
Maximilian conceals his true intentions while crafting an image of fear around himself.
“For someone who can kill a soldier like a pig or dog.......”
The Maximilian that Jens had met in person was intelligent. Despite being visited without any prior notice, he wasn’t flustered, in fact, he acted as though he had expected it. He even seemed a bit pleased. That Jens had come to him, allowing him to observe the military more closely.
That same Maximilian had once been considered weak during his cadet days.
“So it was all a deception.”
Acting naïve makes it easier to learn what lies in others’ hearts. Nobles who wouldn’t reveal themselves in front of a great house like Ebenholtz would open up more readily to a seemingly feeble child.
“......Hah.”
A dry chuckle escaped him.
“This central power is bursting at the seams with just one monster.”
Now, the young offspring of that monster had begun eyeing the empty seat.
Jens felt a strong urge to retire, but he was already halfway hooked.
Thankfully, it wasn’t all bad.
Kai Han was smart. A soldier too valuable to be wasted just for being a commoner. If raised properly and placed on the right path, Jens could retire with more in his savings than he had ever managed to accumulate.
Chapter 42: A Future Drawn with a Pen
Lately, I have been thinking about the future.
The future will not be the same as before the regression.
No, it must not be the same.
I have to make it that way. The only variable in the catastrophe leading to destruction is ‘me’.
However, history is a great torrent. It will not be easy to twist it on my own. It will not change in an instant.
Therefore, from now on, I must open the stream of change.
Currently, the Empire and the military are not thinking deeply about war. More precisely, there are not many generals who hold concrete suspicions.
The Empire’s stance on war has always been the same.
“If we perfectly control the internal situation, the external will surely submit.”
In that case, did the Empire perish because it failed to control its internal affairs?That can’t be.
There were more complex factors. To begin with, the Eastern Union of the continent was by no means a force to be taken lightly.
...Actually, I don’t know the details either.
Just because I’m a regressor doesn’t mean I suddenly become smart.
Of course, I will make efforts in my own way, but there was a book written by a scholar far smarter than me in the future.
Several years after the Empire fell. A publication by a very prominent historian, 「Reasons for the Empire's Downfall」
At the time, the book gained immense popularity and was widely distributed in all kinds of bookstores and magazines, so even I, who was a fugitive, could easily obtain and read it.
“Let me recall it.”
I placed my hand on my collarbone. I demanded memory from the virus. That record I had once read...
── 「Reasons for the Empire's Downfall」 ──
...This paper defines the collapse of the Empire not as the result of a single event but as an inevitable downfall caused by contradictions within a complex structure reaching a critical point, and aims to analyze the core reasons for it.
1. The emperor’s incompetence, the unchecked expansion of the Imperial Guard, and the fragmentation of the military
The last emperor of the Empire recklessly expanded the ‘Imperial Guard’ to strengthen his own power. The Imperial Guard, which stood above the law, committed all sorts of corruption and atrocities throughout the Empire, causing severe conflict with the traditional military and dividing the Empire from within...
2. The illusion of pure-bloodism – The myth of the ‘Aran’ and the failure to recruit talent
In the late Empire, the ‘pure-bloodism’ that dominated society was a noose the Empire placed around its own neck. The Empire referred to themselves as a sacred ‘Aran’ bloodline, rejecting and oppressing numerous competent talents of other ethnic groups. This gnawed away at the nation’s own potential...
3. Technological stagnation and economic rigidity
The Empire was once a leader in magical engineering technology, but by the end had fallen into severe technological stagnation. The high nobility, who held monopolies over key technologies like mana stone mines, labeled new innovative technologies as “blasphemous acts against the laws of nature” to protect their vested interests, and suppressed them. They confiscated the assets of promising companies and buried technologies...
4. Knight Order, the failure of asymmetric power
Knights were the sword of the Empire. Human weapons born from the consumption of virtually infinite resources, trained only by the Empire. In contrast, the Eastern Union and Western countries developed more advanced, mass, single-target lethal weapons like ‘tanks’ and ‘guided missiles’. Knights could respond almost invincibly against rifle units, but against tank bombardments and anti-personnel guided missiles...
────
Knights are not invincible. Neither are wizards. Since the invention of the crude weapon known as the ‘mana firearm’, battlefields have begun to shift.
A strong knight can cut down hundreds of soldiers alone. But in ‘war’, no soldier stands alone.
Mana can easily deflect the physical force of bullets. However, tank shells and missiles must be avoided. That is because tank shells and missiles, much larger than bullets, contain a significant amount of mana stones.
The elements that claimed the most knights in the war against the East were tanks, anti-personnel guided missiles, and suicide bombings.
Even so, the Empire focused only on nurturing the ‘elite’. So did Sebestian. My father was a man noble to his very bones, too old to chase the progress of the times, and blindly believed in such a philosophy of the iron will.
...And yet, he was also the monster who singlehandedly destroyed hundreds of tanks.
Thus, the reason the Empire collapsed was not only because of rebellion.
Fundamentally, it was due to its own corruption, defeated from within by the Revolutionary forces and from without by the alliance of the East and West.
“The Empire thus became a loser.”
Sitting in the study, I murmured to myself, and suddenly─
A strange question arose.
How did the New Cabinet come to power in the place where the Empire perished?
The moment the Empire collapsed, the forcibly annexed nations and various autonomous regions declared independence, but the core territory of the Empire immediately came under the control of the New Cabinet, to which Edmon belonged.
It was an eerily peaceful and orderly transfer of power.
But let’s think about it.
If I had been the leader of the Eastern Union, would I have simply allowed a new cabinet to rise in the place of the fallen Empire, which had sacrificed tens of millions of lives?
At the very least, I would have tried to seize territory under the pretext of reparations, or more seriously, sought to fragment the cabinet.
That’s the natural logic of power between nations.
Even so, they stepped back far too peacefully.
Why?
Why on earth?
How was Edmon able to become Prime Minister of the New Cabinet, and how could he so precisely and amicably root out only the war criminals of the Empire?
“What if......”
This might be a hasty assumption of mine.
But for me, who has directly ‘seen’ the future of destruction, it is a possibility that cannot be overlooked.
“......The head of the East.”
I thought about the leader of the Eastern Union.
Varmil Rextun.
“If it’s Ezenheim.”
One fact that is all too obvious.
Ezenheim is not exclusive to the Empire.
“War is inevitable.”
That was the conclusion that formed in my mind.
***
Whirrrrrr─
The next morning. A tank roared as it was delivered. Dieter had purchased the tank in just a single day and had it brought to our home.
“......What is this?”
Freya, who had come for a lesson, looked flustered as she saw the steel monster in the middle of the yard.
“It’s a tank. A state-of-the-art model made by Berton Industries in Zestfall.”
The Zestfall Autonomous Region. A very problematic area, but also the only place in the Empire capable of producing tanks.
I said as I fiddled with the tank.
“This barrel is loaded with a 120mm magic shell mixed with high-concentration mana and armor-piercing shrapnel. It can blow away most castle walls in one shot.”
“You’ve got money to burn. Why on earth did you buy this?”
“Even the knights of the Empire need to experience this weight at least once. Before that, I want to personally think through how to counter this tank with my own body. I’d like you to assist me as well, Master.”
“......You try it first.”
I stood about 200 meters away from the tank’s barrel.
“Fire.”
No matter how long I waited, the shell wasn’t fired.
“......Yawn.”
Freya yawned.
“Fire!”
The tank’s hatch opened, and the driver asked with a face on the verge of tears,
“Are you sure I should really do this......?”
"If you do not, there will be a problem."
He went back into the tank.
“Fire!”
KWAHHHH──
The moment the barrel flashed.
Tick.
Even in the slowed time, the shell flew in like a bolt of light, and I released my long sword.
Sssch─!
I sliced through the trajectory of the warhead. The shell, cut clean in two, crashed into a corner of the yard.
“Oh~ not bad. What do you think?”
“......Since I’m quite fast in movement, dodging it itself shouldn’t be a problem.”
When mana is drawn out to the extreme, a knight’s body can move at very high speed. But the duration is limited. Not every knight has the same ability as me, and even I can only use this technique a few times a day.
“If hit directly, it would be a serious injury or death. But damage from the explosion’s shrapnel can be sufficiently blocked with a knight’s aura protection.”
If the shell itself strikes a knight’s body directly, the mana stone compressed inside the shell will shatter the aura protection and inflict fatal wounds.
However, if it explodes after embedding into the ground, the shock and shrapnel can be endured.
“So the area of potential damage is narrow. The probability of a tank hitting a knight directly is low. But battles last long. Guided missiles aimed solely at knights will also be incoming.”
A knight is not a machine. The more exhausted, the slower they become, and the higher the probability of a direct hit.
However, if a method is invented that can perfectly deflect even two or three direct hits from shells or missiles, knights could become irregulars on the battlefield once more.
“I think we just need to control aura protection more efficiently.”
“How do you propose we control it?”
“Aura protection usually clings to the skin like armor, right? What if we extend it outward, shaping it into a spherical wave form around the body?”
“You’re telling knights to cast magic now? Aura protection is manifested through the mana circuit. It can’t be maintained if separated from the body.”
What Freya said was true. But I didn’t think so. More precisely, the virus inside me had a counterargument.
“It might be possible. If we use high-purity mana stones as a medium.”
Freya gazed at me quietly. After staring into my eyes for a while, she asked a curious question.
“Just one thing. What’s all this for?”
"For the knights to face tanks—"
“That’s not what I mean. In the end, what is all of this for?”
I looked at Freya.
She was asking about my principle.
But there was only one answer to every action I took, one reason behind all of my resolve.
“Solely, for the Empire.”
***
Deploying aura protection in a spherical form is entirely possible.
Rather than logic, it was intuition. An instinctive ‘knowing’ directly transmitted from the virus within me.
But as Freya said, mana is manifested and controlled through the internal circuit. That is why defensive aura never separates from the outer layer of skin.
If there is an external ‘medium’, the story changes.
I placed a high-purity mana stone, about the size of a finger, worth a staggering 300,000 dollars, on my palm.
If I infuse my mana into it using a specific [form], its flow will resonate with the mana stone and form a spherical aura centered around the stone.
For me, the process is as instinctive as breathing. The higher the purity of the mana stone, the purer and more solid the aura that will form.
The problem is how to explain this principle of deploying aura protection through a mana stone to someone else.
What I need is a mana ‘formula’ to transmit the spherical aura protection.
In order to first understand the intuition whispered by the virus, and furthermore to convey it to other knights, I must use the ‘language’ this world employs to explain mana.
I picked up a technical book I had purchased from Lorenzo. Thankfully, I wasn’t a complete amateur. Back at Empire Point, I had been practically forced to take lessons from a private tutor.
“Mana is expressed through a refined agreement called a formula.......”
A knight calculates the amount, flow, and nature of mana needed to realize the phenomenon he wishes to implement. Then he completes that concept as a ‘technique’ within his mana circuit, explosively enhancing his physical abilities or manifesting sword force and sword aura.
All of the above process begins with the pen.
“......First.”
I picked up the pen.
Start from the draft.
Even if it’s incomplete, I need to at least put this idea on paper first.
──[ Introduction ]──
Mana is a powerful force granted to mankind, and at the same time, a difficult tool to wield.......
The Empire’s knights utilize aura protection, enveloping their bodies through long years of training and study, which has made them the masters of the battlefield. However, in the future battlefield that we will inevitably face one day, overwhelming firepower will emerge that cannot be blocked by current aura protection alone.
(omitted)
Thus, the author proposes a new method of mana utilization that expands and deploys traditional aura protection into a ‘spherical defense shield’ form using mana stones as external mediums.
Through this, the goal is to maximize the survivability of knights and secure the Empire’s military superiority in the changing battlefield environment......
────
Anyway, if I write it out roughly, Mr. Lorenzo will probably turn it into something proper.
......To be honest, I can’t deny that’s also how I feel.
Chapter 43: A Future Drawn with a Pen (2)
I studied mana. I reviewed everything I didn’t know, or had learned but forgotten.
The mana curriculum at Empire Point followed the standard. All theoretical textbooks published by universities, and private tutors, were the same.
But I was fundamentally estranged from all those standards. That was because the flow of mana transmitted from the virus was completely different from what was described in textbooks.
Then, how do knights handle mana?
Through “formulas” realized via “mana circuits” within the body.
These formulas are entirely different from magic.
Mana is the fundamental energy that composes the world. On the other hand, magic is a technique created by the fusion of human imagination and mana.
Therefore, mana is nature that existed from the beginning, but magic is an invention created by humans.
Because of that, formulas take on a much more primitive form compared to magic circles. A much more chaotic and disordered flow, with straight and curved lines tangled together in various ways. This “flow of mana” formed through internal circuits creates sword force, forms aura, and strengthens the knight’s body.
The most standardized medium that presents the process of constructing these formulas is the textbook. Textbooks always emphasize the standard, that is, the predetermined order and path. That’s because it’s easier to see, easier to follow, and safer.Not me.
The virus inside me always searches for a different path. Even when looking at the example formulas in textbooks, it bends all the circuits to create the shortest route. Or, it combines four or five circuits to open an entirely new path, directly connecting the beginning and end.
Doing so eliminates unnecessary waste that occurs during mana circulation.
Mana operation becomes much more efficient.
Because of that, it becomes possible to imagine techniques that are hard to conceive using something like a textbook. For example, the idea that if you connect the internal circuits to a high-purity mana stone and release it 'while maintaining the formula', it creates a materialized type of aura that significantly enhances the knight’s survivability.
Scratch─ scratch─
I inscribe these new concepts onto paper, line by line.
Scratch─ scratch─
I'm writing down formulas that have never existed in the world until now.
***
I repeated commuting and studying for a week. Even while going to the Knight Order, I studied mana in between, and after work, I spent the nights practically sleepless, writing my thesis. Progress wasn’t easy, but I knew from the start that it would take a long time, so I wasn’t impatient.
Knock knock.
In the meantime, Dieter came to visit.
“Sir Knight. This is the basic proposal for the new urban district in District 35... sir.”
District 35. On the deserted land that used to be military property, the only thing currently there is the company housing where Schatz stays.
I’m planning to build a new city centered around that location. Something creative and full of vitality like Zestfall, but with much better planning and much more order.
“Are you feeling unwell, by any chance?”
Dieter asked while examining my complexion. I looked at myself in the mirror. My hair had grown shaggy, and stubble had begun to sprout on my chin.
“Ah. I’ve been staying up writing something lately, so...”
It was at that moment.
Thud. Thud.
Along with the sound of a cane, Lorenzo finally appeared.
“Mr. Lorenzo!”
I was glad to see him. I nearly hugged him without realizing it. Lorenzo seemed slightly taken aback by my intense reaction.
“Come, please come up to the study.”
While guiding him, I rambled about my ideas.
“Mr. Lorenzo, you’ve probably heard of aura. It’s the knights’ technique, right? I’m thinking of a way to ‘materialize’ it. Oh, not in the sense of making it tangible, but literally as a sphere, like a globe.”
I flung open the door to the study. My handwritten materials were scattered all over the desk and floor. I picked up a sheet that organized the core idea.
“This is it.”
“Ah... yes.”
Lorenzo took the paper. At first, his expression was indifferent. That feeling of “I guess I’ll humor him”, even I could sense that attitude. Even though he had mellowed, he still clearly had strong pride as a scholar.
“.......”
However, before long, he was at a loss for words. The corners of Lorenzo’s eyes, scanning the paper, trembled slightly. His expression gradually shifted into one of deep seriousness.
Rustle─ rustle─
Lorenzo turned the pages and read for a while. I sat in the study chair and waited leisurely.
Rustle─ rustle─
I watched him closely as he examined each line in detail. I couldn’t help the satisfied smirk forming at the corners of my lips.
At last.
“This...”
His eyes, fixed on the paper, moved to me.
“Did you really come up with this yourself, Sir Knight?”
“Yes. It’s still just a draft, though.”
“Ha!”
Lorenzo let out a dry laugh. Admiration appeared on his face.
“Indeed, it’s an idea completely different from us wizards or scholars. It looks like a pure mana technique that uses only mana itself.”
That was an accurate assessment. My virus deals with mana as mana itself.
“Yes. What do you think? Do you think it’s feasible?”
“A formula completed inside a knight’s body, transplanted into an external mana stone and emitted... it’s definitely worth refining.”
Lorenzo gave his confirmation. He was far more reliable than the vague intuition conveyed by the virus.
“Then, let’s write it together.”
“...Together?”
“To be honest, I’m getting a headache. I’m not a scholar, and I don’t have the time to dedicate myself to this paper alone.”
I have to write other papers too, like how to properly utilize knights, or the upcoming structure of modern warfare.
The important thing is time. For me, for us, for this world, time is limited.
I held out my hand to Lorenzo.
“Mr. Lorenzo Carione. Why don’t you become a co-author of my paper?”
As someone who isn’t a scholar, I can’t convey the intuition of my virus in proper language.
But Lorenzo can.
I still can’t do anything on my own yet, but with my people, it’s possible.
“...I’m fine without being a co-author.”
Lorenzo gently smiled and shook his head.
“It already seems like a completed technique. I don’t want to put my old name out front unnecessarily. But I will help refine it into proper language.”
He took my hand.
***
Lately, Empire Point’s budget had many problems.
In truth, it wasn’t just Empire Point’s problem. The Empire’s overall situation had worsened, tax revenue itself had declined, and with the Emperor’s Imperial Guard growing bloated, funding was split into various directions.
Because of all these factors, Empire Point became riddled with problems unworthy of its reputation as “the Empire’s premier military academy.”
“...If I got cancer or something, I could at least quit.”
Cadet Commander Dane was deeply mired in thoughts encompassing the entire situation.
The part that gave him the most stress was pressure from above. Specifically, from Lieutenant General Litruman, the headmaster.
To secure budget, they ultimately had to cut costs on the cadets, and at the same time, they had to make money using the cadets. The system of sending them on dangerous missions under the pretext of 'real combat experience', using them like mercenaries to generate operating funds, had been established three years ago.
Since then, students in the 'elite division' who aimed to become knights faced significant personal expenses. Although Empire Point provided tuition, lodging, meals, and medical expenses free of charge, they had to personally obtain weapons and equipment suited to their bodies.
Because of this, commoner cadets in the elite division had to take out loans using their status as collateral, and the scholarship system, operated by donations from graduates, was practically useless. That was because most of the noble children took all the benefits for themselves.
There was no such thing as noblesse oblige for those bastards.
Knock knock.
Then, on a day right before summer break─
A knock was followed by the door opening. The visitor was Maximilian.
“Good to see you, Cadet Commander.”
Dane greeted him with a puzzled expression.
"What brings you here today?"
“It’s nothing much... but I believe this is simply the right thing to do as a graduate of Empire Point.”
Maximilian held out a check.
A donation!
Dane, before he even realized, checked the amount first.
Struggling with the budget day after day had quietly turned him into a materialist.
“...?”
Dane closed his eyes and then opened them again. He rubbed his eyelids with both hands. The number written on the check hadn’t changed.
“...Looks like you miswrote a zero or two.”
“No, it’s correct.”
Maximilian smiled faintly.
“And... ah, here it comes.”
He pointed toward the drill ground outside the window. Massive trucks rolled in, lined up in a row, unloading countless crates.
“These are goods directly imported from the Canilan Independent State. The latest models of computers and terminals. Please use part of this donation to bring in specialized instructors who can operate those devices and to expand related facilities.”
Many knights are unfamiliar with computers. Following trends or scientific advancements is not always easy. The older they are, or the poorer they are, the harder it is.
They needed to start learning as early as possible.
"This is a separate scholarship fund."
He handed over a second check. Once again, the amount exceeded all common expectations.
“The scholarship criteria are academic performance. If performances are similar, give it to the one with the more difficult home situation, and please don’t consider any other status factors. I hope it won’t be used in the wrong places.”
“.......”
Dane alternated his gaze between the two checks and Maximilian. Donations from graduates were usually made in good faith, but when a donation went beyond common sense, one couldn’t help but question its motive.
“There are conditions to my support, of course.”
As expected.
“...Go ahead.”
Normally, he would have rejected it, but with an amount like this, it was worth hearing him out.
“Empire Point is outdated. Some of its training facilities are a hundred years old. In particular, the cafeteria and east dormitory need a complete overhaul. Please use it for that.”
Empire Point, with its 300-year tradition, could also be described another way: ancient junk.
Most of its textbooks and doctrines were also stuck in classics written decades ago.
“And... I’m thinking of writing a new textbook.”
“A textbook?”
“Every time I attended classes at Empire Point, I thought about it. The Empire’s strategy for utilizing knights is too old-fashioned. It’s time for a change.”
“...It’s not old-fashioned. It’s tradition. That’s what the Headmaster, Lieutenant General Litruman, believes. I imagine your father, Sebestian, thinks the same. Are you saying they’re wrong?”
“Yes. They are.”
Dane blanked out for a moment at Maximilian saying his father was wrong.
Well, he was young. This kind of boldness was only possible at that age.
“Regrettably, the education of cadets-”
“That’s what this donation is for. I promise you this: over the next three years, I will donate ten times this amount.”
“...Ten times?”
“Yes.”
Compared to Ebenholtz’s wealth, of course, it was a mere drop in the bucket. But Sebestian would never approve of such spending.
Had Maximilian started a separate business on his own?
“At that level, even Lieutenant General Litruman would grant approval.”
With that, he handed over two boxes containing fountain pens. Dane recognized them immediately. They were made with top-grade mana stones, roughly worth half a million dollars each.
“It’s really nothing much. I just want to propose a slight revision to the role of knights on future battlefields.”
“What if I, and many of the instructors who read your proposal, don’t want to accept it?”
"Surely you wouldn't do that."
Dane thought of the size of the donation.
If it were ten times this amount, it wasn’t a joke anymore, they could completely overhaul every facility in Empire Point.
"I'll receive and look at the textbook."
“Thank you.”
Maximilian nodded and handed over another document.
“Please take a look when you have time. It’s still a first draft, but I believe Brigadier General Dane will be able to grasp it.”
“What now? You must be working on quite a few things.”
“The future, after all, is drawn with a pen.”
[Theory of Knight Formulas: Aura Sphere]
“...Aura Sphere?”
“Yes. It’s something called the ‘Aura Body’, a further development of aura... I’ve incorporated my thoughts on how knights should advance in modern, evolving warfare, and how they should be utilized. Once the paper is finalized into a theoretical book, I’ll donate the first copy to Empire Point.”
“A theoretical book? Ha, alright. I’ll read it when I find the time.”
“Thank you.”
Maximilian rose from his seat.
“Well then, I’ll be going.”
"Go ahead."
After giving a polite nod, Maximilian left the office. Dane absentmindedly fiddled with the checks, then smiled contentedly.
Belatedly, the paper Maximilian had left behind caught his eye.
“Aura Sphere.”
He was curious. It sounded absurd, like the kind of delusion one would have in their early twenties. The way he spoke of it as a theoretical book was, in a way, endearingly fitting for someone his age.
Dane picked up the document.
Rustle. He opened a page.
After reading the introduction, formulas related to mana followed.
“Hmm.”
Just five pages in, he could already tell the framework of the paper was solid.
After reading ten more pages, his eyes opened without him realizing it.
As more time passed, he found himself drawn in.
The method of constructing the formula circuits was outstanding, and the structure connecting the formulas was elegant. The conclusion formed by carefully combining various mana equations, the concept of emitting the entire aura through a mana stone...
“This could work?”
Theoretically, it seemed so feasible that it actually felt unrealistic. There was the condition that it required prohibitively expensive, ultra-high-purity mana stones, but even so, it was hard not to be intrigued. There was no way to test it immediately since he didn’t have a mana stone on hand.
...No, he did.
Dane picked up the mana stone fountain pen that Maximilian had left as a gift for the headmaster.
Chapter 44: A Future Drawn with a Pen (3)
A grand jury was held for the knight 'Maximilian von Ebenholtz'. It was a jury to determine whether his actions in the line of duty had been lawful.
Before and after receiving his knighthood, Maximilian had killed a cadet from Empire Point and a noble murderer. Though the grand jury was convened quite some time after the incidents, even that had only been decided after being shuffled endlessly within the Imperial Court.
Because no one dared to bring Ebenholtz before something like a grand jury.
“We will now proceed with the grand jury for Knight Maximilian.”
The judge spoke. The grand jury was, by principle, closed to the public. Around twenty citizen jurors representing various social classes, along with a knight to judge the circumstances and evidence, and a prosecutor, were in attendance. Apart from them, only the presiding judge and two or three journalists from specially designated media outlets were present.
Journalist Alphonse observed the scene from the press seats.
“First items under review are the execution of the Empire Point cadet and the noble murderer. We will begin by hearing a statement from the knight himself.”
Maximilian von Ebenholtz. Blond hair and golden eyes. A man who looked like a textbook example of a pure Aran, as described by the Empire, stood up, even wearing the full Sentinel knight uniform.
At a glance, he looked like a living, breathing mannequin made for propaganda.
“Under Imperial law, one who kills a noble or who infiltrates Empire Point using forged identity is subject to immediate execution. Thus, I judged there was no need for a trial.”Maximilian defended himself in that way.
The grand jury itself did not take long. After a few formal questions and answers, the result was a unanimous decision of “lawful”.
There was no one who could deliver a different judgment while looking at Maximilian’s face, and journalist Alphonse, present as press, had no right to speak.
“Then, the grand jury is now concluded.”
Maximilian gave a light nod and exited the courtroom.
Alphonse quickly chased after him.
“Good afternoon!”
Click. He greeted loudly while taking a picture of his face with his camera. It was a deliberate provocation.
“I’m Alphonse, a journalist from the ‘Zenith Times’.”
Maximilian slightly furrowed his brow but soon gave a relaxed smile.
“Yes. Nice to meet you.”
He neither showed hostility nor responded irritably.
Image management, perhaps.
“Would a brief interview be possible? About the Jacob Mac and Sana case.”
“Sana?”
He tilted his head at the name “Sana”.
“Ah, so that noble killer I killed back then was named Sana.”
Alphonse gave a dry chuckle.
“Heh. Sir Knight, you don’t even remember the name of the child you killed?”
“Is there a reason I should?”
Journalist Alphonse’s expression slightly hardened.
“......Do you even know what that child, Sana, had gone through?”
Sana had killed a noble. But she had no choice but to do so. That old bastard was human trash unworthy of the noble title.
According to the police investigation, numerous signs of abuse were found in the self-proclaimed victim’s mansion, and even his own surviving family members tried to bury the case in shame.
“If you didn’t know, see for yourself.”
Alphonse held out an envelope he had prepared. Maximilian willingly opened it. Inside were dozens of photographs.
“He was a pedophile. An incredibly vile one.”
Scenes so repulsive that they were barely fit to be described in words. Maximilian flipped through the photos one by one.
“Even after seeing this, do you still believe there’s no room for leniency?”
Maximilian raised an eyebrow, then nodded.
“Yes. It was unavoidable.”
“......Unavoidable?”
“Under Imperial law, a commoner who kills a noble is subject to immediate judgment, regardless of the reason.”
“Through a trial─”
“Even if there had been a trial, the verdict would have been execution. On top of that, this child turned out to be a subspecies in the autopsy. Not even an Imperial citizen.”
Not even an Imperial citizen.
Alphonse glared at Maximilian. Maximilian met his gaze without flinching and replied calmly.
“Journalist Alphonse. I know full well that this Eshton was human garbage. If he hadn’t died...”
Maximilian took a step closer.
“I would have cut him down with my own hands.”
He looked down at Alphonse quietly.
“But the child killed the noble first, and after that, it was a legal ruling. So don’t let your emotions get the better of you.”
Maximilian gave a soft smile and handed the envelope back.
“Otherwise, the world could come to ruin.”
“......Excuse me?”
A chill that he couldn’t quite explain crawled down Alphonse’s spine at those bottomless words.
"Then, if you will excuse me."
Maximilian got into his car. Alphonse shouted at him as he was about to leave.
“─What about the two immigrants who were sentenced to death under your pressure, sir?!”
He hastily pulled out the article draft he had prepared for today.
“The paper mill incident! A mother and daughter who don’t even speak the Imperial language, who were used by Revolutionary forces even though they weren’t part of them, are about to be executed! Don’t you realize that’s exactly what those Revolutionaries want-”
VROOOOOM─!
Staring blankly at the back bumper of the car speeding away, Alphonse spat on the ground.
***
Money, money, money.
Money was multiplying.
The new equipment, designed according to Lorenzo’s theory, dramatically increased the efficiency of mana stone refinement, and Arman’s waterwheel prototype had been installed deep within the mine. To enable faster communication and transactions, they had imported a cutting-edge data processing system from the Canilan Independent State.
“Mana fluid! Mana fluid has been discovered here too!”
Veins were being discovered one after another in nearby zones as well, and Dieter had pioneered new sales routes for mana stones across the Empire’s magic towers and magi-tech companies.
Just like that, the company had rapidly stabilized.
But mana stones were, by nature, vested power.
Not just owning mana stones, but the right to sell them itself was a form of power.
Magic towers and wizards always bought mana stones, but their prices were thoroughly fixed by collusion.
Sooner or later, those so-called “Mining Families” would start interfering.
Whether they would prevail or Ebenholtz would, it remained to be seen.
“Sir Knight!”
Arman came running out from inside the mine, his face full of excitement.
“Look at this!”
“What is it?”
Arman had a mask on his face. There originally hadn’t been any child-sized safety masks, but since he practically lived in the mine, Lorenzo had made one specially for him.
“I found it!”
“Tell me. What did you find?”
“When we mine mana stones using the current method, they keep getting too damaged! You know this, right?!”
"They get damaged?"
“Yes! The reason for the damage is because the circuit inside the mana stone gets torn apart.”
Mana stones are formed when mana permeates natural objects like ordinary rocks over a long period of time, forming something like a “mana circuit” inside. That’s why when you mine them with pickaxes, the circuit inevitably gets torn.
“How do we prevent the damage?”
“We need to change the pickaxe entirely!”
“Change the pickaxe?”
“Yep! Watch!”
The current pickaxes used in the mine were already special inventions designed to break rock using mana.
“The current pickaxes only focus on brute force to break the mana stones.”
“Right.”
Arman brought out the pickaxe he had invented.
“This is it! I call it ‘Kitten!’”
“.......”
It looked more like a club than a pickaxe. A large, blunt piece of high-purity mana stone had been specially affixed to the end.
“When you strike a mana vein with this, it resonates with the mana circuits inside the stone. That way, the vein doesn’t get forcibly torn, it vibrates and shakes itself loose. Watch!”
Arman tapped on a rock embedded with a mana stone as a demonstration.
Thud. Thud. Thud. Thud.
“......Please take over!”
After hitting it for a while, he must’ve gotten tired, and suddenly handed it to me.
I struck it with force.
Thump!
The mana resonated, and the rock shattered. Just as Arman had said, the mana stone appeared to be “shaking off” the surrounding rock by itself.
“It might take a bit more effort than the regular pickaxe though.......”
“And the pickaxe itself will be a lot more expensive, right?”
“......Yes. That’s true.”
Arman’s expression drooped slightly.
“Does the purity absolutely need to be at this level?”
“Yes...... Otherwise, the resonance won’t be strong enough.”
The problem was that every club would have to use an expensive, high-purity mana stone. One of these could easily go for $100,000, and if it broke? A nightmare.
I stared silently at Arman.
This kid is a genius. A genius who even enjoys it. A born scholar who loves invention itself. There was a reason Lorenzo took him in.
“The idea is good, but.......”
Although he wasn't a pure Aran, his identity fabrication was already proceeding smoothly.
In just a few years, Arman would be, on paper, a perfect Aran.
“Wait a second, Arman. You said it uses the resonance phenomenon, right?”
“Yes.”
“Then, how about this?”
“What is it?”
I gripped the handle of the Kitten.
“We embed mana stones in the handle as well and inscribe circuits into it. Even if the purity is lower, we can increase the amount and add a formula that amplifies the resonance.”
When it comes to mana, I’m an expert. Or at least, the virus inside me is.
So, if I convey the virus’s intuition to Arman like a hint─
“Uuhh... Oh! Whoa! I think it could work! I’ll have to think about what kind of circuit to use, but I’ll, I’ll definitely think more about it!”
From here, it’s Arman’s turn.
The kid ran off somewhere with a bright smile.
I turned to Dieter beside me and said,
“Dieter. Just like Arman said, push forward with developing the new Kitten... club. Get it reviewed by Mr. Lorenzo.”
“Yes, sir.”
Arman is still young. To realistically implement his genius, Lorenzo’s help is essential.
“And we need to build an airport.”
“I’ll coordinate with Hermes Province and look into potential sites.”
“Buy up as much land as you can. From now on, logistics are key. Planes, tanks. We’ll spend as much as we earn, right away.”
“Yes, sir.”
The Empire must become stronger. Much stronger than it is now.
Strong enough to manage both the eastern and western fronts simultaneously, and even overwhelm them.
***
I am thinking about new deployment methods for knights in the study. I am writing new doctrine myself to replace the old, outdated textbooks.
Of course, I’m still just a pitiful knight in my first year, but it can’t be helped. If not me, no one else will try to change it.
“Deploying knights on the ground is extremely inefficient. Concepts like advance or march are nothing more than outdated remnants from the days of horseback warfare.”
Fortunately, 「Reasons for the Empire's Downfall」 laid out in detail the reasons knights failed.
Knights were a long-standing tradition of the Empire. Because of that, they always stood with honor at the very frontlines of battle. It was incredibly inefficient.
“But once they’re on the battlefield, they inevitably become direct targets of the enemy’s guided missiles, artillery, snipers, and all manner of lethal weapons. Therefore, knights should stay just outside the frontlines and instead, during engagement, drop in from the air to strike high-value targets directly...”
That is far more efficient.
A knight is a human weapon in and of himself. Deployed into the heart of enemy lines, he would tear through their defenses. Dropped into the rear, he could wield the destructive power of an entire unit alone.
The Empire failed to properly utilize the most powerful weapon at its disposal.
As I write the new manual, that’s what I think.
I need to propose an airborne training course at Empire Point, and the Sentinel Knight Order must begin airborne training immediately.
As for the cost... I’ll cover it myself.
I have money now. If we fail anyway, all of it will become worthless scraps of paper. So there’s no reason to be stingy.
And so, after scribbling away with my pen, morning came,
and the administrative officer, arriving even earlier than yesterday, handed me the daily newspaper and pointed to a rather interesting passage.
“Hm.”
It was a small social affairs article tucked into the corner of page 2.
──Are We Being Toyed with by the Ghosts of the Revolutionary Forces?──
By: Alphonse von Stauffen
The death sentence has been finalized in the paper mill case. Daniel Mateo, who confessed to being a member of the Revolutionary forces, and two immigrants (Fatima Müller and Maria Schulz) will all be executed. From the perspective of eliminating traitors who threatened the peace of the Empire, this may appear to be a rightful verdict.
But we must ask the question: is this ruling truly just? If it is not, then are we not merely being swayed by the ghost of the Revolutionary forces?
Among those who stood in the defendant’s seat were a mother and daughter, immigrants, who could not even properly speak the language of the Empire. Even at the moment their death sentence was handed down, they stared blankly at the courtroom, as if unable to understand what it meant.
(...)
No evidence has been made public that proves the immigrants participated in the revolution. Whether it was never found or never revealed, we cannot know. What we do know is that the two immigrant women, used by a Revolutionary member, are now facing not deportation, but the harshest punishment of all, execution.......
───────
I smiled.
Alphonse von Stauffen. A journalist who might just become a beacon in this dark world.
He took a small bite at me.
No, in fact, I let his media outlet bite me.
I had expected this to some degree. While media companies sell pens and prose, the ever-so-noble Sebestian and Ebenholtz have long held journalism in contempt, generation after generation.
It seems the time has come to finally begin dealings with the press.
Chapter 45: A Future Drawn with a Pen (4)
Zenith Times Headquarters.
I scheduled a meeting with the editor-in-chief. It wasn’t difficult. When the administrative officer contacted them, they said they would come to me as if they had been waiting, and I just said I would go instead.
“I’m sorry, Sir.”
The editor-in-chief bowed his head to me.
“We didn’t fully recognize that the person in charge of the case was Sir Maximilian.”
I quietly observed the editor-in-chief making a formal apology.
“...Since the reporter is a member of the von Stauffen family, we had no choice but to offer some leniency until now...”
He talked too much, so it didn’t all sink in, but roughly, it seemed that Alphonse had quite a bit of freedom from editorial censorship because he was a noble reporter.
“As you can see from the article, there wasn’t a single direct mention of Sir Maximilian, so from our side...”
A typical tactic of the media. They follow conscience and money in appropriate measure.In other words, conscience becomes money.
“It’s alright. I understand what Reporter Alphonse was thinking. However, those illegal immigrants were indeed members of the Revolutionary forces.”
“So that’s the conclusion.”
“It’s not a conclusion, it’s the truth.”
“Yes. We’ll issue a correction article as soon as possible. And.”
The editor-in-chief placed an old duffel bag on the table.
“Reporter Alphonse von Stauffen has parted ways with us as of now.”
It seemed to be Alphonse von Stauffenberg’s belongings. I shook my head with a bitter smile.
“No, it’s alright.”
"No, Sir Knight. This is our oversight, so naturally...."
“No. I said it’s alright.”
I raised my hand to cut off the editor-in-chief’s words. My expression also hardened coldly.
Alphonse was, truly, a good reporter.
“Reporter Alphonse is a noble. The von Stauffens are a good family that has devoted themselves to the Empire for generations. So this much is something I can fully endure.”
The editor-in-chief stared at me silently for a moment, then nodded belatedly. It seemed he understood well enough.
“That’s a relief. However, let’s take a look at the articles Reporter Alphonse wrote.”
“Yes, they’re all in that bag.”
I opened the duffel bag. Inside were piles of papers. There was also the photo of me he had taken during the grand jury. It seemed the bag had been taken from him almost by force.
I skimmed through several of the articles Alphonse had written and frowned when I came across one unpublished article.
“Why wasn’t this article published?”
──Was Cain Romil, a 14-Year-Old Boy, Really a Murderer?──
Last month, in Schiltach, Altheo Province in the West, a 14-year-old commoner boy named Cain was arrested as a suspect in a series of murders of young girls. He was quickly confirmed as the real culprit and is now awaiting sentencing. However, according to this paper’s investigation, unidentified adult male footprints were discovered at the crime scene, and aside from the boy’s confession, no physical evidence exists...
──────────
“The Cain Romil case.”
The editor-in-chief replied quietly to my question.
“Most of it was speculative rather than factual, and due to the reporter’s overly subjective belief that there was another true culprit, we put it on hold.”
I met the editor-in-chief’s gaze. I could roughly guess. The real culprit was likely the child of an influential family, or someone rich, or had some connection with the media company’s leadership.
It’s obvious. A predictable story. But it’s precisely these predictable stories that pile up and cause the Empire to creak and falter.
“Since when did you not publish such speculative pieces? If you ask me, this seems worthy of tomorrow’s front page.”
The editor-in-chief looked at me with a strange expression.
“May I ask why?”
The reason is simple. The Empire needs to be normalized. At the very least, the gears of this massive nation must perform their designated roles properly. Not necessarily good, but at least not evil.
Only then can we win the coming war.
Only then can we completely rid this land of the otherworldly Ezenheim race.
“You should already know.”
...Explaining all of that would be annoying. And I didn’t want to waste time trying to persuade.
There’s a simpler way.
“If you made a mistake, you cover it up with a bigger story.”
That means pulling out a checkbook and scribbling dollars on it.
“Don’t think too hard. This is just a process to see if we can be friends.”
“......”
The editor-in-chief stared intently at the amount written on the check. A slight crack appeared in the expression that had remained unchanged until now.
Inside the Zenith Times headquarters.
Alphonse was locked up in a small storage room at the main office.
─Open the door! I said open it!
"...Hey, man. Just go home and rest already, will you? Go rest at your nice family estate."
─Open it!
Department Chief Eddie sighed as he looked at the banging door.
─Then open the door first! I’ll go!
Just as the banging continued from inside, the editor-in-chief returned.
“Ah, Editor-in-chief. You’re here.”
She snapped her fingers, pointing at the storage room.
“Let him out.”
“Excuse me?”
“The door. Open it.”
“Ah, yes.”
Eddie, though puzzled, opened the door. The moment it opened, Alphonse burst out and held out his hand toward the editor-in-chief.
“Well, hand over my bag, please, my bag! I’ve got to head out for reporting right away!”
The editor-in-chief returned the bag without saying much, and Eddie ran a hand through his hair.
“That punk... talking about reporting now. You’re out as of today, man. Editor-in-chief, I’ll start clearing out his desk right away.”
“No. It’s alright.”
“Understo… huh?”
“For now, run this article. Front page. Just below the headline.”
──Was Cain Romil, a 14-Year-Old Boy, Really a Murderer?──
Last month, in Schiltach, Altheo Province in the West, a 14-year-old commoner boy named Cain was arrested as a suspect in a series of murders of young girls.
──────────
The editor-in-chief handed over the article written by Alphonse.
“...Excuse me? This is Alphonse’s article.”
“What? My article?”
Alphonse, who had been about to leave, hurried back and snatched it. He skimmed through it and asked in shock,
“...You’re publishing this? The desk rejected it just yesterday.”
“She’s right. And the front page, no less. This guy’s never had a single article on the front page.”
Alphonse and Department Chief Eddie were suddenly on the same side.
“The situation’s changed, so if I say run it, don’t question it.”
“...Ah, yes.”
“Alphonse. Now go do that reporting or whatever. Eddie, you get back to work too.”
The department chief, still puzzled, returned to his desk, and Alphonse stared blankly at the editor-in-chief before furrowing his brow.
“What? What did that Maximilian guy say to you? Don’t tell me he insulted you or something? Is that why you finally came to your senses?!”
“It’s the opposite.”
“The opposite? What’s the opposite??”
Ignoring Alphonse’s bullshit, she entered the editor-in-chief’s office.
“Haa...”
Editor-in-chief Celine Dubois pressed her temples and sat down in her chair.
Today, she had faced Maximilian. A rare opportunity. That’s why she tried, even in the short time, to understand what kind of person Maximilian was. She focused on reading his expressions and psychology, but couldn’t extract any information.
“...To bury an article about himself that barely made page two, he sends out another noble’s case to take the front page.”
Too calculated to be called obsessive-compulsive, and yet, he protects Alphonse, who attacked him directly, simply because he’s a noble.
“Is he profoundly strategic, or just a strange person?”
Celine picked up the terminal. She immediately placed a call to someone.
“Lady Margaret.”
─Yes. Speak.
Margaret. She was the real owner of this news outlet. As editor-in-chief, Celine was just a proxy.
“A message from Sir Maximilian von Ebenholtz...”
She conveyed everything that had happened today, and Maximilian’s proposal.
─...I see.
Margaret paused to consider.
The Cain Romil case had another real culprit, and the suspected true culprit’s parents were nobles with deep connections to both the media and legal circles. The reason the article had been cut at the desk level was due to that kind of external pressure.
However, their opponent now was not just some newspaper.
It was Ebenholtz.
From the perspective of Margaret, the owner of Zenith Times, judging the hierarchy among noble houses and the relative size of their patronage was a simple matter.
─Do as he says.
“Yes.”
With Margaret’s order handed down, Celine put down the terminal. She picked up her fountain pen. Resting her chin on her hand, she contemplated, then placed the nib on a blank sheet of paper.
Tap─ tap─ tat──
She drew something, creating a code.
This code, once complete, would become a secret message and be sent somewhere.
To a place harboring an unshakable grand ambition──
A group that dreams of revolution.
***
Cain Romil was the subject of the case Alphonse had been pursuing for nearly a month.
One day, the boy had suddenly become a murderer, and despite the presence of other circumstantial evidence suggesting he was not the culprit, the investigative authorities had completely ignored it all.
But the moment the article hit the front page, the sky flipped upside down.
Only forty days after the incident had occurred and the local court had sentenced the boy to death, the verdict was overturned the very next day. Central police from the Capital were dispatched in person. They re-collected all the evidence that had previously been disregarded and quickly identified the “real” suspect.
“Thank you… Thank you so much, sir reporter.”
The boy’s parents, now freed, offered Alphonse their tearful gratitude. Uneducated and impoverished people. Alphonse shook his head. He firmly declined the gifts they offered.
“It’s not over yet.”
Alphonse turned to the Central Police who had taken over the case. What was his name again? Anyway, he approached him and shrugged.
“…This is what they call ‘the power of the pen’, right?”
“The power of the pen?”
The mustached officer furrowed his brow, then gave a wry smile.
“Well, you’re not wrong. But listen, reporter. This wasn’t because of ‘your’ pen.”
“What? Then why are you people even here?”
“It wasn’t because of you, I said.”
“Then what was it because of?”
“…If you’re curious, read it for yourself.”
The officer tossed a piece of paper at him. Alphonse picked it up.
On a half-blank document, a short statement was written.
─[Official Letter from the Sentinel Knight Order]─
Sender: Sentinel Knight Order
Recipient: Imperial Western Altheo Provincial Court
Subject: Immediate halt of the execution in the Cain Romil case and order for a fair reinvestigation.
As a member of the Sentinel Knight Order, we express deep concerns regarding the unusual speed and manner in which your court rendered a guilty verdict in the 'Cain Romil' case.
Accordingly, we strictly command that the execution of the accused be immediately suspended, and that all investigative procedures be reinitiated from the ground up under the supervision of the Imperial Central Police.
This order is issued under the knight’s inherent authority to safeguard justice within the Empire, and be advised that any judicial or administrative responsibility resulting from non-compliance shall fall entirely upon the Western Altheo Provincial Court.
───
And, written at the very bottom, the signature.
[Maximilian Albrecht von Ebenholtz]
“Maximilian...”
“Well?”
Alphonse flinched and looked up. The officer twisted his lips into a smirk while stroking his mustache.
“The weight of that pen… feels a little different, doesn’t it?”
***
──[Real Culprit Behind Girl Murder Case Finally Caught]──
By: Alphonse von Stauffen
Thanks to the wise and swift order for reinvestigation issued by Sir Maximilian von Ebenholtz of the Sentinel Knight Order, the Imperial Central Police re-examined the ‘Cain Romil’ case from scratch. As a result, the true culprit was revealed to be the second son of House Baum, ‘Marcus von Baum’. If not for Sir Maximilian’s sharp insight, the unjust death of a young boy could not have been prevented. The Western Court will now begin deliberations for compensation...
─────────────────────────
One day, a new article took over the front page.
Given how awkwardly the praises for Maximilian were inserted throughout, it appeared to have gone through special editorial scrutiny at the desk level.
“Good.”
It was a necessary move.
Before the regression, the Ezenheim race had exploited the gaps within the Empire’s lower 97%, the commoners. They stirred the hearts of those who couldn’t even live a life worthy of being called human. They swelled up the distrust and resentment toward the Empire, which was already near its breaking point, and from top to bottom, bottom to top, outside to inside, they overturned the Empire, its system and its regime.
Therefore, the Empire had to maintain at least a minimum degree of public trust.
To that end, I plan to make full use of the Zenith Times. Most of Alphonse’s articles will no longer be censored. The justice that Alphonse seeks will become both solace and propaganda for the Empire’s commoners.
Except, of course, for any articles that defame my honor.
Naturally, Alphonse will try not to make an exception for the name Ebenholtz, but control at the desk level would be enough.
“Alphonse von Stauffen.”
I remember his name.
Then and now, he criticized the Empire’s corruption, and after the New Cabinet came to power, he condemned their hypocrisy.
It means he’s not a member of the Revolutionary forces. He’s just a good man through and through who stands for the poor.
Knock knock.
The office door opened. It was Tiana.
“Max. You’ve been in the paper a lot lately?”
“It’s proof the press is functioning properly.”
“Yeah, right.”
I set down the newspaper and asked,
“Why are you here?”
“We’ve got a joint operation scheduled.”
“Joint operation?”
Just as I was about to ask what the hell that meant,
From deep in my memory, a certain trauma surfaced to the top.
The worst mission of my entire career as a knight, one that half-broke the old me and still instilled a visceral fear in even the current me.
“I don’t know what it is yet either. Come on. Sir Julian is calling us.”
Tiana gestured for me to follow and stepped out.
“.......”
I quieted the nightmare of the past and took a deep breath. My heart trembled greatly, but I smiled again.
There’s no need to be afraid. I am no longer who I used to be. So, in fact, this should be a good thing. It’s a moment I should be glad for.
Because now, I’ve been given the chance to rewrite one of the most fucked-up parts of my past.
Chapter 46: The Knight Descending From the Sky
It was around this time. When my knight year 0 had already reached its midpoint, a joint knight mission was assigned for the first time.
“Nice to meet you all.”
The person in charge was Julian. The participants were Tiana, Leon, and me.
“The goal of this mission is assassination.”
Julian continued speaking nonchalantly.
“The Empire’s Intelligence Bureau has detected a high-ranking member of the armed group ‘Zentra’ and uncovered their plans.”
Zentra. A faction derived from the Revolutionary forces, but far more radical, focusing solely on crimes such as looting, robbery, and raids.
“As you know, they have assassinated numerous nobles of the Empire, and three years ago, even attempted to kidnap a member of the royal family.”
As their record shows, even the Revolutionary forces try to keep a distance from Zentra due to their extremism. They are closer to heretics than revolution.
“The target is a cadre named ‘Emulen’.”The target was a mid-level executive of Zentra. Four knights were more than sufficient, in fact, it was an overwhelming force.
But we had failed. Because we failed to accurately grasp the enemy’s strength.
There was one more person there.
Just that one was the problem.
He couldn’t be handled even by four knights, and we barely survived thanks to Julian.
“Their current location has been identified as the Canilan Independent State.”
The Canilan Independent State is a union of island nations established on the Canilan Archipelago. Though its area and population are just a handful compared to the Empire, its level of technology cannot be ignored.
“According to local intelligence, they are planning to seize weapons in Canilan. If those fall into Zentra’s hands, the entire Empire will fall within the reach of terrorism. We must stop it.”
Back then, I had run away.
To be honest, even now, I still feel the urge to run away.
I am still Maximilian. Even with regression, fear does not disappear. I simply know a greater fear now, the fear of ‘destruction’.
“We will first infiltrate disguised as mercenaries. The advance team will be......”
Julian looked at me.
“Max. Can you do it?”
This is a chance to change my past and temper myself. If I run again, there is no future. I will die a weak, cowardly moron.
“Yes.”
Anyway, there’s a lot of business I need to handle in Canilan. If I use this mission as an excuse for travel, I can save time and kill two birds with one stone.
“Then.”
Julian handed me a document envelope.
“After you finish preparing, depart next week. Once you arrive in Canilan, arrange a hideout and make contact with our informant.”
“Yes, understood.”
I stood up from my seat. Leon and Tiana looked puzzled that I volunteered for the advance team without protest.
“I’ll head out first.”
As I stepped outside, I called Dieter.
“Dieter. I need you to prepare something. An ID to use in Canilan, and......”
I relayed the business details to Dieter,
Then went straight home to face Freya.
This time it’s an ‘emergency tutoring session’.
“......It’s three times the extra fee.”
Freya had clearly just woken up; her hair was a complete mess.
“Yes. I’ll pay whatever you ask.”
She raised her eyebrows and scanned me up and down.
“However, Maximilian. You’ve already fully mastered the Ebenholtz First Movement. The Flow is the foundation, the base, and the core of Ebenholtz, and at the same time, one of the most difficult sword techniques in the entire world. What you need now is not to learn something new, but internalization. In other words, a process of making it second nature.”
She meant: Don’t rush and be patient.
“I understand. But, I want to learn how to counter punches.”
“......How to counter punches?”
“Yes.”
Freya suddenly opened her palm wide to form a cloth sheet. My face immediately twisted.
“.......”
“.......”
“.......”
“......Why?”
“Ah, fuck.”
Freya couldn’t hold back her laughter.
“Pfft. Ah, just kidding. But it’s not entirely a joke. Actually, scissors beat rock.”
“.......”
I sighed and ran my hand through my hair.
“There’s someone I must kill, no matter what.”
“With such murderous intent, I absolutely cannot teach you.”
“......There’s someone I want to overcome.”
I changed my words. Then Freya straightened her posture, leaning her back against a training ground tree.
“What kind of martial art was it? Show me.”
“Like this... bam! Bam!”
I stretched my arms out. Whoosh whoosh. Wham wham.
“...It was something like this.”
“.......”
“.......”
“...Are you, by any chance, talking about when you fought with the neighborhood kids when you were like 13?”
“No. It’s just that......”
I searched my memory. It was the first punch I had ever seen in my life. A literal martial art of the fist. His entire body was so solid that even a sword strike wouldn’t pierce it.
“Crimson-black mana emanated from his fist. And his body got tougher too.”
Freya snapped her fingers.
“Ah~ You mean ‘Iron Fist Style’. That’s a tricky one. Very tricky. But if the opponent is someone from Ebenholtz...”
“Do I have the advantage in compatibility?”
“No. Iron Fist Style momentarily gains the upper hand against almost every type of swordsman. They deliberately initiate close-range fights unfamiliar to swordfighters. The moment you allow close contact, you lose. Because fists are far faster than swords. However, Ebenholtz is a sword style that, from the start, doesn’t allow the enemy to approach.”
The noble’s sword. The Flow that blooms from a stationary position draws an undeniable line between me and the enemy, elegantly, arrogantly.
“But simply blocking an approach won’t decide the match.”
“...Should I just keep blocking until his stamina is drained?”
“No. Ebenholtz isn’t a sword that drags out fights. On the contrary, it ends the situation with a single draw of the sword. In that respect, you already have sufficient speed.”
Freya looked down at my legs.
“That’s why... what matters most to you right now is the dynamic vision to detect the ‘opening’ where you can unleash your speed.”
Freya took out a small sword from within her clothes.
“And the ability to move both your sword and body at the same time.”
With that, she took one step forward, and just as the scabbard gave a click.
Whoooooosh───!
She vanished like the wind.
"Sword drawing technique."
Her voice came from behind me. I turned toward it. Freya was bathed in moonlight. A faint smile lingered at the corner of her lips. Her bluish figure suddenly seemed mystical.
“But before class starts, here’s a question. Just now, what did I step on?”
“...What? The ground, I guess.”
“Wrong. No lesson until you get the right answer. Figure it out yourself.”
She yawned and sat leaning against the base of the tree, while I fell into deep thought.
***
......Five days later.
After a long flight, I arrived at Canilan Airport. Without even a moment to rest from the travel fatigue, I immediately hailed a taxi.
“To the Kanin Stock Exchange, please.”
There was somewhere I needed to stop before meeting the informant.
“Sure thing.”
The taxi driver glanced at me through the rearview mirror and asked,
“You must be from the Empire?”
The Canilan Independent State uses Atin, the Empire’s common language. Most of its culture and lifestyle habits are also very similar to those of the Empire.
After all, the country had originally been founded by people who fled from the Empire’s oppression.
“Yes.”
“Haha. I figured.”
Canilan has no class system. Instead, it’s easier to understand it as a kind of ‘corporate nation’. A place that follows capitalism more strictly than any other country. In fact, several islands in the Canilan Archipelago are operated by giant corporations.
Even during the pre-regression world war, they firmly maintained neutrality and only participated after the foolish Empire blockaded their territorial waters out of suspicion that Canilan was supplying materials to the Western Alliance.
“You look handsome, just like someone from the Empire.”
In any case, because of that, anti-Empire sentiment here isn’t that strong. If anything, compared to other countries in the West or East, they’re more welcoming.
At the very least, imperial citizens traveling here spend a lot of money.
“We’ve arrived.”
I gave the driver three times the fare. Definitely not because of the compliment about my looks.
People in Canilan know how to make money.
[ Kanin Stock Exchange KNSE ]
Kanin Stock Exchange. It was located at the center of the capital. The more money, the better, and Canilan was the country where I could use the information I had in the easiest, fastest, and safest way.
“...This should be enough.”
I picked up the notebook. It was a list I wrote while recalling memories in detail together with the virus on the plane.
. Solaris Energy: 300% growth in one year.
. Argentum Bio: 250% growth in three months.
. Eshton Dynamics: 300% growth within three months.
. Novatech: 400% growth within two months.
. ExonJake: 600% growth in six months.
Even before the regression, Canilan was a good investment destination, and I used to read financial newspapers quite often back then. It was for survival. Because I knew Sebestian wouldn’t leave me a single coin of inheritance.
I entered the stock exchange. It was crowded inside. The price boards covering the walls and the constant beeping of terminals from all directions made it overwhelming.
─ Hey! Hey! I told you not to touch that!
─ Ah~ here we go again with this bullshit. What the hell did these bastards even do?
─ Sir, please think about it one more time. If you can just hold out for today...
“Here. I should have an appointment.”
I handed the pre-prepared ID and documents to the front desk. They guided me very politely to the elevator.
“This way, please.”
The top floor of the stock exchange. A VVIP reception room.
“Pleasure to meet you. I'm Russell, the vice president of KNSE.”
A man with slicked-back hair and a rather greasy-looking face greeted me. He offered me tea first, but I handed him the notebook with company names and a check instead.
“This is the first investment.”
“...The first? That’s quite a large amount for a first round. And you've already selected all the investment targets.”
“Then I’ll take my leave.”
I stood up from my seat. He looked quite surprised by how quickly things were moving.
“Huh, you’re leaving right away?”
“My agent will come from next time.”
“Ah, yes. Understood.”
I had a packed schedule today.
I headed straight to the rendezvous point.
Any seat at the agreed outdoor café. I placed a chicken sandwich, a glass of lemonade, and some fries on the table, folded the weekly newspaper three times so that the back page advertisement showed, then quietly waited with it gripped in my hand.
After about five minutes passed.
“You’re a bit late.”
The informant, wearing a flat cap, sat across from me.
“There was another appointment.”
“Yes. I understand.”
He laid a map on the table.
“This is the location. A point on the southern side of Calen Island.”
The location was marked with a red circle.
“Next week, Escal Company’s weapons will be shipped to this area. Emulen and his lackeys will raid it to seize them. That’s when you strike.”
There was one critical mistake in the informant’s intelligence. It wasn’t just ‘Emulen and his lackeys’. Among them was a monster, one of Zentra’s core agents, named ‘Dun Caan.’
“Along with Akarius, other mercenary groups hired by Escal will also be present. You knights will participate in the operation under the identity of the ‘Embula Mercenary Group.’”
Dun Caan.
I quietly recalled him.
──Kssssksssk...
Iron Fist Style. A freak who emitted strange steam with his fists and body dyed in crimson-black mana. A monster whose skin couldn’t be pierced by a sword blade, not even scratched.
With just his fists, he crushed all the swordsmen at that place.
Back then, I barely survived thanks to Julian.
No, honestly, maybe I had already died at that point.
As a knight, my life had practically ended in year 0.
Because ever since that guy, I became afraid of battlefields, fights, and duels.
"Acknowledged."
I spoke to the informant.
“And one more thing. I’d like to request transport aircraft operation.”
As a knight, in this mission, I will personally enact the textbook I’ve written for myself through my body.
This is also a process of proving myself.
“...A transport aircraft?”
“The cost is covered with this.”
I handed him a small pouch. Inside were high-purity mana stones.
“Since it’s Canilan, it should be easier to convert them to cash.”
“Yes. I’ll try to secure it. The next meeting will be in 36 hours, at the hamburger joint next door. Same method. Until then.”
I quietly watched the back of the informant as he walked away.
Is he someone I can trust?
He didn’t know about the existence of Dun Caan, but every other piece of information aside from that was correct.
One must doubt, but not to the point of excessive distrust.
There were still many people in the Empire who could become my allies.
***
A few days later, my companions arrived one by one. I guided them to the hideout I had secured in advance.
“This isn’t even a house... What is this, like an imperial luxury mansion?”
The top floor of a very expensive residential building in Canilan. Tiana and Leon looked confused, and Julian asked with his eyes.
“I purchased it a week ago under a borrowed name. Precisely because it’s this expensive, the security should be thorough.”
Everyone looked a bit dazed.
“...Right. No one would expect someone to use a place like this for just a few days and abandon it.”
Julian muttered as if dumbfounded.
“I’ll begin the briefing.”
I explained the operation in the spacious living room.
“The informant suggested that we act as mercenaries escorting the shipment. When Zentra initiates the raid, we counterattack and take Emulen.”
Zentra’s planned heist was intel the Imperial informant had extracted with difficulty. The company being raided is unaware of it, and so the port’s security personnel are minimal. They shouldn’t be too many either. In the end, our objective is not the weapons, but to capture Zentra’s agents.
“I propose a different method.”
Julian tilted his head.
“An airdrop.”
“...Airdrop?”
“Yes. An airborne assault. In any operation, you must assume the worst-case scenario. Which means, there's a possibility that someone far stronger than Emulen may appear.”
That’s why.
“We’ll observe the situation from above. If something happens, we perform a high-altitude drop and strike the enemy’s core in an instant─”
“What? Hey, are you insane?!”
“No, no, no. Max, hold on. This is literally the first time in my life I’ve even been on a plane!”
Tiana and Leon suddenly started freaking out. I frowned.
“What kind of knights are you, so weak?”
“Ha, says the guy... I mean, don’t you think it’s weirder to suddenly do something you’ve never done before in your life?”
Tiana gave a dry laugh.
She wasn’t wrong, airdrops were certainly difficult. If you mishandle your body in midair, even a knight could die instantly.
Before the regression, though mostly to escape, I’d done it quite a few times, and I practiced separately twice about a week ago.
“Sir Julian.”
Julian looked at me.
“I’ll do it alone if I must.”
I needed a direct application of my textbook. I needed results so that Empire Point would trust my teachings, and this method was also optimal to cut down ‘Dun Caan’.
“Understood, Max.”
Julian nodded and stood up.
“Our destination is the port on Calen Island. On the ground, I’ll be with Tiana and Leon. From the sky, Max, you’ll monitor the situation.”
Julian was an ideal superior. Even when hearing a rookie knight’s unprecedented operation, he judged it on its logic and gave his trust like this.
“Yes.”
I just had to prove it to him.
“I’ll show you.”
What Freya told me about countering the Iron Fist Style was simple.
"A knight is-"
The weakness of rock is scissors.
A blade that, for even a single moment, can be faster than a fist.
“Is strongest when descending from the sky.”
A draw of the sword that strikes from above.
With my sword, I will sever that bastard’s head.
Chapter 47: The Knight Descending From the Sky (2)
Pssshhh──
The sound of the ocean waves faintly reverberated along the steel walls.
Emulen, a mid-level executive of the armed organization Zentra, cautiously turned his head to look beside him.
“Are you ready?”
A giant man whose face could only be seen after raising one's gaze considerably. A man with abnormally massive build and muscles, the iron fist martial artist 'Dun Caan'.
He was one of Zentra’s core combatants.
“.......”
He looked down at Emulen without saying a word. The silence itself was oppressive. Emulen swallowed dryly.
“Please rest a bit more comfortably. We’ll be arriving soon.”
This dark and narrow place was the inside of a container on a ship heading to the port. Zentra’s agents were now being “delivered” to their target location, disguised as cargo.There wasn’t much time left until the operation began.
Dun Caan was going to crush the hounds of the Empire.
***
The 3rd Port on the southern side of Calen Island. The salt-tinged wind whipped between cranes and containers in the afternoon.
Tiana, Julian, and Leon first gathered in the control room.
“I will now explain the escort route.”
A company representative in a suit explained the escort route. The deployed escort personnel included seven mercenary teams including Akarius, and company security staff, totaling over a hundred people.
“This cargo escort will continue for three weeks, and.......”
After the explanation ended, everyone took their assigned positions. Tiana stood atop a pile of containers and let out a faint chuckle as she looked down at the chaotic scene of the port.
“......This place is the same, too.”
It was her impression of the Canilan Independent State. Only the official status was missing, but the invisible hierarchy was even more clear. The only standard was money. Those with money held more power than nobles.
You could tell just by watching the behavior of the escort mercenaries. The members of Akarius, famous even in the Empire, stood tall like knights, while the rest watched them warily. Some even asked each other’s salaries, and if someone earned less, they were treated as inferior.
─Tiren. Can you hear me?
Leon’s voice came through the earpiece.
“Yeah. What is it?”
─Just checking if comms are working properly.
According to the intel, Zentra’s assault would happen either tonight or tomorrow night.
"Mr. Ullator. What do you think? Max should be up there now."
Code name Ullator, Julian answered briefly.
"The sky is Max's concern. What matters to us is the ground."
Julian quickly walked off somewhere. His movement was a constant patrol. Like a residential security guard, he’d circle back here in about 30 minutes.
─Tiren, I’m curious though. How exactly does he plan to do the assault?
"I don't think we'll have to see it directly."
Zentra was certainly a strong armed group. But the one we would face was mid-level officer grade. As Max said, even considering variables, with Julian here it was sufficient.
“─You sure talk a lot. Out for a stroll?”
An annoying voice suddenly cut in. A mercenary in Akarius uniform raised his eyebrows while looking at her.
“This line of work is small~ What’ll you do if you slack off and can’t get your next gig?”
Was this some typical mercenary show of dominance?
"Don't worry. I'll handle it myself."
Tiana replied with a smile.
“Haha. Well, I’m sure you will. If you’re okay with it, want to exchange numbers?”
......Was this not a power game, but flirting?
“I’ll see how well you do first.”
“Hahaha. You’re a fun one.”
The man swept his hair back smoothly with a greasy smile, and Tiana turned her focus back to perimeter surveillance.
The boring wait continued.
“Yaaaawn.”
A yawn escaped naturally. Even Julian in the distance was reading a book while on patrol.
Should I have bought a book too?
Tick. Tick.
As night deepened and dawn approached,
Tiana suddenly sensed the air change. She gripped her sword tightly in alertness, and Julian’s twenty-sixth patrol had just begun.
Vrrrrrr──
In the distance, a cargo ship arrived at the port. A crane lifted a container from it and placed it down on the port.
Thud─ Thud─
It was at the moment when she was carefully watching the scene, as if observing a claw machine.
Scrrrk──
A faint reverberation spread out, as if something was being scraped or torn.
──KWAANG!
An explosion erupted from one of the containers. Immediately afterward, other containers were torn open left and right as assailants poured out.
Zentra’s armed assault. All security personnel rushed to that location.
“Enemies!”
Tiana leapt across the containers and observed the battlefield first. The mercenaries were the first to engage them. The security captain’s words, urging them into battle, were quite unusual.
“──In case of early suppression, life hazard bonus included, you’ll be paid triple! Escort bonus will go up to ten times depending on enemy power!”
Perhaps thanks to the bonuses, the mercenaries fought quite well. The movements of the Zentra agents were organized, but the mercenaries’ individual skills were no joke. A member of “Akarius” clearly stood out, the black-haired swordsman who had flirted with Tiana. He darted nimbly between the containers, killing enemies.
Slash! Shlick! Clang──!
Bang─!
The sound of steel clashing, gunfire ripping through the air, and the reverberation of flesh being torn apart quickly filled the port.
Tiana calmly analyzed the enemies. Even in the heat of battle, the objective was clear─ the executive, Emulen.
─Tiana. Look to your left.
As she turned her head as Julian instructed- there was “Emulen”, a bald man with large prayer beads around his neck.
“Confirmed.”
─Confirmed.
All three had identified the target.
─Moving in.
At Julian’s signal, Tiana kicked off the container.
She leapt high and charged toward Emulen, right at that moment.
KWA-AAANG───!
A container was crushed as some massive figure revealed its presence. Tiana turned to look. The Akarius mercenary who had spoken to her earlier stood in front of a blood-red giant exhaling visible breath.
The mercenary swung his sword, but the giant caught it barehanded and grabbed the mercenary’s face. The head was gripped like a piece of fruit in that large hand.
Crunch─!
His face burst. The man who had asked “Shall we exchange numbers if you’re okay with it?” instantly became a corpse. The blood-soaked giant’s eyes locked onto Tiana.
Tiana rolled her body away. She exploded mana from the soles of her feet and forcibly altered her trajectory. At the spot where she had just been, the enemy appeared and slammed a fist down. The ground cracked like a spider web and shot upward.
KRAAAK─!
He was about to charge at her immediately, but Julian had already landed beside her. Julian extended his sword and blocked the giant’s fist.
Clang──!
A shockwave erupted where sword and fist collided. Julian’s feet scraped against the ground. The enemy struck again with a straight punch, and Julian swung his sword.
Clang! Clang-clang-clang!
Sword and fist clashed repeatedly, sending off sparks. An exchange too fast to follow with the eye. It was a battle between masters.
A faint smile formed at the giant’s lips.
“You’re strong.”
The enemy’s footwork was unimaginably fast. He quickly adapted to Julian’s swordsmanship, closed the distance, and drove a punch into his solar plexus. Julian, seizing the moment, stabbed the giant in the jaw.
“Guh!”
Julian was knocked back. This time, Tiana stepped in to block him. She aimed for the enemy’s injured jaw, but─
Fssshhh──
The wound healed instantly. As Tiana flinched in surprise, a fist came flying at her.
One strike, two strikes, three strikes.
Three blows struck her sword in quick succession. The vibrations from the blade resonated through her body. The enemy exploited her disturbed posture and launched a fourth punch, this time aimed at her jaw.
Tiana twisted her entire body.
“Guh──!”
Her shoulder was smashed instead of her jaw, but she barely avoided a fatal blow.
Tiana gasped and tried to catch her breath. No, what was strange was that she was allowed time to catch her breath. Looking back at the battlefield, Julian and Leon were there. Julian had returned at some point, and Leon had crossed over from the opposite side to face the enemy.
Clang─! Screeeech─!
Clutching her shoulder, Tiana assessed the situation. Zentra’s mid-level executive Emulen had nearly overwhelmed the escort mercenaries, and the monstrous being that had suddenly appeared was a tough opponent even for Julian.
Things were clearly not going well. That damn blood-red monster that popped out of nowhere was the problem.
She brought her hand to her earpiece.
“Max!”
The ally who had ascended into the sky, taking into account possible enemy variables.
“Do something!”
The moment Tiana shouted─
───.
A pure white meteor appeared in the sky.
***
'A martial artist, you see, must always be at least half a step faster than a swordsman. Otherwise, fists have no meaning.'
In my ear, Freya’s voice faintly lingered.
‘They have the advantage of using their entire body as a weapon.’
A martial artist uses their fists. Therefore, the speed at which the brain’s commands are executed is significantly faster than that of a swordsman. For that reason, they are always half a step faster, and they must be. If they aren’t, the advantage of the fist disappears.
‘In other words, you only need to be...’
“Faster than him for just one moment.”
As dawn approached. At that exact time stored in my memory, I launched the transport aircraft. I wore a Drogue Suit that fit my body perfectly. It was far more suited for a knight than an unstable parachute.
KWA-A-AANG───!
Right on cue, an explosion erupted among the stacked containers at the port. The flames lit up the night air.
The battle had begun.
I took a deep breath and stood from my seat.
“Opening the ramp.”
Creeeaak──
With the screech of metal, the rear ramp of the transport opened fully. Pitch-black darkness and a fierce wind roared into the cabin.
I closed my eyes in silence.
'Max. Now answer. What did I step on as I moved through midair?’
Freya’s question. Her lesson replayed in my mind.
‘......Mana.’
She did not step on the ground. To be precise, she stepped on a layer of mana that she had spread thinly beneath her feet. Thus, the answer was mana.
‘Correct. A knight steps on what cannot be stepped on.’
Stepping on mana. Using mana as a foothold, a knight gains propulsion once more in midair. And in that process, there is no unnecessary rupture or damage to the mana. The mana of Ebenholtz is inherently calm and refined.
‘To do that, you must be able to control your body perfectly in any situation. If you can control your body completely, if you can just stand properly on both legs, it doesn’t matter where your body is thrown.’
I must be able to control my body in any situation.
In other words─ even from this dizzying altitude.
─Max!
Tiana’s voice rang out from the communication device in my ear.
I opened my eyes.
─Do something!
As the cold wind surged into my lungs, I lightly stamped my foot.
Without hesitation, I threw my body into the sky.
Tap─
First, a strange sense of liberation, as though my consciousness had been freed. Then came the suffocating air resistance. It felt as though my very existence was being separated from the world.
There was no need to fear.
I released my mana. Silvery particles spread along my descent path. My body glowed coldly like a shooting star.
Fwwwwwwwwwww──!
Time in the sky was strangely long. Terminal velocity was, instead, comforting. It allowed enough time for so many thoughts to pass.
I tilted my body, measuring the angle and distance of the fall.
From such a height, everything on the ground appeared as mere specks.
But the body continued to fall endlessly, and the distance rapidly shortened soon, his form became clearly visible.
The entire body dyed black. Eyes pitch-black without whites.
One of the many nightmares I remembered...
──Tick.
Time slowed. At this moment where my descent stagnated, I adjusted my posture. I locked my eyes on the target.
Leaning my upper body forward, stretching my legs straight, I gripped my sword.
A stance for Swordfall.
And from that stance, I stepped on the mana I had spread across the air.
Tap──.
It felt like stepping on transparent glass. The space beneath my feet shattered instantly, and the mana particles exploded in a chain reaction, propelling me forward. My body was fired once more toward the ground.
KWA-A-A-A-A-A───!
All the power built up from a high-altitude fall from several thousand meters,
Focused into a single point at the tip of my sword,
Struck down.
────!
A sword path was carved into the night sky. Silver fragments scattered. The rupture slashed across the entire area, and I landed on the ground.
Dun Caan’s eyes were right in front of mine.
...As I stared into those eyes, I recalled my memories.
Before the regression, the utterly pathetic version of myself used to look down on the mercenaries here. I used to elevate the pride and dignity of being a Sentinel to the skies and thought they were pitiable.
But when Dun Caan actually appeared, I was nothing more than a burden. The sword I swung once with a flicker of courage was effortlessly blocked by his fist, and a single returning punch shattered my ribs.
That shock left me half-crippled. I was paralyzed with fear and unable to move, and Julian risked his life to save mine.
Even afterward, while bedridden and recovering, I was haunted by nightmares every night. Dun Caan of the desert. Just hearing the name made me convulse.
Eventually, I grew fearful of combat itself. I found excuses to back away from every battlefield.
That’s how flawed I was. Even calling me weak was not enough─ I was a full-blown idiot.
Not anymore.
Now, I know a fear even greater.
To prevent destruction, for the survival of myself and humanity, there is no time to be distracted by mere obstacles.
Crackkkkk──.
My sword pierced into Dun Caan’s neck.
“──!”
His eyes widened. Eyes without whites. The terrifying retina of that asura I once feared endlessly now stared straight at me. This time, I didn’t avoid that gaze. I met it directly, and even smiled.
I had every reason to be glad. Opportunities to sever one’s nightmare with one’s own hands are rare.
Dun Caan reached out and grabbed my skull with his palm.
Crunchh!
A skull-crushing pressure pressed down on me.
But,
Scrrrk───
My sword had already passed through his neck.
A silver current swirled, and mana surged violently. The wind that had followed me from several thousand meters in the sky descended to the ground.
KWA-A-A-A-A-A───!
At the place where the I had descended, a small typhoon erupted.
Chapter 48: The Knight Descending From the Sky (3)
To Tiana, it felt like something had poured down from the sky. In the dim dawn, a silver meteor flashed for a moment and arrived on the ground with a tremendous gust of wind. Maximilian’s aerial knight assault. Descending from high altitude, he precisely severed Dun Caan’s neck.
Pussshhhh!
Steam escaped from the headless body. Like the air leaking from a large balloon, the bastard spewed mana for a while before going limp.
“.......”
“.......”
A rare silence settled over the battlefield.
From a distant height, a knight rushed in swinging his sword. A strike aimed at only a single target. As if a full moon had struck down on the enemy’s neck, everyone blankly stared at Maximilian, engulfed in the silver shockwave.
“Move!”
Leon and Tiana belatedly snapped out of it at Julian’s command. They dashed toward the next target─Emulen.
Emulen had a dazed expression. It seemed he couldn’t believe the death of Dun Caan that had just happened before his eyes.An opponent who had lost focus on the battlefield was nothing more than prey. Leon and Tiana simultaneously slashed across his left and right sides.
After that, they launched a counterattack with the mercenaries.
The scattered remnants of Zentra, having lost their focal point, either fled or resisted and died, and before long the entire situation came to an end.
“Ah...... I’m tired.”
As morning gradually dawned, Tiana rubbed her crushed shoulder and glanced around the area.
The port was a mess. Countless containers were torn apart like taffy. Quite a few mercenary corpses were piled up among the cargo.
“.......”
Tiana looked at the body of the Akarius mercenary that remained. Clicking her tongue in bitterness for no real reason, she turned her gaze back to Max. He was leaning against a container.
"Aerial knight assault."
She muttered to herself. The movement from high altitude. The act of combining potential energy with mana to literally slam down with overwhelming force. The phrase “the most destructive application of a knight” felt not just idle talk, but rather quite persuasive.
This entire battlefield had been resolved by that single variable alone.
In the meantime, the post-operation cleanup team from Escal arrived. Julian stood in front of them before the corpses of Emulen and Dun Caan.
“These two bodies will be recovered and taken in by us.”
Julian quietly handed over his knight identification card. They too seemed to grasp the situation appropriately and nodded.
From their perspective, it wasn’t a bad deal. Originally, everyone would have died and lost the cargo, but thanks to us, they at least salvaged the goods.
Kududududu──
At that moment, a helicopter landed with a roar. One person stepped out from inside.
Red hair tied high like a horse’s tail. A black cape fluttering in the wind. Though she wore a neat Akarius uniform seemingly modeled after a knight order, it was the dusty old sneakers that stood out most.
It was ‘Ren’, the leader of the Akarius Mercenary Corps.
She stood before a member whose head had been blown off. Taking a small mana stone fragment shaped like a four-leaf clover from her chest, she tossed it onto the corpse and flicked her fingers.
Fwoosh!
Blue flames erupted and turned the body to ash in an instant.
“......What is that woman doing?”
At Tiana’s whisper, Max replied.
“It’s Akarius’s rule.”
The Akarius Mercenary Corps never allows the transport of fallen members’ bodies. The same applies to burial or autopsy. That’s simply how the contract is written. Even the corpses of members ultimately belong to Akarius.
Ren silently watched the member turn into a handful of ash, then turned and boarded the helicopter. Her face as she departed was obscured by her red hair.
“Move. We’re leaving too.”
At Julian’s words, everyone prepared. The valuable war trophies, Dun Caan’s head and body, and Emulen’s left and right halves were each packed into corpse preservation bags.
***
We were awarded medals. It was in recognition of eliminating Emulen, a mid-level officer of Zentra, and the red-level wanted criminal Dun Caan.
Tiana and Leon received the Golden Lion 3rd Class Medal for the first time, and I, combining the two previously received ones, was promoted to the 2nd Class Medal.
Julian, as the operation’s commander, received a special bonus. On his chest already shone two 2nd Class Golden Lion Medals.
“You narrowly missed the youngest record.”
After the ceremony ended, Julian looked at me and said.
“What youngest record?”
“The 2nd Class Medal.”
“Ah. The youngest record must be......”
“Supreme Commander Sebestian.”
Sebestian was dispatched to the Western War immediately after being knighted. There, he achieved monstrous feats, and though he became entangled in a royal succession conflict afterward, he led that to victory as well.
There was no defeat in his life. Sebestian was a noble who had never once failed.
“Max. You played the biggest role in this operation. I’ll write it that way in the report to the higher-ups.”
At Julian’s words, I nodded.
“Thank you.”
“The aerial knight assault was also effective enough. You should formally propose opening a program in the Knight Order.”
“Yes. I’ll personally sponsor the related costs.”
Julian looked at me silently.
“The Knight Order upper ranks will likely review it favorably. There’s no need for you to spend your own money.”
I gave a bitter smile.
Contrary to Julian’s thinking, the Knight Order is a rigid organization. And within the Knight Order, there is no small number of factions that fear military enhancement, in other words, the increase in the Empire’s war capabilities.
Anton is that kind of person. They believe that war is a cruel waste that kills the next generation.
It’s a very noble idea.
If not for the Ezenheim.
“No. The Knight Order will only move if I do this.”
The upper ranks will certainly nitpick using budget as an excuse, and I have no intention of letting time be wasted.
“That may be true.”
Julian didn’t try to persuade me a second time. Whether he gave up persuading or understood my meaning, I don’t know.
Julian had always been that kind of person.
“Well done.”
“Yes.”
I came out to the parking lot. I got in the car and headed home.
By the time I arrived, it had already turned to night.
I took a quick shower and laid on the bed.
“.......”
I couldn’t sleep. My eyes were wide open.
For some reason, everything that had happened yesterday felt like a dream.
I had severed that bastard’s neck.
No, did I really?
It felt like the adrenaline from that moment had surged so much that even my memory had become jumbled.
But one thing was clear.
“They weren’t Ezenheim.”
Neither Dun Caan nor Emulen were Ezenheim.
From now on, among the enemies I’ll face, those who aren’t Ezenheim will likely be far more common.
To cleanse a single race, I’ll have to tear through this entire world.
War.
Eventually, a massive war will break out, and the aerial knight assault is merely a method of knight deployment for victory in that war.
“......To survive.”
To avoid annihilation, the Empire must kill countless people.
Step by step. We’re marching toward that future.
When I cut down Dun Caan, I didn’t close my eyes.
Because now, I know a fear far greater than that.
***
Dieter secured an airdrop training ground and a transport aircraft. Even for Dieter, getting the aircraft was a struggle, but among the stocks I had invested in the Canilan Independent State, one happened to be an aircraft development company, and under the condition of additional investment, I obtained one latest-model unit.
I put up a poster I had prepared in advance next to the door of my office.
[Knight Order Independent Research Group: Aerial Assault Training]
Even if the Knight Order accepts my proposal, it will take at least a few months to be included as an official curriculum. So before that, I plan to give the knights a taste of skydiving.
Some senior knights may think of it as a mere hobby activity or the wasteful indulgence of a thoughtless noble, but soon, word about our mission will spread rapidly.
Knights are a group bound together by ambition for growth. Only those kinds of people become knights to begin with.
If I wait just a little, they’ll come looking for me on their own, pleading, “Please, could you get a plane in the air─?” That’s when I’ll start picking people carefully.
My faction begins here.
“Looks good.”
I nodded in satisfaction, looking at the rather well-made training poster.
.......
Lately, officials of the Imperial Knight Order have been called to the Imperial Palace day after day.
It was a sign that the appointment of the new Knight Commander was imminent.
“They say it was brought up lightly in conversation. About Deputy Commander Anton.”
Chiron gathered opinions from the knights. He reached out not only to those affiliated with the Sentinel and other knight orders, but also to former knights who had retired and opened private offices.
“Most of them answered honestly. ‘He’s an admirable man, but not fit to be Commander’.......”
The noble knights pretended to respect Anton on the surface, but clearly held underlying dissatisfaction.
He was a fallen noble… no, even calling him that was a luxury. Not one, but two generations had passed since his family’s downfall. His father never held a title, how could the son of a commoner be considered a fallen noble?
He was essentially just a commoner.
“And this is what you mentioned last time.”
A subordinate knight handed over the mission report Julian had submitted to the upper ranks. Chiron skimmed through it.
[......During the operation, an unexpected appearance of red-level wanted criminal ‘Dun Caan’ put the mission in danger, but Knight Maximilian’s proposed aerial assault strategy proved effective, enabling the mission’s success......]
“Dun Caan?”
Chiron knew the name too. Dun Caan, Zentra’s core combatant and a vicious criminal wanted across the Empire.
“Dun Caan, taken down by Maximilian?”
“Yes. That’s what it says. The details are described further below.”
Chiron read the report again.
[......Knight Maximilian performed a high-altitude drop and directly strike the target ‘Dun Caan’ directly, beheading him in a single assault......]
Chiron fell into thought for a moment.
A knight falls from the sky. From the perspective of a noble, it was complete nonsense. It was behavior that went against the dignity and decorum of a knight.
However, the one who had done this was none other than Maximilian, one of the highest-ranking nobles in the Empire.
“There’s currently a poster in front of Maximilian’s office. It says Aerial Assault Training, and if you sign up, you get to board a transport aircraft─”
“Then go ahead and sign up.”
“Yes.”
None of Chiron’s subordinates objected.
Perhaps, deep down, they wanted to learn it too.
That was likely. From the time of Empire Point, they had looked down endlessly on Maximilian, and now that he’d suddenly cut off a red-level criminal’s head, they probably wanted in.
.......
Tiana stared at the crude poster stuck on the wall of Maximilian’s office.
[Knight Order Independent Research Group: Aerial Assault]
Falling from thousands of meters in the air was scary, but Max she’d seen at the harbor that day had been undeniably powerful.
It was more than worth learning, and above all, she didn’t want to fall behind Max.
She picked up an application form placed on the table next to the poster.
“Oh? Tiana?”
Tiana turned. It was Leon. He already had a pen in hand, ready to fill out the application.
“You too?”
Leon wasn’t alone. Behind him, four or five other knights crowded forward, trying to grab application forms.
“W-what? I came here first!”
Tiana, without a moment of hesitation, took the spot right at the front of Max’s office door.
.......
Canilan Independent State.
Ren, the commander of Akarius, had been replaying the port CCTV footage obtained this time over and over through the night.
“Hmm.......”
In her blue eyes, a silver flash descending from the sky was reflected. She had seen this glow of mana, like it carried the color of the moon, before.
Sebestian.
But there was no way he had come here.
Click.
At some point, she paused the CCTV. It was a moment when the knight who had fallen from the sky and cut down Dun Caan could be faintly seen from a certain angle. His hair was black, but that was clearly disguise dye.
“......Ebenholtz.”
No doubt, it was Sebestian’s son, Maximilian.
─Knock knock.
Ren turned off the CCTV footage. Morning had already broken outside the window.
“Come in.”
Deputy Commander Jesik entered. He was accompanied by some young guy.
“Commander. I brought someone pretty decent.”
Jesik had very high standards. Ridiculously high. His eyes were practically on top of his head.
“Decent?”
“Yes. He’s a kid who’s been cleaning the mercenary toilets since a month ago… but when I tried a bout with him, he was surprisingly good with the sword.”
“What’s your name?”
At Ren’s question, the boy replied.
“......My name is Shane.”
Ren calmly stared at the boy with blue hair and blue eyes.
The movement of the pupils. The subtle tremble of the skin. Just those alone are enough to distinguish truth from lies.
“Don’t lie in front of me.”
“.......”
“Hey. Get this kid out of here.”
“My name is Akard!”
Akard. There must be a reason he deliberately hid his name.
“You want to be a mercenary?”
“Yes.”
“Why?”
“I heard this is the best mercenary corps. I want to develop my skills here.”
“And we’re supposed to spend my money to train you, why?”
“Yes.”
Akard answered shamelessly. That shamelessness, Ren secretly liked.
“I won’t accept any payment for any missions I perform.”
The boy’s eyes, subtly bold, appealed to Ren.
“Then tell me, completely honestly. Why do you want to improve your skills?”
Akard seemed to hesitate for a moment and took a deep breath.
“I’m a noble of the Empire. My family was framed for treason. I will return there one day and restore the honor of my house and my family.”
And then he conveyed his origin, very earnestly.
Chapter 49: Papers
Late at night. I am writing in the study.
─[Strategic Utilization Methods for Knights through Aerial Assault]─
Ⅰ. Concept and Utility of Aerial Knight Assault
Aerial knight assault is an operational concept in which a knight is transported by high-altitude aircraft to a point above the target location, then inserted directly into the enemy's core area or key figures via free fall. This can provide the following strategic advantages.
1. Overcoming temporal and spatial limitations: Regardless of the advance speed of ground troops, a knight can appear on the battlefield anywhere within the Empire’s territory within a matter of hours. This forces an unpredictable threat upon the enemy command......
───
This is content worthy of becoming a textbook for Empire Point, written with a fountain pen.
───
Ⅱ. Method of Knight Assault
......Aerial knight assault must be applied flexibly. Having all knights drop in a single standardized method is as inefficient as swinging every kind of master sword like a hammer. The method of descent must be segmented and specialized according to each knight’s disposition, Talent, unique nature of mana, and the objective of the mission.───
There are various methods. Like me, one can slash down the enemy in a single moment of assault, or infiltrate silently and maneuver to disrupt the enemy’s rear.
───
......To discover the optimal strategy suited to each knight’s characteristics and execute it flawlessly in actual combat, a systematic training program over many years is essential. It is not simply about teaching how to jump; it must include mastery of mana and physical control in high-altitude environments, and specialized tactics tailored to each type.
[Usage Reference: Beheading of Red Level Wanted Criminal Dun Caan]
───
I momentarily set down the pen and stretched. On one side of the desk, a stack of assault training applications had piled up. Most of the young knights with lower seniority had submitted their applications.
Certainly, it seemed that this case had stirred a decent response.
“You look tired, Sir Knight.”
From between the tall bookshelves of the study, Lorenzo appeared. Lorenzo also looked quite fatigued as he handed over a thick pile of papers.
More paper.
Paper, paper, paper. These days, my work is buried in paper all day long.
“The theoretical text on the 「Aura Sphere」 has been completed.”
I picked up Lorenzo’s thesis.
“There are... an enormous number of mana formulas.”
It was fascinating. Lorenzo had perfectly organized the mana flow of the 「Aura Sphere」 formed by the virus into precise mana formulas.
“You’ve done a great job.”
“It was no trouble. I merely translated the concept you devised into the correct language, Sir Knight.”
Lorenzo offered a faint smile.
“To compose a single spell formula, hundreds or even thousands of mana formulas are required. They’re the methodologies for drawing circuits. However, there are many knights who move mana instinctively without such logic. Like Sir Maximilian.”
I quietly listened to his words.
“We scholars call that ‘intuition’. I have written your intuition in a way that others can understand as easily as possible.”
Lorenzo adjusted his glasses as he spoke.
“Now then, Sir Maximilian. Shall we go outside and give it a test?”
“......Let’s do that.”
I stepped outside.
Late at night. Standing in the training yard, I gripped a mana stone and infused it with mana.
──.
At that moment, the mana stone emitted aura and formed a transparent sphere beside my body.
“According to the calculations, the sphere is determined not by the surface area of the human body, but by the purity of the mana stone and the knight’s own mana capability.”
It meant that the taller and larger the knight, the bigger and more expensive the mana stone required.
I nodded with satisfaction.
“Where should this thesis be submitted?”
“If it’s a spell to be used by knights, then the Imperial Central Mana Graduate School. The mana scholars will analyze the thesis.”
Imperial Central Mana Graduate School. At a glance, wizards and mana scholars may seem similar, but they are distinctly different.
Magic is a technique in which a human interprets and transforms primordial mana through their internal mana circuit to produce phenomena. A wizard uses their mental power and imagination as catalysts to reconstruct the internal mana in accordance with specific formulas and magic circles.
In short, magic is the ‘fusion of mana and human psyche’, an extremely personal and internal domain. That is why the magic tower deals only with magic.
On the other hand, mana studies is a field that delves into the mechanism of mana itself. It explores only the ‘principles of mana’.
That is why the virus inside me is closer to mana studies. It reacts only to mana itself and conveys to me only an “intuition” about the essence of mana as a pure energy.
“......There are many scholars there who are nearly insane, having devoted their entire lives solely to theory. They are mana scholars in the truest sense. If they acknowledge the value, it can be officially published as a ‘theoretical text’.”
“I see. Then.”
I handed Lorenzo a check.
“It’s a bonus.”
“It’s fine. I have no more need for money now. Just...... allow me to build a small school in the city you’re planning to establish. For the other children who have talent but no opportunity.”
Lorenzo seemed genuinely committed to nurturing future generations.
“Yes. I’ll make that happen.”
“Thank you.”
Lorenzo straightened himself using his cane. I stood beside him and looked up at the night sky.
We quietly admired the scenery for a moment.
“......Lorenzo-ssi. The Empire is preparing for war.”
Suddenly, I wanted to say these words.
“I won’t avoid that war either. Rather...... I will cleanse an entire race.”
Lorenzo looked at me with startled eyes. I gave a bitter smile.
“As an intellectual, you may find that utterly unacceptable.”
Lorenzo fell silent for a while before asking.
“......Do you truly believe it’s the right thing to do, Sir Maximilian?”
The right thing.
Any value becomes meaningless in the face of survival.
A person who chooses death to uphold morality and ethics may be worthy of respect, but the stakes placed on the table, without us even realizing it, are not as trivial as the death of an individual.
It is the extinction of humanity.
“Yes. It is right. It will always be right.”
Lorenzo looked at my conviction. In the eyes of the aged genius scholar, the stars still lingered.
“And yet, if someday...... the scholar named Lorenzo can no longer justify the actions of the knight named Maximilian, if you find them completely intolerable, then please speak honestly to me at that time. I will tell you, without reservation, the foundation of my belief. In exchange.”
Facing him, I continued softly.
“At that time, you must believe everything I say.”
***
Today, there was a special event.
A charity event hosted by the Empire’s nobles─ but in truth, the charity was just a facade. It was a party where the upper classes, including nobles, knights, wizards, politicians, and military officers, gathered to build their social ties.
I received an invitation and decided to attend, but my goal was not that kind of trivial socializing.
Ezenheim.
I would root out those bastards who had infiltrated here.
“We’ve arrived, Sir Knight.”
I got out of the car in full knight uniform. The guards at the entrance didn’t even bother to check my identification. At a glance of my face and uniform, they respectfully bowed and opened the way.
In the vast garden of the mansion courtyard, various charity booths were set up. It was arranged to make it appear like an actual charity event. Booths with names like ‘Wounded Veterans Support Foundation’ and ‘Children’s Rights Protection Group’ were lined up.
I glanced over them briefly as I walked inside.
“Max!”
Suddenly, a familiar voice called out to me. It was Ezell. She came running over, holding some kind of cocktail in one hand.
“......You need to take care of your skin. Those dark circles-”
"Shut up, come here. I have something to tell you."
Ezell pulled my arm toward a secluded corner of the garden, away from people.
“I’ve secured a plausible hypothesis. About the Brain-Eater.”
“Then you should’ve contacted me earlier.”
“......It wasn’t that easy. I’ve been in the magic tower the whole time, running experiments, you know? So I might’ve been discovered.”
“What are you talking about?”
Ezell glanced around cautiously and whispered.
“I mean, I might be under surveillance.”
I stopped for a moment too. Activating my aura perception, I swept a glance around the party.
There still weren’t many people. It wasn’t yet peak time─ not evening.
“For now. Just listen like we’re having a normal conversation.”
I nodded as I accepted Ezell’s cocktail.
***
Meanwhile, on the 10th floor of the Imperial Central Mana Graduate School. That entire floor, used as the [Theoretical Thesis Review Room], was where a certain scholar had just finished analyzing one thesis.
Tap, tap- after aligning the edges of the 100-page document neatly, he stood from his seat and moved to the classification bin.
│Top│High│Upper Mid│Mid│Lower Mid│Low│Bottom│
Without hesitation, he dropped it into the “Bottom” category.
It meant: ‘Not even worth a re-evaluation.’
Just as he brushed off his hands and turned to leave,
“A new submitted thesis.”
A new paper was delivered at perfect timing. It was a rare hardcover bound in fine cloth.
The scholar asked, “From an esteemed family?”
It was common for children of noble households to prefer such flashy packaging. In their youthful minds, everything had to look impressive. Those with innovative Talents who devoted themselves solely to theory didn’t bother with such exterior nonsense.
“Yes. It is from a noble family. Look at the name.”
The scholar checked the name. Maximilian von Ebenholtz.
「Knight Technique Proposal by Maximilian Ebenholtz: Aura Sphere」
Knights are typically experts in mana manipulation. Meaning, they usually utilize the techniques and theories crafted by scholars. Of course, among them, there are some with a temperament more akin to a scholar. They should not be taken lightly.
“Hmm.”
As a reviewer of theoretical papers, he was intrigued.
It was because of the weight the name “Ebenholtz” carried.
The scholar opened the thesis. He didn’t even bother returning to his desk. He began reading while still standing there. He thought it would be over quickly.
Tick-tick-tick-
The scholar flipped through one page, then another.
Contrary to expectation, he wasn’t reading quickly; instead, he realized this was a thesis that required time and care.
Tick-tick-tick-
Many scholars and graduate students passed by him, but he remained rooted in place. His eyes fixed only on the thesis.
“.......”
Suddenly, he moved and headed for the copy room. He inserted the thesis into the copier and infused mana. The single copy quickly turned into dozens.
The scholar was about to turn around immediately, but then stopped and counted the copies.
“Ten, twenty, thirty......”
He was estimating demand.
Though the graduate school housed hundreds of resident students, there were also scholars from other nations with access, and sometimes even wizards moved through as a transient population...
“Hmm.”
He stepped back into the copy room. He made exactly 100 more copies of the thesis.
With the stack in hand, he returned to his desk. In the open workspace filled with desks, other scholars were busy with their respective work.
He piled the thesis copies into heaps at the front, back, and sides of his desk.
“Ahh.”
Then, he picked up the loudspeaker.
“Distributing the knight technique thesis 「Aura Sphere」 submitted by first-year knight Maximilian of the House of Ebenholtz.”
Most scholars didn’t seem interested.
“This is a technique theory involving the emission of a transparent sphere by transplanting a knight’s aura into a mana stone.”
He had no desire to explain further. He didn’t want to waste time.
He sat back down immediately and began analyzing the thesis.
“.......”
The scholar’s immersion, focused solely on the circuits that composed the technique, and the mana formulas that made up those circuits-
“One copy. Please.”
Suddenly, another scholar approached. The name was unfamiliar, but the face looked known. With a rather bored expression.
Was he here out of boredom, lacking any worthy thesis to analyze?
“Take one.”
After that, he returned to his immersion in the Ebenholtz thesis.
Scrawling across paper with his pen, following complex calculations in his mind-
“One copy. May I?”
A third scholar came to ask.
“Yes. Take one.”
Just as he was about to return to his work, soon after.
“May I take one?”
A fourth scholar disrupted his focus.
With a frown, the scholar finally grabbed the loudspeaker again.
“Announcing again. The 「Aura Sphere」 thesis by Knight Maximilian, don’t ask. Just take one.”
“Yes.”
Only then did the interruptions from the other scholars stop.
He poured his full focus into 「Aura Sphere」 It was well worth it.
Tick- tick- tick-
Had it been several minutes?
Or had hours passed?
“.......”
He stood up from his seat. No matter how scholarly one may be, being human means that biological needs cannot be resisted.
He rushed to the restroom to relieve himself.
He returned quickly without even washing his hands, but a problem had occurred.
His desk was completely empty.
“Hmm.”
Someone had stolen the thesis he had been thoroughly analyzing.
Rather than anger, the scholar felt dismay.
“Ahh.”
He picked up the loudspeaker again.
“To the person who took the thesis from desk 108 without permission, please return it immediately. I repeat. I can provide as many copies as you need, so to the person who took the thesis from desk 108 without permission, please return it at once. If it is not returned, I will proceed in accordance with the internal procedures of the Mana Graduate School……”
Chapter 50: Papers (2)
The melody of a classical orchestra flowed, and the fountain sparkled and sprang up in the garden.
“Max. I kept thinking about what you said back then.”
Ezell spoke. Behind her, roses were blooming like a backdrop.
“Do you think a magic could exist... one that only sustains itself by eating ‘brains’? I went through the entire Magic Tower library. I even went down to the Underground City. Max, have you ever heard of a magic called 「Brain Chimera」?”
“No.”
“It’s a chaos magic that replicates a person’s body by consuming their brain.”
My brow furrowed instinctively.
“The success rate is extremely low, the casting method itself is horrible, and even if successful, there are enormous side effects... but look at this.”
Ezell handed over a piece of paper from her pocket. It was filled with complex formulas.
“I’m not a wizard.”“To explain it simply? Because of the blood-brain barrier, the brain has a different mana composition than other parts of the body.”
Mana circulates within the body, but in the brain, a constant amount of inexplicable, unique mana always accumulates. Even modern magic studies haven’t clarified it yet, some scholars call it a part of the soul.
“This 「Brain Camera」 feeds on that energy. First, you strip off your entire outer skin, then consume the target’s brain while standing on a magic circle.”
“...Strip off your own skin?”
“Yes. You have to peel off even the skin of your face. Then the brain’s energy transfers to your body and transforms it. But during that process, severe side effects occur. The only way to prevent them is to periodically consume fresh brains to replenish brain energy.”
Ezell pointed to a certain part of the paper.
“This formula here, η ∝ ΣM × L, means the rejection reduction rate is proportional to the total amount of mana contained in the consumed brain. Because of that, if the initial rejection value is too high, the magic won’t even activate in the first place.”
“So Pexi had a low initial rejection rate, which is why she was sacrificed?”
“That’s right.”
If Pexi’s entire body had been imitated, it would make sense why the imposter had been able to perfectly pass as a noble until now.
“Isn’t there a way to catch her?”
“There is. According to my calculations, Pexi must consume the next ‘brain’ within 50 days starting today. The margin of error is 10%. So, between 45 to 55 days.”
I looked at Ezell.
Ezell met my gaze and asked.
“Are you ready to go up against the Kandel family?”
“...The problem isn’t the Kandels, it’s ‘Jun’.”
Jun Kandel is Pexi’s backer. An extremely loyal and powerful supporter.
I asked Ezell.
“Any physical evidence on Pexi?”
“Unfortunately, right now it’s very faint. Just the remnants of that tire-mark-shaped spell I mentioned last time.”
“Should we trail her for all 50 days? We might be able to catch her in the act.”
“What if the crime is committed inside the Magic Tower? The Tower is a lot wider and more secluded than it looks. Access is strictly controlled too. Can you continue tailing her even inside the Tower?”
“...Then?”
“We have a more lawful procedure than that.”
Ezell pointed at my Sentinel uniform.
“A knight’s detention authority. You're a knight, so you know well, right?"
Knights have the authority to detain, without a warrant, individuals suspected of posing a threat to the Empire for up to 35 days.
“Only 35 days. What about the remaining time?”
“I’ll try to buy it.”
“You think that’s possible? You said you are being watched.”
“Which is exactly why I can buy time.”
Ezell is fearless. In a way, she’s like a lunatic.
Maybe she read my mind, because she smiled brightly.
“Max, are you sure about this?”
“I am sure.”
“Then I’ll be just as sure as you are.”
Ezell took a sip of her cocktail and backed away with light steps.
“Now go enjoy the party. Make some donations, too.”
It was already evening, and the charity event had become crowded.
“I was planning to donate anyway.”
“Oh, really? Then hurry along.”
Ezell waved at me.
“Be careful, Ezell.”
“You be careful, Knight.”
I chuckled lightly and walked away.
First, I focused on Virus’s senses and entered the mansion. I strolled through the crowded banquet hall.
Thump─
My heart trembled. I looked in that direction. There was a Lieutenant Colonel from the Imperial Guard.
Forn Sommer.
I remembered his face and name.
Thump─
Next, a businessman I had never met before. Brilliant blond hair and golden eyes, a perfect Imperial appearance, but he was Ezenheim.
I approached him as he conversed with others.
“Ah, pleased to meet you. Sir Knight Maximilian.”
He recognized my face first. I offered a faint smile.
“May I ask your name?”
“I’m Johann, Vice President of ‘Golden Gate Trading’.”
Johann from Golden Gate.
I remembered him.
“Have a pleasant evening.”
As I surveyed the area, I added names to my kill list.
Exactly five names were recorded.
“Now then── we’ll begin the auction of prized possessions.”
Meanwhile, the prized item auction, a regular feature of charity events, began.
“The first item is the ‘Tear of Dawn’ necklace, donated by the Countess von Hausen. The full proceeds will be donated to an orphan support foundation.”
The countess came up to the podium and explained the item, while those who called themselves social elites sat at their tables, smiling elegantly as they participated in the auction.
I picked up one of the number paddles.
“Alright. Number 58, 300,000 dollars! Oh, and right after, Number 83 with 350,000 dollars!”
In that manner, the necklace was sold for 500,000 dollars, and.
“Next, we have an ancient artifact horn donated by Wizard Rendry! The winning bid will be fully donated to the Novus Magic Tower’s scholarship fund.......”
The horn donated by the magic professor sold for 400,000 dollars.
“Now, up next! Lieutenant General Ritruman, headmaster of Empire Point!”
Next was Lieutenant General Ritruman.
I had heard in advance that he would be participating in this charity auction. As the headmaster of Empire Point, he was one of the reasons I had come all the way here.
“The prized item is a command sword personally used by the Lieutenant General during the Western War. The entire winning bid will be used to support wounded veterans. General, please come up and introduce it.”
Ritruman, seemingly unfamiliar with this kind of event, climbed onto the podium with a stiff expression.
“Yes. This command sword was used by me during the battle of Rostalon Heights on the Western Front.......”
The headmaster began recounting anecdotes related to his sword. But most people didn’t seem interested, and in fact, didn’t participate in the bidding.
Some military officers raised their paddles out of consideration for Ritruman’s dignity, but the bids were significantly lower compared to the previous auctions.
“Alright, 10,000 dollars. No one else? Lieutenant General Ritruman’s command sword! Ah~ 15,000 dollars!”
Imperial nobles, successful businessmen, the bourgeoisie, wizards, and even knights, many of them subtly look down on the military. Some even outright dislike it. One of the biggest reasons for the rising central tax rate is defense spending, and the image of the Imperial Guard, a major branch of the military, has never been good, then or now.
“15,000 dollars. No one else?!”
This is the current state of the military.
This subtle disdain and disregard may have been one of the reasons the Imperial Army later exploded with such intensity.
“Lieutenant General Ritruman’s command sword. No bids above 15,000 dollars? If there are none.”
As Ritruman’s face gradually turned red, I quietly raised my hand.
“Ah, a knight from the Sentinels!”
The announcer pointed toward me.
I willingly called out the amount.
"2 million dollars."
In that instant, all eyes turned to me. Ritruman’s pupils on the podium swelled like artillery shells.
“Two, two million Imperial dollars. Is that correct?”
The announcer asked again, astonished.
I nodded calmly.
"2 million."
“Yes, yes! That’s correct! Two million dollars, two million dollars! If there are no higher bids, it’s sold!”
Tap. Tap. Tap.
The auctioneer immediately struck the gavel, and I raised my champagne glass toward Lieutenant General Ritruman on the stage.
“For the wounded veterans who served the Empire.”
Lieutenant General Ritruman twitched his lips for a moment, then responded with the brightest smile.
“For the Empire!”
Applause erupted with his shout. All of it was directed at me.
This is how it is- with money, you’re treated well. With honor, you’re respected.
Someone who has both can become the main character in any room.
“Please come up and receive the prized item.”
I climbed onto the stage and received the command sword directly from Lieutenant General Ritruman.
“A sword containing the hardship of the Western War. I will preserve it with respect.”
I put respect into my words. This kind of social grace had become easy by now, and Ritruman replied with a very pleased expression.
“Thank you. Sir Maximilian, your contribution will help heal the bodies and hearts of our wounded veterans.”
Of course, I don’t believe such bullshit. Ritruman isn’t a clean officer. He’ll probably pocket half of it, scatter the rest as allowance among his subordinates, and only a few coins will actually reach the wounded veterans.
I don’t care.
I came to see him for a favor anyway.
***
After returning from the charity event, I was back in the Sentinel Knight Order’s office.
I quietly stared at a single sheet of paper placed on my desk.
──[Emergency Detention Order]──
Subject: Pexi von Arzen (5th-tier Wizard, affiliated with Sentio Magic Tower)
Content: Based on the special authority of a knight, the above individual is hereby ordered to be detained for a maximum of 35 days effective immediately.
Executor: Maximilian von Ebenholtz, Sentinel Knight Order
──────────
Among the powers I possess as a knight, this is the one that carries the greatest risk.
If I execute this, how will Jun Kandel respond?
He is emotional and unpredictable, better not to try to predict him at all.
The problem is Jun's younger sibling.
The true heir of the Kandel family. Not yet, but one day, they will be.
"Not easy at all."
There’s no physical evidence on Pexi right now. But if I use this paper to prevent her from consuming a brain, then the evidence will surface. Her transformed state will revert, and that alone will serve as proof.
Clicking my tongue, I rose from my seat.
I was about to head to the underground training room for a workout when.
“Max!”
Someone called my name. It was Leon and Tiana. They were carrying large helmets and some kind of suits in their hands.
“When are you sending out another transport?”
The assault group had launched their first flight last week, and now the two of them had already bought gear with their own money.
It seemed they were already hooked.
“Tomorrow night. It’s a night flight. Be at the Point by 23:00.”
“Got it. 23:00.”
“Tomorrow, 23:00.......”
Tiana and Leon checked their schedule on their terminals and returned to their office.
***
Thud─! Ruuumble─!
Empire Point, just before the start of the new semester, under heavy construction.
Cadet Commander Dane had just received a thick stack of papers from Maximilian’s adjutant. Due to concerns about leaks, the adjutant had delivered them in person. It was a draft of a new training manual.
“.......”
Dane let out a deep sigh.
Empire Point’s 300-year tradition is not something that can be changed easily. Especially not military doctrine. It’s something built up through countless wars and sacrifices, almost impossible for personal opinion to be reflected in.
“Aerial knight assault, seriously.......”
Knights, doing aerial operations? It might be fine for commoners. But how could you possibly teach airborne tactics to those haughty nobles who value tradition, honor, and elegance? Would they even be willing to learn?
That was Dane’s concern.
Ruuuumble─!
Right now, Empire Point was using Maximilian’s donation to renovate its aging facilities.
But even so, this was never a place that could be swayed by an individual.
Maximilian had respectfully asked him to “hold the position until retirement” but if that was just a ploy to use him, then the premise was already flawed.
Tutututututu──!
At that moment, a loud roar surged from outside the window.
“What the-!”
Dane rushed outside. A large transport aircraft was landing in the middle of the parade ground.
“What in the world is this......”
School staff hurried over. Dane placed his hand on the sword at his waist.
From inside the transport aircraft, which had landed safely, Headmaster Ritruman emerged.
“Brigadier General Dane.”
“Loyalty. Headmaster, what’s going on?”
“Take this.”
With a solemn expression, Ritruman handed over a sheet of paper. It was an official document.
──[Official Approval from Imperial Army Headquarters]──
Subject: Formal adoption of the new manual 「Strategic Utilization Methods for Knights through Aerial Assault」 and implementation of related training programs.
The above manual, authored by Knight Maximilian, is hereby adopted as the next-generation tactical doctrine of the Imperial Army, and Empire Point’s elite course is ordered to incorporate the corresponding training programs as soon as possible.
───
“.......”
It was an order containing an agreement between Ritruman and the military to adopt and teach the new tactic.
Dane felt a strange mix of confusion and futility.
What he had always believed to be impossible, the old traditions of Empire Point he had given up on changing, the young knight of Ebenholtz was now seeking to change them so easily.
“You and your staff are to manage this transport aircraft well. It’s now official property of Empire Point.”
Dane silently looked at Ritruman. As if he understood Dane’s bewilderment, Ritruman responded with a hearty laugh.
“Haha. It means this transport aircraft was donated. I heard he’s covering maintenance costs for the next ten years as well.”
Ritruman proudly stroked the hunk of metal. Dane blankly looked between the transport aircraft and Ritruman.
“Knight Maximilian is supporting this for the future of the Empire. I also heard he’s establishing a foundation for wounded veterans, so you should make sure to express your gratitude at some point.......”
Thanks to that, Dane was able to understand the cause of everything he was seeing.
Even the same words carry different weight depending on the speaker.
Even the same money has a different impact depending on how it’s used.
Maximilian had, before anyone else, become someone who understood that principle.
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I sat in the mansion’s study, quietly compiling a kill list.
───
1. Johann: Vice President of Golden Gate Trading.
2. Forn Sommer: Lieutenant Colonel of the Imperial Guard.
3. Gero Paten: Bank President of Western Zefston.
4. Mario Chalmer......
───
They were the Ezenheim race individuals identified during the charity event.
I hope they’re members of the revolutionary forces. If that were the case, they would have left some trace, and I could eliminate them without much difficulty.
Knock knock-Just then, someone knocked on the door.
“Come in.”
It was Schatz. She approached with a much healthier complexion and graceful movements than before.
It seemed she had received quite intense professional training at the main castle.
“This is the target list.”
I handed her the kill list.
“These five. Keep steady surveillance on them.”
“Yes.”
“How’s the professional training at the castle?”
“It’s been extremely helpful for us.”
The person in charge of their education is Enzi. There is no one in this world I trust as much as Enzi,- at least, not yet.
“Then, go enjoy yourself today.”
“I’m fine.”
“It’s not for you. It’s for your team.”
I wrote out a check and handed it to her.
“You’re the leader of a team now. You need to learn how to take care of your subordinates.”
“......Yes. Thank you.”
A faint smile flickered at the corner of Schatz’s mouth.
“How’s the branch office in Genen coming along?”
“It’s nearly complete. It’ll be operating officially starting next week.”
Soon, a “branch office” would be running in Genen.
It means a space established with separate knight authority, or to put it simply, a forward base.
“Schatz. A few years from now, your enemy will come to that place.”
Schatz stared quietly at me. A strange light shimmered in her transparent eyes. Her thirst for revenge had frozen over quite coldly.
“Yes. I’ll be waiting for that day.”
“Alright. You can go.”
Schatz left. I turned back to the table.
The next batch of tasks consisted of numerous investment proposals from the Canilan Independent State. Their efforts to appeal to high-level investors... essentially, their attempts to leech money off of me.
“Canilan.”
Canilan was a country worth exploiting. Even before the regression, they had consistently claimed to be strictly neutral. Because their top priority wasn’t ideology or honor, but only “money”.
But precisely because of that, Canilan would soon face a major crisis.
“What was it, again?”
Compared to the Empire, Canilan had an abnormally developed financial industry. But endlessly greedy capital would soon give rise to a very vulgar limitation.
An economic depression caused by human desire.
I retraced my memory with the help of the virus.
──[Canilan Economic Review]──
The Tower of Greed Has Collapsed – Questioning the Root of Canilan’s Financial Collapse
Canilan’s growth has ended. This island nation, once dreaming of becoming the continent’s top financial hub, suddenly faced the nightmare of a downfall.......
(Omitted)
......Canilan’s banks handed out massive loans to tech venture companies and real estate developers. The only collateral offered were non-existent future technology patents, or undeveloped barren plots of land that had just broken ground. It was, in essence, speculative and high-risk non-performing loans.
Instead of holding onto these dangerous loan securities, the banks chopped them up and mixed them. Then they cleverly repackaged them with safe bonds issued by reputable companies to create derivative products with a fancy name, “Corporate Asset-Backed Securities”.
Investors poured in money without suspicion. An endless cycle of roundabout transactions and astronomical bonuses for finance company executives. Under the guise of market autonomy, Canilan turned a blind eye to all this madness.......
Then suddenly, everything collapsed. A series of defaults occurred, and the bomb of worthless derivative products swallowed up the Canilan economy.
───
Right now, Canilan is full of bubbles, and it’s only a matter of time before they burst. It was also the main reason Canilan insisted on neutrality during the war.
They needed to sell weapons to the Empire to make money.
I plan to sell off Canilan’s stocks at their peak and then bet on their collapse.
Ding-
A message came to the terminal.
[Tomorrow night at 10. The garden outside the Magic Tower.]
[Come retrieve the head.]
It was Ezell.
Brain-Eater. There was not much time left to eliminate the enemies of the Empire.
***
Rest area on the middle floor of the Magic Tower.
Ezell Runsellot was sitting, drinking coffee. She was waiting for someone.
“Oh, Mage Pexi! Over here!”
Pexi approached from across the room.
The way Ezell had managed to keep hold of her until now was simple.
“I’ve figured out a new spell.”
While conducting the same research in the same lab, she slowly revealed investigative content related to the Brain-Eater.
If Pexi were the culprit, she would show interest in any suspicions directed at the Brain-Eater, and indeed, she kept hovering around Ezell.
“A new spell?”
“Yes. Come this way first.”
Ezell stood up naturally, got on the elevator, and handed her a piece of paper with the spell written on it.
“「Chimera Brain」?”
“Yes. I mentioned it last time, didn’t I? There must be a reason why the Brain-Eater specifically consumes brains at regular intervals. This spell fits that exactly.”
Ding.
The elevator arrived at the first floor. Walking side by side with Pexi, Ezell repeated what she had told Max.
“......so in order to maintain its physical form, it has to absorb brain energy. According to my calculations, the next murder by the Brain-Eater will happen no later than next month.”
As they exited the Magic Tower, Ezell turned her back to Pexi.
Moments like this were nerve-wracking, even for her. She might have her brain eaten.
“I see. That’s convincing.”
But Pexi didn’t attack her. Instead, she walked ahead and gave a gentle smile.
“Did you tell the police?”
“No. It’s still just a theory.”
She didn’t look like the culprit at all on the surface, but Ezell was already halfway convinced.
In fact, in the handwritten script of the document Ezell had given Pexi, one character had been written ambiguously on purpose.
“「'Ca'mera Brain」”
Faint, but it could be read as “Chi” or “Ca”.
Camera and Chimera. Which would one be more familiar with? Even for a wizard, “camera” would be more familiar.
When she asked ten people in the same way, all of them read it as the Imperial word for “camera”.
All except one, Pexi.
“I’ll help with the calculations too. The margin of error might change.”
Pexi willingly offered her help, but Ezell gave a bitter smile and shook her head.
“......No. That won’t be necessary.”
From the shadows, another figure emerged. The streetlamp lit him up.
A knight of Sentinel, Maximilian.
Pexi’s eyes widened.
“Knight?”
Appearing without delay, Maximilian faced Pexi and handed her a document stamped with the Sentinel seal. At the same time, he cuffed her wrist. It was mana shackles that disrupted mana flow.
“Pexi von Arzen.”
Maximilian called her name.
“As of today, you are being detained for thirty-five days.”
There was no need to state any further legal grounds. This was a unique authority granted only to knights within the Empire.
......
I have detained Sentio Magic Tower 5th-tier Wizard ‘Pexi von Arzen’ in the underground prison of the Knight Order. As this was an unprecedented action, the Magic Tower immediately sent a letter of concern.
Her backer, Jun Kandel, was reportedly furious.
But the reason he hasn’t acted rashly yet- is it because of his younger sibling’s dissuasion? Or because of his own dignity?
For now, I had a meeting scheduled with Deputy Commander Anton.
“.......”
Across from me, Anton looked at me with a rather serious expression.
“Knight Maximilian. You’re the first knight to order the detention of a wizard from the Sentio Magic Tower. And without any reason, at that.”
“There is a reason.”
“There’s no evidence.”
I nodded.
“I understand. But the Brain-Eater has killed eight Imperial citizens so far. Two of them were nobles, and one was a child. To prevent further victims, I had no choice but to take this approach.”
“......Because there’s no evidence?”
“Yes. Precisely because there’s no evidence, I chose to use the knight’s authority to obtain evidence.”
“By detaining her, you can get evidence? Are you saying you’ll fabricate it openly?”
Anton’s face, rarely, showed anger.
“That’s not what I mean.”
I handed Anton the magic circle and formulas for 「Chimera Brain」.
“Pexi von Arzen is not Pexi von Arzen. Within the next thirty-five days, she will completely transform into someone else.”
“......Transform?”
“Yes. She is a criminal who consumed the brain of the original Pexi von Arzen through this forbidden magic.”
Anton looked at me quietly.
“Can I take it, then, that you do not intend to fabricate evidence?”
“As a noble of the Empire, I have never even considered doing something so disgraceful.”
Of course, I had considered it.
A faint sigh escaped from Anton.
“The Magic Tower is a very powerful institution. Even we cannot treat them carelessly. Nor should we. And in this case, the person involved is a 5th-tier wizard already slated for promotion to 6th-tier.”
“That’s fine.”
“And why is that?”
“Because I am an Ebenholtz.”
Anton’s eyes widened as if in disbelief. He studied my face for a moment, then asked,
“Is this also for the Empire?”
Facing him, I smiled.
“......Deputy Commander.”
The Brain-Eater is an Ezenheim who, if not stopped now, will rise into the Empire’s upper echelons.
"My beliefs and principles operate only for the Empire."
Therefore, when the chance comes, I must strike and kill.
......
CRASH─!
Porcelain shattered. It was the rare white porcelain that Jun Kandel had won in an auction for a hefty sum. He screamed and destroyed everything in reach. Mana surged from the furious wizard’s body.
“Don’t be too angry.”
Jun paused at the calm voice. He snapped his head around and glared at his younger sibling.
“How can I not be angry? That bastard Maximilian!”
“There’s no reason to be angry. At least not for us.”
“What? You-”
“Did you actually intend to marry that woman?”
Jun Kandel clenched his teeth. His sibling tilted their head slightly.
“Did you really? Were you seriously thinking of marrying a mere borderland noble wizard?”
“.......”
Jun’s lips were sealed shut. The sibling asked softly again.
“And, are you so certain? They seem pretty sure on their side.”
“Certain about what?”
“Certain that she’s innocent. Didn’t you ever notice anything strange about her while staying by her side?”
Images flashed through Jun’s mind.
Coughing up blood now and then, pressing her temples claiming headaches, secretly slipping away to vomit... those fragile, delicate appearances.
“She said it was a chronic illness. Precisely because of that illness, she can’t be locked up. Pexi is not a matter of marriage; she’s the Magic Tower’s, no, the Kandel family’s asset-”
“Control yourself.”
As Jun scrambled for reasons to rush to her, his younger sibling stopped him.
“If it’s an illness that’ll kill her in thirty-five days, then she’s not an asset in the first place.”
“How can you even say that?”
“It’s an entirely rational assessment.”
Jun continued to fume. His breathing had grown far too heavy. If this resistance continued, he would explode soon.
“What is Father doing? This is practically a declaration of war from the Ebenholtz!”
“Before that, are you even able to tell Father you plan to marry a worthless woman like Pexi?”
“You-!”
Jun let out a furious scream.
His sibling sighed inwardly.
“If you truly want to take action, then don’t go yourself.”
Then added quietly,
“Use the media, brother.”
“......The media?”
“Yes. This is an unprecedented case for the Magic Tower. You can absolutely borrow the Tower’s power and wield the press as a weapon.”
The Sentio Magic Tower is an institution with immense pride. They never tolerate any damage to their honor. Especially not when the opposing party is the Sentinel Knight Order.
“......Yes! That’s it! Exactly that!”
Jun Kandel dashed off as if something had suddenly clicked.
Sonnet Kandel gave a bitter smile as she watched his retreating figure.
From our side, using the media is a completely valid and effective counter.
The problem is how the other side will respond afterward.
If the opponent gets spooked by media pressure and chooses to remain silent or quietly wait, then he’s an amateur.
But if he’s not.
“He won’t back down.”
Rather, he will likely escalate this situation even further, to show the entire world the clarity of his conviction.
Maximilian Ebenholtz.
Just what kind of person is he?
Sonnet quietly sat on the sofa and closed her eyes. She fell into contemplation, trying to sense the mindset of a man she had never once met in person.
Why had he suddenly detained Pexi? What did he see in her? From where, and how, did he gain the certainty strong enough to stake his knight career on?
......
[Sentinel Knight Order’s Overreach?]
[The Knight Order Declares War on the Magic Tower!]
[Shock! Heir of Ebenholtz Forcibly Detains a Wizard]
Knight of the Sentinel, Maximilian, had detained a wizard from the Sentio Magic Tower. While countless sensational headlines flooded the Empire’s media outlets, only the Jemion Daily maintained silence.
They too had received a substantial sponsorship offer from the Kandel family, but Editor-in-Chief Celine refrained from making any hasty moves.
“What the hell is going on?”
“It’s been a while since we had an event like this~”
“Enjoy it~ enjoy.”
Inside the newsroom, the reporters were completely stirred up by the excitement. The Magic Tower and the Knight Order, Ebenholtz and Kandel, two colossal powers seemed ready to clash over a single wizard.
“But seriously, is that wizard really Jun Kandel’s lover?”
“The rumors are everywhere. Some even say Maximilian made a move on her and got rejected, so now he’s pulling this out of spite.”
“Come on, that’s hilarious.”
Editor-in-Chief Celine looked over at Alphonse’s desk in the corner. Even in the midst of all the noise, he was quietly and diligently writing something by himself.
“What are you doing?”
“Writing an article.”
“......I told you, we’re not getting involved in this.”
“I’m not interested in it anyway. Nobles tearing each other apart and whatnot. Let them make their mess and rot in it.”
“.......”
Celine glanced at Alphonse’s article. Once again, it was about a factory worker injured in an accident, with the company refusing to pay compensation, one of those kinds of reports.
“Alright. Keep doing what you’re doing.”
In a way, it was better that he stayed consistent.
Just then.
Bang!
The newsroom door burst open, and a reporter came running in, gasping for breath.
“Editor-in-Chief! A message just arrived from Knight Maximilian’s side!”
The message was- he would publicly announce his full stance regarding the detention of “Pexi von Arzen” through Jemion Daily.
In other words, it was Maximilian’s very own battle to the death.
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Jun Kandel used the media. He didn’t frame the matter as a person-to-person issue but tied it to the pride of the Magic Tower as an institution. Thanks to that, the incident grew quite large, becoming a common topic of chatter even among ordinary citizens at pubs.
I didn’t stay still either. I delivered my official position in writing through the Jemion Daily.
[...This decision was an essential procedure to root out a heinous criminal who threatens the peace of the Empire. If my judgment was wrong, I will take full responsibility with my honor as a knight on the line...]
Even though I expressed my position like that, high-ranking knights from the top of the Knight Order, including Adria, came to pressure me.
“If I am wrong, I will resign from the Knight Order.”
With that one sentence, stating I’d stake my neck on it, I pushed them all back.
I returned to focus on my work. I cleared up the backlog of active mana residue tasks and nearly completed the Empire Point’s manual explaining the Aerial Knight Assault.
Knock knock-
Amid that, the knock of the administrative officer.
“Sir Knight. You have a visitor.”I nodded. The person he brought in was Ezell.
“Have a seat.”
She sat down and looked around the room.
"The sofa will probably appear starting next year."
“Oh, really? I thought all knights worked out of fancy offices.”
I let out a brief laugh and put down my pen.
“Anyway, you came at just the right time. I had something I wanted to ask. You’re sure suicide isn’t possible, right?”
The Ezenheim race is a people who willingly abandon individuals for the sake of their species. If Pexi were to somehow commit suicide inside the prison...
“Yeah. In theory, the moment she attempts self-harm, the brain's energy defense mechanism would activate and trigger forced transformation. Pexi’s brain is already practically a chimera. Even if she wants to die, she can’t die freely. The problem is poisoning.”
“Poisoning?”
“There’s a poison that coagulates blood and mana simultaneously. The side effect of 「Chimera Brain」 occurs when the internal mana thrashes about uncontrollably, but if this poison is used, the mana itself stagnates... and she might just die quietly. Be prepared. Just in case.”
“Okay. I’ll keep it in mind, just in case.”
Ezell looked at me silently for a moment and asked,
“Max, are you okay? There’s a ton of stuff about you in the papers.”
“...Honestly, I want to ask if you’re okay.”
She was currently in the position of being an informant from the magic tower.
The most important witness who reported a fellow wizard, and the sole basis of all my judgments.
“It actually worked out well. Thanks to this, I might become a star wizard right away.”
“Does getting your name in the media make you a star?”
“Uncovering the truth behind forbidden chaos magic, analyzing the grimoire, identifying the suspect, and playing a key role in exposing a hidden threat inside the Magic Tower? That’s way better than a few boring papers. I might even be promoted straight to 6th-tier~”
I looked at Ezell. Her hair, tinged with a light gray, shimmered. It vaguely resembled ash, looking so fragile it seemed like it would crumble if touched.
“What are you trying to do by raising your status like that?”
“...I have ambitions of my own. There’s a lot I want to do.”
Runsellot is a great family. A lineage of noble magic family.
However, the path Ezell wants to take ultimately leads to revolution. She always thinks about that.
“Max, what about you?”
Ezell asked me. To me, it felt like a question about the Empire. The Empire was too rotten to sustain its system, but I had to become its sharpest sword. I had decided to do so to prevent its collapse.
You and I were inevitably going to walk different paths.
“I have ambition too.”
Revolution desires to go against Heaven. But even that is only possible if the world exists.
“Probably much bigger than yours, Ezell.”
Therefore, I wish for continuation.
Ezell looked at me quietly, then stood up. As she turned, she tossed out a remark.
“Cool. You’ve changed a lot from before...”
It was quite a pleasant thing to hear.
***
Chiron’s secret office set up in the Capital. Chiron is conducting training and analysis with young knights under his command. By discussing various current issues in society, he intends to instill political awareness in the young ones.
“Next topic. This is the most important incident these days.”
Chiron, seated at the head seat, set down the newspaper articles and spoke.
“Question: why did Maximilian detain a wizard from Sentio using a knight’s authority?”
A knight had detained a 5th-tier wizard. Considering the delicate relationship between the Magic Tower and the Knight Order, it was an act with excessive risk.
“Everyone, speak freely. Even nonsense is fine. Say it out loud.”
“Hmm... he probably knew she was Jun Kandel’s lover. Or... maybe he really didn’t know?”
Subordinate knight Rawyn uttered an obvious piece of bullshit. Chiron’s brow furrowed.
“That’s too shallow. Think a bit more deeply.”
“...To keep Jun Kandel in check?”
“One step no, two steps further.”
At present, Maximilian had no reason to check Jun. Their families were rivals, so bad relations were natural, but they each operated in different fields and areas.
“Then what if he already had solid evidence, a smoking gun, that the wizard was a Brain-Eater?”
“In that case, it would be easier to simply turn her over to trial. This authority to detain, most knights may use it once every ten years, or never at all in their entire careers.”
Chiron himself had only used it once in thirteen years. That alone showed the immense political burden it carried.
“Hmm...”
“Hm...”
“Hmmmmm...”
The knights fell silent, and Chiron swallowed a sigh.
These were the elites of the Empire. Weapons beyond human, the sword of the Empire, and yet in matters like these, they were still hopeless.
“Think deeper. From Maximilian’s perspective.”
It was inevitable. These chicks in their early twenties had grown up coddled. On the battlefield, they would fulfill their roles just fine, and even now they showed above-average competence in routine duties. But politics required a completely different kind of talent.
“Did Maximilian really think that far...?”
Some of them, just because he was a few years older, doubtfully questioned Maximilian. Chiron found it absurd.
“Don’t underestimate your opponent. Respect them and keep thinking.”
But this incident had confirmed it for Chiron. Maximilian was a deeply political man.
“Politics isn’t anything grand. It’s about seeing through your opponent’s true intentions while hiding your own and gaining what you can. I’m telling you to look at this incident on a larger scale.”
Still, there was no response, and Chiron eventually offered a hint.
“Take a good look.”
He placed a photo of Deputy Commander Anton on the desk. With the term of the current Knight Commander nearing its end, Anton was the most likely candidate for succession.
The young knights returned to contemplation. You could practically hear their brains turning.
Then finally, one of them raised a hand.
“It’s because of Deputy Commander Anton.”
Raynel McQueen. Maximilian’s senior by a year at Empire Point.
“Exactly for what?”
“To... deliver political damage to Deputy Commander Anton?”
Chiron grinned. He nodded with satisfaction and clapped once.
Clap!
“Exactly. You only get it after a hint.”
This was the conclusion Chiron had reached with his strategists after much deliberation, Maximilian’s true intent.
“I’ll explain in more detail. Listen closely...”
Maximilian had detained a wizard of the Magic Tower. The reason didn’t matter. Even if the rumors were true and she really was a ‘Brain-Eater’, the Magic Tower’s pride had already taken a massive blow.
However, that anger would not focus solely on Maximilian as an individual. The Magic Tower wasn’t that kind of institution. They couldn’t take out their frustration on only the Ebenholtz family. Therefore, the spark would inevitably spread to a central figure in the Knight Order.
The selection of the Knight Commander wasn’t decided solely within the Knight Order. It was entirely the authority of the royal family, meaning the Magic Tower could voice their opinions to the Imperial House. For that reason, the Magic Tower would definitely attempt to check Anton.
"Hah......."
“Indeed. If a knight causes such an incident, they’ll blame the higher-ups who failed to stop it!”
“Did he really have such an intention behind it?”
The young knights now wore expressions of genuine admiration.
One corner of Chiron’s mouth twisted.
“Do you know how many times Anton’s faction tried to visit Maximilian just last night?”
Anton’s lot must be in agony by now. Thanks to Maximilian, their relationship with the Magic Tower was on the verge of collapse.
“But no one can override Maximilian’s exercise of authority this time. Because he is an Ebenholtz.”
This was politics possible only because he was an Ebenholtz. Maximilian was exercising the ‘power’ of his family with great efficiency.
“What if the relationship with the Kandel family falls apart?”
This idiotic question came from Zionne, Maximilian’s senior by one year.
“It’s just one woman anyway. Do you think the heirs of great houses are as emotional as you lot? How many times must I tell you to show some respect to your opponents.”
“Ah... yes.”
“Every action Maximilian takes has basis and deep implication. It’s the Ebenholtz way of education. This is why I always talk about one’s birth. Politics is an innate talent.”
Chiron, at least in his own assessment, was the one who understood Max’s true intention the quickest, and he had already arranged a meeting with the Tower Master.
“Now, next. The list of candidates for the next Knight Commander.”
He pointed to the meeting room’s blackboard. There was a list of next-generation candidates in case Anton fell out. Adria, Chiron, Yusuf.
“Shouldn’t we consider Knight Julian as well?”
Raynel asked a foolish question, but it was understandable. Julian had recently received great praise from the Imperial House for the operation that beheaded Dun Caan.
“Julian is fine.”
But Chiron had long ceased to worry about Julian. Julian had even squandered the enormous reward granted by the Imperial House this time. He had spent it all on orphanages in the lower districts.
However, the Imperial House tracks how their rewards are spent, and they don’t like knights who embrace the lowest of society too much. At the very least, they don’t want to promote them to key positions.
“Julian is the only friend a man with any ambition in this field can truly have.”
Someone reliable and worthy of respect. Too knightly to ever rise to the top.
That was why Chiron liked Julian.
***
Tick-tock──
Time passed. The crazed media frenzy had slowly faded, and I stood looking at the one locked in the underground prison of the Sentinel.
“.......”
Pexi, bound in mana armor restraints, sat on the cold stone floor, gazing at me. She looked gaunt, yet in a way, still graceful. The very appearance that explained why Jun Kandel had fallen for her.
In other words, once the outer shell is peeled off, Jun will abandon her too.
“Why... are you doing this to me?”
Pexi asked in a frail voice.
“Because you are not a citizen of the Empire.”
“...Do you see me as a subspecies?”
I turned a page in my book and replied indifferently.
“If you weren’t a subspecies, you wouldn’t even have dared to use that kind of magic.”
Pexi gave a powerless smile.
“I didn’t use such chaos magic.”
“Then, just wait in peace.”
I checked the date on my terminal.
“Only 23 days remain.”
“...I have a chronic illness. At this rate, I will die here.”
Pexi coughed. Blood dripped between her teeth with a splatter.
“That’s precisely why I imprisoned you.”
“Why?”
“Because you are an enemy of the Empire.”
Pexi leaned against the iron bars and looked at me.
“Your conviction is strange. Is it that so-called intuition knights are raised with?”
“.......”
The intent behind her question was vague.
This woman was trying to extract some kind of information from me.
So I had to conceal my ability too.
“Poor person...”
Pexi looked at me with sorrow-filled eyes and gave a faint smile.
In the end, this is what the Ezenheim race must rely on, appeals to pity. Their greatest weapon is not some dimensional devourer they summoned before the regression. It’s the fact that they appear in the exact same ‘form’ as us.
“You must think you’re part of a special ruling class in this Empire. Because you're an Ebenholtz heir. A special being with free will...”
Pexi stubbornly continued her bullshit.
“But you’re not. Even you are nothing more than a slave of the Emperor within this massive Empire. Replaceable at any time, disposable at any moment... just a single, insignificant part.”
I closed my book.
“Yes. I volunteer to be such a part. For a knight is, by nature, the sword of the Empire.”
I leaned in and looked at Pexi through the iron bars. In my eyes, wide open and fully exposed, I held the image of the Ezenheim I wanted to tear apart and kill.
"So, listen carefully. I will find and kill subspecies like you. Not just you but all your kin, I will find them and exterminate them from this continent by any means necessary."
Pexi’s expression faltered.
“...For what purpose?”
Her eyes glistened with moisture. It was such utter, fucking pathetic emotional manipulation. The problem was that this kind of performance often worked on the Revolutionary forces.
“For what... exactly...”
Pexi repeated in breathless gasps.
I smiled faintly. I was always prepared for questions like that.
“For the Empire. And nothing else.”
***
...A knight is the sword of the Empire. It is an authority rightfully bestowed by the Emperor. Therefore, a knight observes the Empire. But they, too, are subject to unseen supervision, surveillance, and checks by the Imperial Family, and much of the conversation and decision-making within the Knight Order is recorded.
In fact, even the term “recording” is rather laughable. This entire Empire, by nature, belongs to the Emperor.
“Your Majesty. A record from the underground prison.”
In the dark of night. The Sanctum where the Emperor resided. Beyond the veil, only a noble silhouette shimmered faintly, and there, a shadow-like servant presented a transcript to the Emperor.
The Emperor opened it. The sentences and voices from the conversation played simultaneously.
[Maximilian: That is why I imprisoned you.]
[Pexi: Why?]
[Maximilian: Because you are an enemy of the Empire.]
Maximilian declaring her an enemy of the Empire.
The Emperor traced the sentences with his finger.
[Pexi: You probably think you’re part of the Empire’s special ruling class. Because you’re the heir of Ebenholtz. A special being with free will... But within this massive Empire, even you are nothing more than a slave to the Emperor.]
Words that were, at once, obvious yet blasphemous and insolent.
[Pexi: Replaceable at any time, interchangeable at any moment, just a single part.]
[Maximilian: Yes. I volunteer to be such a part. For a knight is, by nature, the sword of the Empire.]
The Emperor’s time was precious. And yet he was spending that valuable time on this meager transcript.
[Maximilian: So, listen carefully. I will find and kill subspecies like you. Not just you but all your kin, I will find them and exterminate them from this continent by any means necessary.]
[Pexi: ...For what purpose?]
For what purpose.
To that question, asking the very root of a knight’s being, Maximilian answered like this.
[Maximilian: For the Empire. And nothing else.]
The silhouette of the Emperor nodded quietly. As if to say it was more than worth it.
─...Truly, he is the son of Sebestian.
The Emperor had been with Sebestian since his youth. During the blood-soaked war of succession, Sebestian had cut down countless foes as the Emperor’s sword, and after ascending to the throne, had become his most loyal shield.
─You have grown into an excellent Imperial citizen.
Just like his father, he had grown to be exceptional.
The Emperor set the transcript down with satisfaction, and the servant withdrew, bowing low.
Chapter 53: Brain-Eater (3)
Tick-tock── tick-tock──
Time passed, two weeks into detainment.
Without my knowledge, a prison letter written by Pexi had been taken out. How I found out was because Jun threw a fucking fit over the phone. He poured out every ounce of sarcasm a noble could muster, and I calmly listened.
It meant someone inside the Knight Order had helped her, but that kind of petty sympathy wasn’t something I could control.
It wasn’t like I could stay at the Knight Order around the clock.
Tick-tock── tick-tock──
While waiting for the deadline, I sold off some shares in Canilan. At the same time, I steadily saved money without unnecessary expenses.
Dieter established a new corporation in Canilan to facilitate smooth investment. There was still quite some time left before the bubble would burst, but it was necessary to prepare in advance.
“Sir Knight. Someone claiming to be the family physician from the Kandel family has come to see you.”
At the administrative officer’s words, I looked up from the documents.“Let him in.”
“Yes.”
Soon, a middle-aged man entered the office. It was an unfamiliar face, but he handed me a document stating he was the Kandel family’s physician and a graduate of the ‘Imperial Medical Academy’. Forging an identity with ‘Imperial’ in the title would be high treason. So, he had to be a legitimate physician.
“What brings you here?”
“Yes. It’s about the chronic illness of Wizard Pexi von Arzen. I’ve brought her medical records from the hospital she regularly visited. Please verify them and permit the treatment.”
He set down a medical bag at his feet.
“According to the medical records, Wizard Pexi suffers from a rare congenital disorder in which her mana circuits are unstable. If she doesn’t receive periodic doses of mana stabilizers, she may suffer seizures.”
Medical bag.
“If she remains in confinement like now, it could be extremely dangerous.”
Medical bag.
I quietly stared at that neatly rectangular bag and then shook my head.
“I will decline.”
The physician’s expression hardened.
“......Must you go this far? You need to save lives. If something happens to Wizard Pexi, the Magic Tower won’t take it lightly either.”
I stared directly at the physician. More than anything else, his medical bag was bothering me. It was because of what Ezell had said.
‘There’s a poison that coagulates both blood and mana. The side effect of the 「Chimera Brain」 occurs as uncontrollable mana turbulence in the body, but if this poison is used, the mana itself stagnates.......’
Is this doctor really someone sent by Jun Kandel?
Or maybe...
“I should ask you that question instead. Must you go this far, Doctor?”
“......Excuse me? What exactly are you trying to say?”
The doctor furrowed his brow. I took out the longsword I had stored beneath the chair and placed it on the desk.
Thud!
The hunk of metal, tempered with mana, landed heavily. The old longsword of Ebenholtz, of unknown origin, looked quite destructive in appearance alone.
“.......”
The doctor said nothing, trying to maintain his composure. I looked into his eyes and spoke.
“Let me ask. What’s inside that bag?”
The doctor’s face twitched. A heavy heartbeat reached even me.
This man is a doctor. A real doctor who has done nothing else.
People who lack skill in psychological warfare inevitably reveal themselves like this.
“It probably isn’t a common poison. Each component may be harmless on its own, but when combined, it becomes a lethal concoction of poisonous herbs.”
If one dies with blood and mana coagulated together, there will be no evidence left in the 「Chimera Brain」.
The Kandel family, especially the younger sibling, had already completed an investigation into the 「Chimera Brain」 and had attempted to directly eliminate the evidence. Of course, from their side, they couldn’t be certain if Pexi was a brain-eater, but if she died, it would benefit Kandel and be a loss to me.
“But Jun Kandel wouldn’t try to kill her himself.......”
The doctor’s pupils trembled.
Sonnet Kandel. Claims to be a ‘literary figure’ rather than a knight or a wizard, but is effectively the core of the Kandel family.
“It must be on the orders of Lord Mateus.”
Mateus is Jun’s father.
I deliberately concealed my thoughts about Sonnet. There was no need to draw unnecessary suspicion by acting like I knew her.
“.......”
The doctor glared at me. I gave him a reassuring smile. He really could relax.
“There’s no need for this. Do you think I would go so far as to make an enemy of the great Kandel family over a single woman?”
The tense atmosphere slightly eased.
“I detained Pexi von Arzen because I believe it’s the right thing to do. So, please pass along my message.”
I picked up the longsword again and gently leaned it beside the desk.
“Even if Pexi’s identity is exposed, I will extend the utmost consideration to Jun.”
I don’t care about Jun. Whether he dies walking down the street or gets struck by lightning and goes bald, it’s none of my business.
However, Sonnet is important. I will make her owe me a debt. She is someone who remembers favors and grudges precisely. She returns what she receives and pays back what she suffers.
That is both her talent and her limitation.
“This is a promise in the name of Ebenholtz.”
***
Kandel's main estate. The family physician Dominic bowed his head.
“I’m sorry.”
“It’s alright.”
Sonnet waved her hand.
Dominic, after all, is not a knight, nor is he a specially trained agent. He is Kandel’s actual family doctor, allowed access to the Knight Order.
“I was worried, but I’m glad you came back alive. However, you even brought the bag back?”
Sonnet pointed at the physician’s medical bag. Maximilian could have confiscated that bag and kept it as evidence, but he didn’t bother. He let the man go peacefully, along with a certain “promise”.
“He said it was out of respect for the Kandel family...”
Sonnet quietly drew in a breath.
Jun is an emotional and outward-facing person. He is very outgoing and enjoys socializing. Accordingly, he is handsome and well-built.
That’s why Sonnet had hidden behind her brother, collecting information, and used it to build influence in the Imperial Guard, the Intelligence Bureau, the Underground City, and various other sectors.
However, it seemed that the information about Maximilian was significantly mistaken.
Had Maximilian deliberately shown only his weaknesses to Jun? Or was Jun simply unwilling to acknowledge him because of his own pride?
“Yes. Let’s give up on Pexi now.”
“But will Lord Jun really let that go...?”
“It’s fine. Just say we treated her secretly. He’ll believe it. But in return.”
Sonnet continued.
"Ask Knight Maximilian for observation the day before. He'll probably allow it."
If that woman named Pexi truly is the criminal who used the 「Chimera Brain」...
“My brother is a frustrating person, but he's more cold-hearted than one might think. He’s very sensitive too, given his strong aesthetic sense. So...”
He would never be able to endure the sight of her body melting and mutating.
***
Tick-tock── tick-tock──
Three weeks into detainment.
I had removed all the clocks from the mansion. These days, I was sick of anything that made ticking sounds.
“It’s been a while.”
Lorenzo came back up again from southern Hermes.
“Yes. The Kitten is complete. I just made a few tweaks to Arman’s blueprint.”
He handed over Arman’s pickaxe invention. Shaped somewhat like a flanged mace, the item, codenamed “Kitten” was a new mana stone mining tool.
“First, it wraps protruding mana stones in a protective chain to extend their lifespan, and we’ve engraved mana circuits into the handle, reducing the overall cost to less than half.”
I picked up the Kitten with one hand.
Indeed, Lorenzo wasn’t perfect either. Scholars sometimes focused too much on the function of a product.
“It’s good. But I think the handle needs to be more ergonomic. So that miners can swing it more easily, with less effort.”
Ergonomics became a key theme after the New Cabinet came into power.
They promoted, almost propagandistically, that as work became easier, the environment improved, and rest was provided, efficiency increased significantly. And in practice, it was true.
“Aha. That makes sense. I’ll revise that part.”
“What’s the production cost?”
“It’s about 40,000 dollars per unit, roughly ten times that of a regular pickaxe. However, it raises the mana stone extraction purity by an average of 20 percent. With a 70% purity vein, conventional pickaxes result in losses, yielding stones of only 50 to 60% purity, but this ‘Kitten’ can extract them intact at 70% or higher purity.”
The efficiency more than made up for the cost.
“Also, I’ve been thinking more about the 「Aura Sphere」. If we engrave an appropriate carving into a high-purity mana stone, it seems we can amplify its effects.”
“You mean Mana Carving?”
“Yes. We create a ‘path’ in advance within a high-purity mana stone that amplifies the 「Aura Sphere」. Essentially, a mana stone exclusively for 「Aura Sphere」. According to my calculations, a cube-shaped carving is the most stable and efficient.”
I nodded.
“Very well. What’s the process?”
“First, we need to recruit a carver and establish a dedicated workshop. The initial investment would be, well... around five million dollars...”
Lorenzo hesitated as he mentioned the large sum. It seemed he was still haunted by the financial struggles from his university days.
“It doesn’t matter. Tell Dieter. He’ll provide all of it.”
“...Yes. Thank you.”
Lorenzo’s face brightened. As he turned cheerfully, even the way he leaned on his cane seemed sprightly.
It was a pleasant sight, the old scholar finally able to spread his wings fully.
Tick-tock── tick-tock──
Four weeks into detainment. I looked over the list of articles Alphonso from the Jemion Daily had written so far.
1. Steel Heart Heavy Industries: Blast furnace explosion due to lack of safety equipment, evading responsibility
2. Blue Crystal Corporation: Victims of mana dust poisoning, refusal to compensate
3. Golden Grain: Mass illness among nearby residents due to wastewater discharge, denying causality...
There were so many.
As I underlined the names of these companies with a red pen, a thought crossed my mind.
“These filthy bastards have better technology than I expected.”
In that case, it wouldn’t be a bad idea for me to take it myself.
The Imperial Guard seized companies for personal gain, but I am different from them.
I have a cause.
“......”
After thinking it over, I picked up the terminal and called Dieter.
“Dieter.”
─Yes.
“I’ll send you a list of companies soon. Dig through all of them. If they’re worthwhile, consider extracting their key patents and research personnel.”
─Understood.
Receiving “special training” from Enzi at the main estate every day, Dieter was gradually becoming a complete asset.
Tick-tock── tick-tock──
Thirty days into detainment.
Throughout this past week, I had my administrative officers monitor Pexi. I was worried she might reveal her true nature or that some knight, fooled by her act, might open the door.
Pexi’s condition worsened by the day, but she endured stubbornly.
...To be honest.
To be completely honest, I was uneasy.
I’m just human too. While I’m certain she’s a brain-eater, if she somehow endured the entire detention period?
─It’s fine.
At the knight order's back garden. Ezell replied confidently over the phone.
“What’s your basis?”
─The margin of error I calculated assumes no external variables. But in a prolonged state of confinement like this, she would be far more sensitive to mana. The moment she’s exposed to even a trace of high-concentration mana waves...
Ezell’s explanation was as follows.
The 「Chimera Brain」 is a magic that consumes others’ brain energy and takes over their body. But the victim’s brain energy doesn’t completely disappear, it remains inside the predator’s brain. Because that mana attacks the predator’s mind, they must continually consume brain energy. If, in this weakened state, external mana were to interfere?
─...You know what would happen, don’t you? So take two ultra-high-purity mana stones and rub them together. At least 98% purity, and each worth more than 500,000 dollars. That level of mana wave should be enough. I heard you’ve been making money from mana stone mining.
“Seems the rumors are starting to spread?”
─Consider how you spend.
Ultra-high-purity mana stones, those over 98%, emit a very clear and pure mana wave just by being rubbed together.
“Anyway, got it.”
─Yeah. Were you nervous?
“...Of course I was. If this works, I get to become a star knight.”
─Don’t worry~ Worst case, if it fails, we can just move to the countryside and live together, the two of us.
I smiled. It was a charming ending in its own way, but unfortunately, if I were to leave, even the countryside wouldn’t be allowed for us.
“Thanks. I’m hanging up.”
Tick-tock── tick-tock──
Thirty-four days into detainment.
When only a few hours remained of the knight's authorized ‘35-day’ period, Jun Kandel submitted a request to observe.
I gladly accepted, and he came to the Knight Order in person. With him were a journalist holding a camera, a personal guard, and the family physician Dominic.
“Welcome, Lord Kandel.”
He looked quite exhausted and didn’t even take my hand for a handshake.
“It’s today.”
“There are still about eight hou-”
“-The day you’re finished.”
I let out a laugh without realizing it. Jun Kandel had his own strangely endearing side.
“This way, please.”
I led him to the underground prison. The physician, the guard, and the journalist he brought formed a line and followed.
“Lord Kandel. Have you studied the chaos magic called 「Chimera Brain」?”
I asked as we descended the stairs.
“...Still with that bullshit?”
An answer with anger subtly seeping out.
Thud─ thud─
Our footsteps echoed down the cold hallway.
“Why would I spout bullshit to Lord Kandel? Miss Pexi must consume the brain energy of others to maintain her body. The Pexi you think you know is already dead.”
Jun tightly shut his lips. He gave off the air of someone not even listening to a word I was saying.
Thud─ thud─
Each of us with different thoughts, we reached the very bottom of the underground prison.
“There she is.”
I gestured toward a shadowed corner. Beyond the iron bars, Pexi lay collapsed.
“Pex!”
Jun cried out her nickname and ran over. A full sprint that abandoned all noble decorum. He nearly threw himself against the bars, staring at Pexi.
“Come on, get a hold of yourself, Pex!”
What a hopeless romantic.
Pexi slowly opened her eyes.
“...Kandel, Professor?”
“Yes, yes! It’s me! Pull yourself together! Let’s go, let’s go home!”
“Professor...”
Though she was clearly worn down, even in that state Pexi exuded a sickly sort of beauty. Sunken cheeks, pale skin that seemed to glow even more as a result. She looked like a living work of art, perfectly aligned with Jun’s taste.
Jun turned toward me and shouted.
“Open this door right now!”
“There’s still a bit of time left.”
I took out a high-purity mana stone from inside my coat. A blue gem-like stone.
“Lord Kandel.”
“Open the damn door! She’s dying-!”
“As I said, what is tormenting her right now is not my act of detainment.”
Jun’s desperate face looked almost comical. I stared straight at him and tightened my grip around the mana stone.
“...It’s the mana of countless victims still living inside her brain.”
Craaaaack──!
I slammed two mana stones against each other. Mana pulsed out in circular waves.
“That subspecies wearing Pexi’s skin is being killed by it.”
“Stop spouting bullshit and open the-”
-Krgrgrgk!
At that moment, a grotesque sound erupted from inside the cell, something no human could possibly produce.
“.......”
Jun froze completely. As if sensing a terrible omen, he didn’t move an inch, swallowing hard. His face turned pale, and sweat broke out on his skin.
Kreee--eeeerk--
The cry of a beast, or perhaps a monster. The journalist who had come down with Jun instinctively raised his camera. The physician Dominic wore a look of horror on his face.
At last, Jun Kandel too managed to stiffly turn his neck and look at what had once been Pexi.
I asked him,
“Does that monster still look like your Pexi to you?”
Chapter 54: Favor
The underground prison of the Knight Order, shrouded in deep darkness. I looked at the monster that used to be Pexi.
“Brain energy. What quite a few mana scholars call part of the soul.......”
──Crack, crack, crack.
Before I could even finish my sentence, a grotesque noise erupted from Pexi's body. Her white skin cracked like a dried rice field, and through those fissures, dark red muscle tissues and veins bulged hideously. Her once glossy hair had already slid off along with her scalp. A heat-laced stench spread like a mirage.
"......This is the side effect of recklessly devouring it."
I thought about the Ezenheim race. Ezenheim was a race formed in perfect shape to exterminate humanity. And thus, they also inherited the same weaknesses as humans.
Pexi’s brain was already destroyed. By the vengeful spirits of the many victims she had devoured.
“Pex, where’s my Pexi... That grotesque thing......”
Jun panicked at the true form of Pexi, who had turned into a monster. He refused to accept that the thing before him was the person he once knew.
"Actually, Viscount Kandel's words are correct to some extent. That is not the Pexi von Arzen you knew. The real Pexi had already died long ago after having her brain eaten by that thing.”Jun Kandel blankly collapsed and stared at the creature.
“Look closely with your own two eyes. That thing is a subspecies."
I pointed at the Ezenheim. A figure with peeled skin and bulging eyeballs, an appearance befitting its true nature.
“A monster wearing the mask of a human.”
“P... Professor Jun.......”
Even in that hideous form, it still spoke as if it were Pexi. A figure nothing short of grotesque.
Its voice grew more and more slurred. As the skin of its wrist peeled off, the handcuffs fell away. It reached through the bars and grabbed the collar of Jun’s shirt.
“Pro... fessor.”
Only then did Jun come to his senses.
“L-let go! I said get away from me!”
He flailed his limbs in near seizure, retreating backwards on all fours.
“Professor... Jun.......”
Even so, it kept calling his name, and eventually Jun vomited on the floor.
I retrieved the camera hanging from the neck of the reporter that Jun had brought.
“This is quite a sensitive matter, so I’ll be confiscating this.”
The reporter swallowed and nodded.
***
I guided Jun Kandel to my knight’s office. Jun Kandel stumbled into a chair. He still seemed trapped in the shock of what he had seen.
“Lord Kandel.”
I called him. He lifted his head.
“......It’s become ambiguous to even call it Pexi anymore.”
Jun Kandel listened to my words with a vacant expression.
“In any case, the one who donated the Kerios Mansion to that criminal was you, Lord Kandel. Once the investigation proceeds, that fact will be revealed soon enough.”
He didn’t seem to be truly hearing it.
“This is quite a serious issue. Kerios is a place where only nobles of the Empire may reside, and beyond just a subspecies, that thing is a criminal.”
─Knock, knock.
A knock, and an administrative officer entered.
“A defense attorney from House Kandel has arrived.”
I nodded. I assumed it would be an ordinary lawyer.......
Click. Clack.
The sound of heels against the marble floor of the Knight Order. Soon the door opened, and a person with long blue hair neatly tied stepped in. A tall woman in a perfectly fitted suit.
“I am Sonnet Kandel.”
She introduced herself and sat next to Jun. Jun stared at her blankly.
“I assume I may attend in the capacity of my brother’s legal representative?”
“Yes. Of course.”
I handed Sonnet the relevant documents.
“Lord Jun Kandel donated the Kerios Mansion to Pexi. He was also the one who strongly recommended her as a 5th-tier Wizard. If an investigation proceeds, that issue could escalate significantly.”
Sonnet was diligently reading the documents, but there was no real need for it.
“In a case like this, I won’t hold such responsibility against him.”
Sonnet lifted her head. I gestured to Jun Kandel.
“Lord Kandel, are you listening?”
“Speak to me. My brother seems quite distressed at the moment.”
“......distressed.”
Jun Kandel leaned forward sharply, as if angered.
“Yes. I’d much prefer to speak directly with Lord Kandel myself. Now, here is the proposal I intend to make.”
I handed him the documents.
“Jun Kandel was a pure victim, deceived by Pexi, and had no intention whatsoever to obstruct the investigation or shelter her. Of course, Lord Kandel did actively try to hinder my investigation and used the press to pressure the Knight Order, but I’ll overlook that.”
“.......”
Jun looked at me with his lips tightly sealed.
“The rest of the history can be altered suitably, public opinion will filter it accordingly.”
Kandel and Ebenholtz are great houses. If both sides agree on something, most will take it as truth.
“This is the utmost consideration I can offer you. Just as Lord Kandel once extended consideration to me with a single porcelain vase during the Rodriguez case.”
Jun swallowed. Then, glancing down for a moment, he shut his eyes tightly.
Blood was stained on his collar.
“That filthy thing got on me. It makes me sick, Sonnet.”
“Yes. I’ll take care of the rest.”
Jun Kandel rose unsteadily to his feet. I also stood and saw him off to the door.
“Please take a good rest today. We can discuss the details after you’ve recovered.”
“......Maximilian.”
At the door, Jun turned to look at me. He placed his hand on his forehead as if trying to force himself to say something he clearly didn’t want to say. It seemed like he was struggling with it for a long time.
“What is it.”
He really was someone who knew how to get on one’s nerves until the very end.
“......I offer my sincere apology for the harshness of my words and behavior.”
Jun muttered those words like a sigh and extended his hand.
“Yes. I understand.”
I took his hand.
Ebenholtz and Kandel still have no reason to point swords at each other. Our true enemy lies outside, and in a few years, war will break out.
All blades must be pointed in that direction.
After sending Jun off, I returned to my seat. Sonnet looked into the details of the documents and asked,
“May I begin coordinating the specifics now?”
“Let’s do that.”
This brain-eater incident is nothing more than a minor case. However, the more people are entangled in an incident, the more I find myself in a position to extend favors.
“First, the Kerios Mansion and the relationship between my brother and Pexi will probably be the main focus.”
Sonnet Enciella von Kandel.
The head of House Kandel, a major player in the structure of the Underground City, and a wizard with a very special talent.
“It’s fine. The story can be shaped as needed.”
To someone like her, I will willingly extend my favor.
***
Chiron, knight of the Sentinels, had been in a very good mood lately. Circumstantial evidence had been secured proving Pexi was a brain-eater, and the Sentio Magic Tower was gravely disappointed in Anton.
No doubt, the previous meeting had worked very effectively. While Anton remained seated like a cripple, Chiron had made the effort to personally act and soothe the Tower’s mood.
“Sir Knight. We’ve arrived.”
And today, a second meeting with the Tower Master Nikolaus had been scheduled. This time, the Tower itself had arranged it.
He had a strong feeling that a good conversation would take place.
[Aurea]
Location: Aurea, the most difficult restaurant to reserve in the Empire.
“Stand by.”
“Yes, understood.”
Chiron got out of the car and entered through the back door of the restaurant. A VVIP-only corridor where a waiter was already waiting at the entrance.
“This way.”
At the waiter’s words, Chiron straightened his outfit. Whew. After a deep breath, he opened the door to the private room.
“Pleasure to-...?”
There was one unexpected person present.
Knight Maximilian was sitting together with Sentio’s Tower Master Nikolaus.
.......
I had received a message from the Sentio Magic Tower. It was a request for a meeting from the Tower Master, wishing to discuss the matter in depth.
[Aurea]
A private room in one of the most exclusive, high-end restaurants in the Empire.
There, the Tower Master of Sentio, Nikolaus, sat dressed in his robe.
“Pleasure to see you, Knight Maximilian. Is this our first time since the Ebenholtz garden?”
It seemed we had met once before.
Well, a lot of people passed through the main Ebenholtz estate.
“Yes. I believe so. It’s good to see you.”
“Haha. Please, have a seat.”
The Tower’s legal representative was seated beside him.
Nikolaus glanced at his wristwatch.
“Hmm, let’s save the detailed talk for a bit later. There’s still one more guest expected.”
“Yes.”
Tick-tick-
I drank some water.
Tick-tick-
The sound of the ticking second hand spreading from his wrist was slightly irritating.
Knock knock.
Just then, the door to the private room opened with a knock.
“Pleasure to see you...?”
Standing outside was an unexpected guest, Chiron.
“...Maximilian?”
Chiron also seemed clearly flustered, as if he hadn’t been informed of my presence in advance.
“Come in, Sir Chiron.”
“Ah... yes.”
He hesitated, then sat next to me. Nikolaus looked back and forth between Chiron and me with a smile.
“Hmm~ as it happens, Sir Chiron helped mediate in this matter. He said that you, Maximilian, hold no personal grudge against the Magic Tower, correct?”
No matter how I thought about it, that was not something I had said to Chiron.
“.......”
I quietly turned to look at Chiron. Cold sweat was forming on his forehead.
Nikolaus raised an eyebrow.
“If we just endure a little in this incident, it can be resolved smoothly without causing major damage to the Sentio Magic Tower...”
I had a rough idea of what was going on.
Chiron had tried, in his own way, to gain benefit from this situation, but unfortunately for him, Tower Master Nikolaus was a man well-versed in this sort of political maneuvering.
“Sir Chiron, you did deliver that message to us, didn’t you?”
Chiron forced a bitter smile.
“Haha......”
Before the regression, Chiron had borrowed the power of the Imperial Guard partly because his own faction was lacking, but ultimately, it was because of his background, just one step too short. His family was a nouveau riche noble house that had risen in just two generations. Essentially, upstarts. Thus, traditional noble families subtly looked down on him.
Tower Master Nikolaus was the epitome of old nobility. From the moment Chiron came to him seeking mediation, Nikolaus never had any intention of respecting him.
He was probably even offended. At the audacity of someone trying to use him so lightly.
“Hmm? Why such a reaction?”
I was very familiar with this kind of trash politics.
Politics not aimed at achieving gains, but at stripping someone of dignity and taking pleasure in seeing them crushed, a farce more than politics.
“Could it be that your stance differs from what Sir Chiron told us?”
Nikolaus asked, as if genuinely surprised.
Chiron avoided my gaze, bit his lip, and silence filled the room.
Tick- tick-
The silence was irritating.
More precisely, the ticking sound from the watches on Nikolaus and Chiron’s wrists was irritating.
“Sigh......”
I let out a breath. A thin smile twisted at the edge of the Tower Master’s mouth.
However.
“If your opinion differs from Chiron’s-”
“No. It is the same as mine.”
The moment I said those words, Nikolaus’s expression stiffened, and Chiron flinched as he turned to look at me. He was clearly trying not to look surprised.
“I am grateful to Sir Chiron. At a time when I could not act carelessly myself...”
I met Chiron’s gaze briefly, then continued.
“He personally visited you, Tower Master, and opened the way for dialogue on my behalf.”
With my mouth, I offered him a ‘favor’. But in my mind, I was thinking.
I’m twenty-one years old. When the war breaks out, I’ll be in my late twenties at the latest. No matter what I do, I won’t be able to become Knight Commander at such a young age.
But the Sentinel Knight Order must belong to me.
Anton is unfit to be commander. He is too gentle, too soft to survive in this hellish world.
“Thanks to Sir Chiron.”
In other words, I need a puppet.
I’ll have to observe further, but Chiron might not be a bad option.
At the very least, being my puppet would serve him better than being the puppet of the Imperial Guard, like before the regression.
“To think I’d be meeting the Tower Master in a place like this. I’m grateful.”
“Hahahaha!”
Chiron couldn’t hold back his laughter in the end.
“Max, why so formal? I just did what I had to do, that’s all.”
“......Haha.”
Nikolaus also forced a smile.
In any case, it was a good outcome. I had no intention of turning the Sentio Magic Tower into an enemy either.
“Tower Master. Pexi's identity is currently in our custody, but to secure definitive evidence, we need the Tower’s assistance.”
That creature was still imprisoned in the underground prison of the Knight Order, in that grotesque form.
“Of course, we could request help from another Tower like Novus, but I’d rather not. This is a case that requires verification from the Empire’s top Magic Tower.”
Nikolaus glanced over at the legal representative. Receiving a look from them, he smiled and nodded.
“Very well. I’ll provide full access to the Tower’s facilities and mages. I never imagined such a horrific creature would exist within our own ranks.”
“Also, we’re almost done reaching an agreement with Lord Jun Kandel.”
“Oh? Is that so? Already?”
“Yes. You may hear the details directly from the professor. There will be no harm to the Sentio Magic Tower.”
At that moment, Chiron suddenly rose from his seat.
“Ah, one moment. Please wait just a bit.”
He stepped out briefly and returned carrying an exceptionally fine bottle of liquor.
[Snow Perique 50]
A famed spirit said to be brewed by mixing mana into water melted from the eternal snow of the northern mountain range. Rare enough to surprise even the Tower Master himself.
“Oho~ My, Sir Chiron, bringing such a precious drink.......”
“Haha, I had it saved for a day like this.”
Chiron seemed to be in very good spirits.
─Pop.
He uncorked the Snow Perique and poured the pure white spirit into the glasses of the Tower Master, myself, and even the legal representative.
“It’s meant to be drunk on a day like today. What’s the use of just looking at it on a shelf?”
“Bold words. Truly knightly, very knightly.......”
“.......”
I quietly watched them, smiling and chatting away about this and that.
Politics is about not making enemies easily. It is about offering strategic favor. It is also about flexibly accepting and using the consequences of one’s actions, things even I cannot foresee.
In a world on the brink of collapse, being forced to play politics might seem frustrating. But it is precisely because of such times that politics is necessary.
Politics no, only politics can gather the Empire’s blades into one point.
In that regard, I am at a great advantage. Compared to Chiron’s many superficial efforts, running around in all directions, a single word I speak or a single gesture I make carries tens, hundreds of times more weight.......
“Come, shall we toast, Max?”
Suddenly, Chiron raised his glass toward me.
“Yes.”
I raised mine as well.
Clink.
The glasses shook with a clear sound.
Chapter 55: Favor (2)
Outside the restaurant, after the unofficial meeting ended.
We saw off the Tower Master, Nikolaus.
“I had a good time today.”
“Yes.”
With a flushed face, Nikolaus got into the car and left, leaving just Chiron and me behind.
“...Ahem. Max. Thank you.”
Chiron awkwardly opened the conversation first.
“No. I was also able to handle things smoothly thanks to you reading my intentions quickly, Sir Chiron.”
“Haha. Then, you also think Deputy Commander Anton is...”
“Yes. That shouldn’t be allowed to happen.”Chiron lowered his head and chuckled.
Anton is not someone fit to be the Knight Commander. He’s too upright and steadfast, at the very least, not someone who can handle the demands of this era.
“By the way, Sir Chiron.”
I looked at Chiron. More precisely, at the watch on his wrist.
“May I ask you one favor?”
“...A favor?”
Chiron asked again, seemingly suddenly tense.
Perhaps it was because I was a little drunk, but I just couldn't bear it anymore.
“What kind of favor?”
“It’s nothing serious, but if by chance we meet separately again in the future.”
The wristwatch.
“I would like to ask you not to wear your watch.”
The tick- tick- tick- of the watch's movement is too irritating. I don't know the reason. If I had to guess, perhaps it's because the watch cannot follow 'absolute time,' and it keeps creating discrepancies with some 'sense of time' inherent in my head.
“Uh... Alright. Understood. I’ll do that.”
Though Chiron looked flustered, he nodded as if he understood.
“Thank you. Then, we’ll take our leave here.”
“Alright.”
Chiron gently patted my shoulder. I gave him a slight nod in return and got into the car.
***
Flash-! Flash-flash-!
The press conference hall erupted in flashes. I stepped onto the platform as a knight of Sentinel. Since the Brain-Eater case had recently garnered high public attention, a large number of reporters had gathered.
“...The suspect, commonly referred to as the ‘Brain-Eater’, has been confirmed through a precise analysis by the Sentio Magic Tower to have used the forbidden Chaos Magic known as 「Chimera Brain」.”
The long-standing serial killer, the Brain-Eater.
Sentio Magic Tower confirmed through magical analysis that Pexi was indeed the Brain-Eater.
“Detailed information regarding the Chaos Magic 「Chimera Brain」 will be explained by the one who provided full support in my investigation.”
I pointed to a corner of the press conference hall.
“4th-tier Wizard Ezell of the Sentio Magic Tower will now provide an explanation.”
Ezell finally stepped onto the platform. She looked quite nervous.
“Yes. I’m 4th-tier Ezell. First, I will present the prepared materials, present them.”
She stumbled a bit as she continued.
“The Chaos Magic 「Chimera Brain」 is a horrifying spell that consumes the brain energy of others no, it consumes it and seizes their body and is prohibited by Imperial law. It’s not just that particular spell that’s forbidden, not exactly, but all kinds of magic that ‘could cause disorder in the Empire’ are banned.”
Despite trembling, Ezell continued the briefing fairly well.
“As a result of a detailed examination of the spinal fluid of the suspect detained by the Sentinel Knight Order and presumed to be the Brain-Eater, a multitude of different types of brain energy were detected. Therefore, this suspect is not Pexi von Arzen.”
At that moment, I took the microphone again.
“At present, the suspect is presumed to be an unidentified ‘subspecies.’”
Subspecies. At that word, Ezell glared at me for a moment. Her brow twitched noticeably.
“Further details will be announced after the investigation is completed. That will be all.”
I acted as if I didn’t notice and concluded the press conference.
Grip. As I stood up from my seat, Ezell grabbed my collar.
“What?”
Ezell looked up at me.
“How can you be so sure it’s a subspecies?”
Her question was reasonable, but I could only give a biased answer.
“Because an Aran citizen of the Empire would never do something like this.”
“......”
Ezell silently gazed into my eyes, then quietly let go of my collar.
“Good work, Max.”
“You too.”
I left the press conference hall. I didn’t bother to look back at Ezell, who was left standing alone.
***
I returned to the mansion. I was quite tired, but there was still a mountain of work to handle. Documents that required approval, or information on tasks already completed.
I opened the files.
[Genen Branch Completed]
[Wiretapping, Surveillance Logs]
The Genen branch was completed, and last night, Schatz had appended intel that one of the Revolutionary forces' bases had been identified. Solid evidence had also been secured.
There was no need to delay this case, so I decided to dispatch tomorrow.
Next.
──[Official Authorization Document]──
Project Title: Final Approval for Establishment of New Educational Institution
Institution Name: Academy of Special Magic Engineering...
────
On the barren land I had purchased, a new school and dormitory had been completed. Official authorization was granted by the Empire. Lorenzo had become the headmaster of the institution, and Arman became the first student.
It was good news.
Next.
[Hermes Province Airport Completion and Operation Request]
[Signature Required]
An airport was completed in Hermes Province, where the Lomilton area is located. I signed the documents signaling the start of operations.
From now on, southern Hermes would become a solid base for me.
Next.
[Mana Stone Purity Grading Chart]
This was performance data related to mana stones. In Lomilton, a new piece of equipment called the Kitten had been introduced, and the efficiency of mana stone mining had increased rapidly.
A workshop was also installed locally to process the mined mana stones directly. It was a space not only for the “mana carving” that Lorenzo had spoken of, but also for ultra-precise processing work to raise high-purity mana stones to their maximum purity.
[Mana Stone Processing Craftsman Recruitment Request]
[Approval Required]
I signed immediately.
Processing mana stones to the highest purity requires skilled artisans. Naturally occurring mana stones rarely exceed 96% purity.
However, training artisans requires massive costs and inevitable failures.
Breaking a precious 96% pure mana stone and reducing it to a 70% grade, this kind of blunder must be repeated dozens, even hundreds of times before a true artisan who can produce 98%, 99% purity is born.
I would not spare the cost.
Next was an audit document on the corrupt company [Golden Grain].
[Secretary Dieter Schmidt: Golden Grain Audit Proposal]
Golden Grain. A company that possesses a patented process for repeatedly distilling and fermenting top-grade grain harvested from the Empire's eastern granary region using mana liquid. Through this process, the grain transforms into a special mana substance, which is sold as an expensive elixir.
The kind of "elixir of youth" that nobles can’t get enough of.
However, they neglected their obligation to treat mana wastewater and discharged it illegally into nearby sewers. As a result, a nearby village was polluted, and countless residents began suffering from unknown diseases and deformities.
Below that was a proposal written directly by Dieter.
──[Proposal: Golden Grain Acquisition Project]──
According to Headmaster Lorenzo’s research, Golden Grain’s grain distillation technology has great potential to be developed into a combat recovery agent that stabilizes mana circuits and maximizes recovery speed in wounded soldiers, going far beyond simple elixir production.
────
Medicine is extremely important on the battlefield. It is essential not only for treatment but also for morale.
The belief that the army can save you even if you’re shot or slashed actually increases the soldiers' combat power.
Such valuable patents and facilities were being wasted by these scum, producing nothing more than luxury goods.
I called Dieter.
“Dieter.”
─Yes.
“Move on the Golden Grain case. Also, report any other valuable patents you come across.”
─Understood.
Ebenholtz doesn't discriminate between means and methods.
If I want something, I get it. If I want to destroy something, I destroy it.
──Tap.
Just then, I heard the sound of a pebble hitting the library window.
──Tap.
I opened the window. Freya was in the training yard below.
“Hey! Why aren’t you coming out!”
“...Ah.”
Today was a lesson day.
“I’m coming right now.”
I jumped straight down from the library window. Freya frowned from the brow.
“You’re 15 minutes late. Double the lesson fee.”
“Yes.”
“Just because you’ve got money doesn’t mean you can slack off.”
“...When did I ever?”
“Just swing the sword already.”
I picked up the longsword. No preparatory movements were necessary. I simply swung the blade in silence.
......
Now, my sword no longer made any unnecessary noise.
Also, Ebenholtz’s sword draw──
Tap.
Had become so familiar that I could cover dozens of meters in a single step powered by mana.
If I added my ‘sense of time’ to that, perhaps even against Freya, it would be quite threatening.
“Oh-ho. You've honed it well. Try it on me too.”
Freya raised her sword.
“Yes.”
I poured mana into my sword. A silver trajectory spread. It surged toward Freya no, it flowed into her.
─! ───! ──!
Silent sword technique deployed at full power. Freya parried it with minimal movement. She looked composed, but a deep smile had formed at the corner of her lips.
As I lowered my sword, she spoke.
“It’s become natural.”
“Like flowing water?”
“And like moonlight.”
I gave a small smile. Freya pointed her blade at my jawline.
“But what’s with your appearance? That stubbly beard and all.”
“I’ve been a bit busy lately.”
“Didn’t I tell you? Ebenholtz must never show any cracks, even in those areas.”
"If there's no time, it grows naturally, this thing."
“Then grow it stylishly, like Sebestian.”
“...I hate beards, actually.”
Because I lived like a total beggar while on the run. I hate beards now.
“Remember this. Always keep your mind and body diligent. Sharpen your spirit. Become a noble who does not waver.”
I looked at Freya. She understood Ebenholtz even better than Ebenholtz, and she would speak of Ebenholtz to Ebenholtz. I always found her to be a mystery.
I wanted to ask who she was, but I probably shouldn’t.
“Yes. I’ll keep that in mind. But I won’t be able to become a completely noble person.”
“Why not?”
Suddenly, moonlight descended and lit the training yard. Tonight was a full moon. At some point, it had become a full moon.
Time was flowing that quickly.
"......Because I have to kill many people."
I was already prepared.
Soon, once my foundation is complete, and that ‘time’ finally comes.
I will not hesitate to wield my heart.
“If that is your conviction,”
Freya said to me,
“Then if you hold that conviction upright and never give up, that itself is noble.”
***
Golden Grain, a company that owned the golden granary fields of Emmentel in the eastern Empire.
The company’s chairman, “Chamber von Wagner,” let out a hollow laugh as he looked at the documents handed to him by the man sitting across from him.
"Ha. What is this?"
The bespectacled man replied in a stiff voice.
“It’s a takeover offer, Chairman Wagner.”
“I’m asking what this is. Did you accidentally forgot to add about six extra zeros?”
“No company in this Empire is worth five billion dollars.”
The amount written on the check was merely fifty thousand dollars. Chamber glared at him, his face twisted with irritation.
“...Which sewer rat bastard are you supposed to be?”
“Before that, please take a look at this as well.”
The man placed another bundle of documents on the table. A chemical analysis report of the wastewater illegally discharged from Golden Grain’s factory. Evidence that the drinking water the nearby village had been consuming all this time was contaminated with mana waste.
“In exchange, we will cover the compensation for this criminal act, as well as the full restoration costs for the village.”
“.......”
Chamber’s face hardened.
“Hey, do you even know who I am?”
“You are Chairman Chamber of Golden Grain.”
“That’s right. Eastern Emmentel is my territory. No one here dares say a word to me. I, our family, has been feeding this city for three generations. You got that? Do you even know how much tax I pay, you moron?”
At that, the man nodded.
“I see. I am Dieter Schmidt.”
“Well, aren’t you something. Just a mere commoner-”
“Secretary to Knight Maximilian Ebenholtz.”
At that moment, Chamber flinched.
It felt like he had just heard a name that absolutely couldn’t be right.
“…What? Who?”
“If you accept the offer now, all charges including Golden Grain’s criminal activities, as well as your own tax evasion, embezzlement, and bribery, will be willingly overlooked.”
"No, who, what are you saying right now-"
Dieter pulled out a new document from inside his coat and handed it over.
[Correction Order]
A correction order from the Sentinel Knight Order, issued by Maximilian. The signature of Ebenholtz was unmistakably scribbled across it.
“......”
Chamber swallowed hard. A cold sweat formed on his forehead before he even realized it.
Was it forged? No, what lunatic con artist would impersonate Ebenholtz just to acquire a company?
“If you reject this offer.”
Dieter stared at Chamber, his tone dry and calm.
“You’ll likely see the knight’s face in person.”
Chamber’s breathing became shallow. With trembling hands, he picked up the acquisition proposal. He licked his dry lips and stole a glance at Dieter.
Dieter calmly rose from his seat.
“You have three days. Please make your decision by then. Keep in mind, this is the knight’s one and only ‘final’ favor.”
Step. Step. As the secretary walked away, Chairman Chamber clutched his chest, overwhelmed by hyperventilation.
...Two days later,「Veritas」acquired the facilities and patents of Golden Grain. Proper compensation was paid to the residents of the village, and Lorenzo and Arman began developing equipment to treat mana wastewater.
Once the wastewater treatment system was completed, Golden Grain would be redesigned into a pharmaceutical factory for future warfare.
Chapter 56: Favor (3)
Somewhere in the Genen Autonomous Region. I stood in the back alley of a building designated as a hideout for revolutionary ideology.
“Enter.”
At that moment, Schatz and the investigators entered. It was not like before, with rumbling and loud crashing. Based on the structure identified in advance, they moved meticulously from all directions, leaving no room for escape.
Soon, with the dull sound of clubs striking, screams burst out.
After some time, the subversives were dragged out of the building.
“Transport them.”
I led them not to the Knight Order, but to the “Branch Office”.
The collected evidence included multiple banned books, letters exchanged with the Revolutionary forces, protest plans written in code, and so on.
There were a total of 13 people detained, but not a single one of them was from the Ezenheim race. This meant interrogation was necessary.
“They are probably guys who desperately want to be used by the Revolutionary forces. We call them youth members.”I nodded at Investigator Zendo’s words.
“In situations like this, what do you usually do?”
I asked while fiddling with my leather gloves.
“.......”
“.......”
They only looked at me without saying anything.
“Tell me honestly.”
“Well...... interrogation.......”
Zendo opened his mouth while studying my expression.
“Interrogation?”
“To link them further, we...... torture them. No matter how much we threaten them with words, they never speak. They are stubborn bastards.”
I fell into thought for a moment.
“If torture is necessary, then it must be done.”
Torture itself is actually an inefficient interrogation method. This was proven to some extent in the post-Empire-collapse book “The Art of Interrogation”.
However, “technical interrogation” requires time, so if torture is necessary, then torture is done.
These fervent youths might know about the Ezenheim race.
“But.”
However, I cannot trust the investigators’ methods.
The 13 people caught today were all in their late teens to early twenties. Their discussions of revolution were limited to protest plans.
Literally “youth tainted by revolutionary ideology” meaning they did not hold key positions.
“A new manual for interrogation is needed.”
“A manual...... sir?”
“Yes. Your methods are too extreme.”
Their lives must not be put at risk, yet the method should still have effect.
Suddenly, a suitable person came to mind. A vicious criminal who had loved torture. Someone who was pardoned later solely for his torture skills, joined the military, and was eventually assassinated by the Revolutionary forces. A madman.
I left the Branch Office and got into the car.
“Run an identity check on ‘Yamilia Cohen’ and go there. He is probably imprisoned.”
“Yes.”
The administrative officer checked the identity through the knight vehicle’s terminal and set the destination.
“We will head to Taran Prison.”
Never in my life did I imagine I would have to create a torture manual, but it could not be helped.
These youth members could not even imagine what kind of existence the “Ezenheim” they are desperately trying to protect actually is.
.......
Yamilia Cohen.
I met him. Long curly hair. Eyes as large as his face. From appearance alone, something about him felt eerie as he stared blankly at me.
“Sir Knight, what brings you to me.......”
I asked him about torture, and his eyes sparkled like stars.
“There is one condition. Absolutely no threat to life.”
“Of course, sir Knight. That is precisely my area of expertise.”
“And. No severe aftereffects are allowed.”
His expression darkened slightly.
“There is no such thing as torture that considers the victim.......”
“I am talking about efficiency, not consideration.”
“Well anyway, if it is not torture simply for inflicting pain but for extracting information.”
He pulled his chair closer and sat right up against the table.
“First, the torturer must never hold personal feelings. If resentment mixes in, the strength cannot be controlled properly, and it could end up threatening the subject’s life. Also, depending on the person, the torture method must be chosen completely differently.”
He licked his lips and continued.
“Weak friends who cannot endure pain will confess on their own once touched. Many amateurs are truly stupid, performing things like water torture or blindly shocking the subject with electricity. That is a bizarre and ignorant act done by those who know nothing about human psychology!”
His large eyelids glistened with madness.
“Torture that pushes the subject to the extreme is extremely inefficient. Their mind becomes hazy, their consciousness becomes cloudy, and they cannot even understand what kind of torture they are undergoing. Information extracted by force is inaccurate. If it allows them to escape this reality even for a moment, they will lie or say anything. Their mind can break and they may die.”
“......So. The conclusion?”
“If you want to extract information most efficiently without threatening their life. You only need these two things.”
Cohen leaned forward and whispered like a snake.
“The first is drugs. I have a formula that only I know for now. It is a drug that amplifies the sensory organs themselves dozens of times, and keeps the mind clear and awake. The dosage must be controlled with extreme precision. A perfect golden ratio is required. After administering it, you remove the fingernails and toenails. Just removing one will bring immediate effect. There is no need to remove more than two. Because.......”
He briefly showed an ecstatic expression.
“Ah.......”
“Just speak.”
“I am sorry. The...... fingernails or toenails, after being pulled out, hurt far more afterward. Sprinkle salt on the wound. Then the expression will be...... you will feel the pain vividly. Due to the drug’s awakening effect, the mind will not become cloudy, and shock will not set in. If the subject is a tough one who can endure pain well, then you must begin testing their patience. Do not let them sleep for days-”
“That is enough.”
I handed him an empty notebook and a pen.
“Write all of it here.”
“Write what?”
“The knowledge of torture. Including the ingredients and formula of the drug you just mentioned.”
Cohen suddenly asked back with a blunt expression.
“......Is there perhaps any compensation?”
My brow furrowed.
“You want to negotiate now?”
“No, no. It is not that...... but still, this is my intellectual property.......”
“I will put a generous amount into your prison allowance.”
“.......”
He did not look very interested. I frowned, and Cohen twitched.
It was very bothersome, but even this negotiation required a method suited to the person.
“When the time comes to carry out the sentence of a death-row prisoner, I will let you pull the lever once with your own hands. Is that enough?”
“!”
Cohen’s eyes, nose, and mouth widened. His curly hair puffed up as if struck by static.
Then he quickly grabbed the notebook and pen.
“You must keep your promise, absolutely!”
Laughing like a madman, he began writing down his knowledge.
***
The Branch Office in Genen.
Zendo received the manual. Holding a book crafted as neatly as a proper textbook under his arm, he returned to the interrogation room.
“.......”
A youth member was tied to the chair.
If possible, he wanted to smash the boy’s skull, but such crude venting was no longer permitted.
Zendo first picked up the drug placed on the tray.
Exactly 2.39 mg of transparent liquid in a syringe. To prevent using too much or too little, it had been prepared in a fixed specification from the start.
Zendo removed the mask from the revolutionary member. A terrified young man flinched and opened his eyes.
“In accordance with Article 3, Clause 13 of the Special Measures Act for Imperial Security, the investigative agency may use limited physical force for the purpose of acquiring information when evidence has been obtained from a subversive individual. In other words, all force used on you from this moment on is legal.”
This declaration of Imperial law was written in the very first section of the manual, “Procedures That Must Be Followed.”
“You now have to speak just two names. Without lies. Then this legal interrogation will end.”
“......Do you think I will?”
Youth members were always like this. Young and full of hot blood, sometimes making him want to beat them to death, but now that was no longer allowed.
The most important thing is procedure. All personal emotions must be excluded. Because now the entire investigative agency is under Ebenholtz’s control.
“You pig bastard. Do you like being raised like livestock?”
“Tsk.”
Zendo first blindfolded him.
After injecting the prepared drug, he pulled out one of his fingernails with pliers.
“......Ugh!”
The guy tied to the chair suddenly arched his back and convulsed. He twisted his whole body without even being able to scream.
Zendo flipped to the next page of the manual.
After removing the fingernail, leave the subject alone for a moment. Wait until the pain settles.
“.......”
If he seems somewhat calmed, slap his cheek to bring him back to his senses.
“Hey. You only need to give two names. No lies.”
“Grrrhhh.......”
If he cannot even hold himself upright, then he is still caught in the pain. In that case, give it a bit more time.
Zendo checked the time on the terminal.
There are no clocks in the Branch Office, and investigators are absolutely prohibited from wearing wristwatches. A command that borders on Maximilian’s eccentricity.
“Gggrrrhhh.......”
Just then, the youth member let out a rough breath. Zendo asked him,
“Are you back with us? I’ll repeat. Just two names.”
“──Fuck off!”
“.......”
Zendo’s eyebrow twitched.
No matter how crazily this bastard acts, he must stick to the prescribed procedure. No action that exceeds the process can be committed.
The next step in the manual: fine salt.
Half-doubting, Zendo picked up the jar of salt and poured it almost entirely onto the bloody finger from which the nail had been removed.
“Aaaagh, AAAAAAAAAHH────!”
Zendo was startled. The guy thrashed like a freshly caught fish.
“Uwaaaah, AAAAAHHH───! AAH! AAAAAAAAAH!”
“......What the hell is this.”
He was dumbfounded.
All he did was pull out a single fingernail and sprinkle salt on it. Compared to the tortures he had done up until now, this was, how should he put it, the most “gentle” method.
“Gah, ah, AAAAAAAAAAH... AAAAAAH──!”
It was more dramatic and effective than any torture he had used before.
“AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAH───!”
“......So this is why people say learning matters.”
“AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAH───!”
He’s going to lose his voice.
“Haa, haa, haa...... grrrhhh!”
Listening to the youth member’s groans, Zendo opened the report form.
According to the manual, every step of the process must be recorded without a single lie. Violating this would mean reporting false information to Maximilian himself...
“Purge.”
There’s no need to think deeply about what “purge” means to Ebenholtz. He would likely be hunted down no matter where on the continent he tried to run.
Zendo reviewed what he had just done and filled out the report with maximum accuracy.
***
The effect was undeniable. For the younger ones, there was no need to go as far as pulling multiple fingernails. Most of them gave up two names within one or two extractions, and thanks to the Knight Order’s identity verification function, the truthfulness of the confessions could be quickly confirmed.
“......Are you sure about this, Sir Knight?”
In the corridor of the Branch Office, Schatz asked me.
“What about?”
“About letting them go just for giving two names.”
The question itself felt slightly loaded. I might just be reading into it, but it also felt like he was testing my intentions.
Before the regression, Schatz had been with the Revolutionary forces.
“Not everyone in the Revolutionary forces deserves death. Frankly, they can barely be called members. They were just infatuated with the ideology. The younger they are, the more they think they’re special, which makes them easy to brainwash by those who exploit such emotions.”
Daniel had been an extremely radical terrorist, and the other two were from the Ezenheim race. Compared to them, these youth members were in entirely different positions.
“More importantly, they are not subspecies.”
The people of Genen are treated as racially close to Imperial citizens. Of course, that’s a political and social distinction, but I have no desire to discriminate against them.
My enemy is only the Ezenheim.
“What if they’re released and rejoin the Revolutionary forces?”
“Then they’ll be caught again. Their identities are already confirmed. Besides, within the Revolutionary forces, they’ve likely lost trust and will be discarded anyway.”
The ideology of revolution had spread like a spider’s web throughout the Empire, but much of it amounted to no more than “student activism”. Those who could truly be called Revolutionary forces never revealed themselves easily.
“The Revolutionary forces are deeply entrenched. Torture is merely a means to uncover the core, not a punishment.”
Outside the window, I looked at the young men being transported from the Branch Office.
“They too, after being caught and released over and over, will eventually come to understand, what this revolution is really for.”
Of course, they wouldn’t be released right away. I intended to give them at least three months in detention to reflect.
That was the extent of the 'manual' I had in mind.
“However, this sort of leniency applies only to those kinds of individuals.”
Though the true core of the Revolutionary forces likely wouldn't be operating from somewhere like Genen, it was certainly one of their key bases.
“Among the more radical Independence faction members, there are likely Subspecies mixed in. Once they’re captured, I fully intend to kill them.”
“Yes. I’ll keep that in mind.”
I looked at Schatz.
Jet-black hair and eyes even darker and deeper. Her expression betrayed no emotion. She seemed completely unshaken. It was probably thanks to the training she received from the main house of Ebenholtz.
But I still couldn’t be certain of Schatz’s loyalty. All I had done was drag her out of prison, and her status still remained that of a “conditionally pardoned individual”.
She had become mine without any say in the matter.
Precisely because of that, I needed to make an effort.
This woman whose inner thoughts were unreadable, the monster who would one day grow powerful enough to confront Sebestian, somehow, I had to win her over. Make her loyal to me alone, without being swayed by things like revolution...
“Schatz.”
“Yes, Sir Knight.”
“Is there anything you’ve been wanting lately?”
“......?”
Schatz tilted her head blankly.
“You’ve been working hard, so I thought of giving you a bonus.......”
“What?”
“......Never mind. It’s nothing.”
“Ah. Yes.”
“......Like a bag, or something.”
“Huh?”
“Hmm...... no. I just meant you’ve done well.”
“Ah. Thank you.”
......It seemed, after all, this was going to be a lot harder than I thought.
Chapter 57: Scarcity
Empire Point, the computer room 「Maximilian Hall」 built with the sponsorship of Knight Maximilian.
“Today we learned how to access the internal server called the intranet.”
The instructor was wrapping up the 90-minute class. It was the newly launched [Information Processing] course that began this semester.
“You’ll be using computers frequently from now on, so practice typing speed, document writing, and browsing methods every day. Submit all the documents you wrote today.”
Elite cadet ‘Hannah’ carefully moved her mouse and clicked the send button for the document she had meticulously written.
Click.
[Transfer complete]
“......Did it go through?”
Probably did.
It was a machine she was seeing for the first time, so it was difficult. Keyboard, mouse, monitor, everything was unfamiliar to Hannah, who came from a rural area in the south.“Well then, good work today. Keep it up for the next class as well.”
The lecture ended. The next training was also newly organized this semester: [Aerial Assault].
“Seriously~ we're actually doing this. So annoying.”
“Exactly, what do they expect from us? Jumping out of the sky? Are they crazy or what.”
The noble cadets grumbled as they moved.
Hannah honestly found it absurd. Rumors were already widespread that those guys had rented a transport aircraft and were doing trial runs on their own.
“......Sigh. Is this going to cost money again?”
“They say not this time. And even if it does, so what? We’ll earn it back once we become knights.”
“You say that because you don’t know my family’s situation.”
Commoner cadets also gathered in small groups and moved together.
But Hannah was alone. No one talked to her. She had been ostracized ever since the Jacob incident. Well, it didn’t bother her. In fact, she liked it.
“......That must be it.”
Before she knew it, they arrived at the training ground. A large transport aircraft was parked on the runway, and parachutes were lined up on the long table in front of it. The elite cadets stood in formation there.
As everyone was murmuring while staring at the transport aircraft.
“Quiet──!”
With a loud shout, an instructor wearing a goggle helmet for descent stepped out of the transport aircraft. All attention was drawn to him.
“Welcome. I’m the instructor who will supervise your first descent today.”
The man, seemingly from the airborne unit, was wearing a major’s uniform.
“In descent training, the most important things are control and discipline. Because the place you jump into will soon be a battlefield. Therefore, during this training, you will obey my commands without question.”
His helmet and goggles were completely black, hiding his face, but for some reason, the voice sounded familiar to Hannah.
It definitely sounded like someone she’d heard somewhere.......
“Today you will practice landing from an altitude of 500 meters. Now put on your parachutes. Go!”
The cadets took turns strapping the parachutes onto their backs.
"Board the transport plane!"
Everyone watched the instructor’s reaction as they boarded the aircraft.
“Don’t dawdle!”
The instructor shoved the ones who were slacking inside.
He’s pretty rough.
Hannah couldn’t help but worry. Noble cadets really hated this kind of thing.
And it was true, these days, if anything upset them, some would complain to their mommy and daddy, so even instructors acted a bit cautiously.
“Sit and buckle your belts.”
Everyone sat along the side seats inside the transport aircraft.
At that moment, two cadets were playing with the belts and chuckling. “Why do we even need these belts?”, something like that. It was Royce and Dare Tann. They were famously from high-ranking families, even at Empire Point.
“Hey.”
The instructor’s gaze fixed on the two.
“You think you’re here for fun?”
Suddenly, the atmosphere inside the transport aircraft froze.
The two cadets didn’t respond, and the instructor asked again.
“I asked if you think you’re here for fun.”
“......No.”
Royce’s reply was curt. In other words, disrespectful.
Probably thinking, “Just a mere major” But usually, instructors let it slide at this point.
“No-?”
This time was different. The instructor strode up, grabbed Royce by the collar, and flung him out of the transport aircraft. Dare Tann met the same fate.
“Ugh!”
“Argh!”
The two rolled on the asphalt outside the transport aircraft.
“Get up.”
They both quickly got to their feet. Their faces were red up to the ears. Looked like they were embarrassed.
“Get down.”
“.......”
“.......”
The two remained silent. They didn’t get down. From Hannah’s perspective, it looked dangerously close to the edge.
Normally, an instructor wouldn’t go this far. Royce and Dare Tann were heirs of high-ranking noble families. That status was exactly why they were so relaxed even during training.
“I said get down. Are you morons who don’t understand language?”
Even so, this instructor was quite rigid. Truly a soldier with no flexibility.
At that moment.
“......Instructor. What is your name?”
Finally, Royce, unable to hold back, confronted him. The act of asking for a name itself carried that meaning, and Royce's face was full of arrogance. He glared at the instructor while grinding his teeth.
The instructor responded with a question.
“My name?”
“Yes. I came to receive training, not to be humiliated.”
Hannah watched the clash from the corner of her eye.
The instructor would probably have to yield. She didn’t know the dynamics of rank very well yet, but still, an airborne major couldn’t be that untouchable.
“What, you going to run home and tell your mommy?”
The instructor asked with a faint sneer.
Hannah unconsciously opened her mouth. The other cadets were the same. It was that shocking of a remark.
“......Ah, screw this.”
Royce, eyes wide open, and Dare Tann both let out a sigh filled with heat.
The instructor took off his helmet and tossed it aside.
“!”
“Oh!”
At that moment, Royce’s face went completely pale. He flinched, stumbled back, and then quickly slammed his forehead to the ground. Dare Tann beside him did the same.
All the other cadets tensed up in a similar way.
“What a joke.”
It was a face no Empire Point cadet could possibly fail to recognize.
For Hannah, the image of him glaring down at them over Jacob’s corpse flashed through her mind like a trauma.
Maximilian of the Sentinel.
He raised an eyebrow, looking back and forth between the two cadets.
“What has changed?”
“I apologize!”
“No, answer the question.”
"We're sorry!"
“......Do you little bastards not even understand words?”
He kicked both cadets in the ribs with the top of his foot.
Thud─! Thud─!
The moment they fell, they immediately planted their foreheads back on the ground. They even held back their groans.
“‘We're sorry’ is not the correct answer. I asked what has changed.”
"......We, we didn't know you were a knight!"
“And if you didn’t know, what difference would that make? If you wanted to be praised, you should’ve acted that way even when you saw my face.”
“I apologize!”
“I apologize!”
“......Fucking idiots.”
Maximilian turned away from the two cadets and looked around the inside of the transport aircraft. Then he pointed to his major rank insignia.
“Officially, a Knight receives the treatment of a Major on the battlefield. You all are even more worthless than that.”
Dane, the cadet commander of Empire Point, had asked Maximilian, who already had experience with aerial assault operations, to handle the first training session. Maximilian had gladly accepted.
In Maximilian’s opinion, Dane probably understood what would happen if a regular airborne instructor were put in charge of this class.
“Just because you’re cadets doesn’t mean you’re entitled to act differently depending on who’s in front of you. If a Knight walks around with his neck held high, he’ll be the first to die. Because Knights will always be the top priority targets on every battlefield.”
In rising nations, the children of powerful families were actually like steel, but in the Empire, where wealth and power had stagnated for too long, noble heirs were particularly troublesome.
“Answer.”
──We’ll keep that in mind!
The cadets’ shout filled the transport aircraft. Maximilian nodded and spoke to the two still bowing their heads.
“Royce. Dare Tann. You’re both under disciplinary action for insubordination.”
“We’ll correct our behavior!”
“We’ll correct our behavior!”
“Get in.”
They jumped up and quickly took their seats. Hannah took a deep breath as she looked at the dust covering the dazed pair’s bowed heads.
“Today, you will learn how to deploy a parachute and conduct descent training. However, parachutes are only for this week. In the future, free-fall without parachutes and how to use mana mid-descent will be major evaluation factors. Answer!”
──Yes, sir!
All the cadets were now completely focused on Maximilian. Discipline had already been firmly established.
Shock therapy.
That must have been why he had gone out of his way to wear a helmet and appear unrecognized.
***
After the first aerial assault training at Empire Point, inside Dane’s office.
“How was it?”
“There were definitely quite a few disrespectful guys.”
At my words, Dane grinned.
“It can’t be helped. Those kinds of guys only see Empire Point instructors as washed-up retired knights or soldiers sucking up to nobles. Didn’t you think that way too when you were a cadet?”
“No. I never thought that. If anything, I felt disillusioned by the special treatment I received.”
Being an Ebenholtz, I did receive quite a bit of preferential treatment.
Like during the mana mud training, where the instructor guided only me to a different area and I easily got full marks, those kinds of cases.
Of course, truthfully, I didn’t feel disillusioned at all. I was actually really grateful to that instructor.
“But from what I heard from my father.”
The word “father” still didn’t sit right in my mouth. Sebestian just didn’t feel like a fatherly figure to me.
“He said he was disciplined quite a lot. Though I can’t imagine him being beaten.”
“......Same here, but that was nearly forty years ago. Back then, war was part of daily life, so I’m sure he was beaten too.”
“Then, Commander of the Cadets, I believe it’s time we returned to those days.”
Dane’s expression turned serious for a moment.
This wasn’t about reminiscing on the past, or suggesting we simply toughen up the training.
I was speaking of the ‘wartime’ that was not far off.
“I heard that you’ve also been getting quite a bit of flak from cadets’ parents lately.”
Dane frowned as if disgusted.
“They get updates through their terminals instantly. If it looks like their kid’s grades are dropping, they contact us immediately.”
“Revise Empire Point’s school rules entirely. Bring it back to forty years ago, when there were no terminals.”
Dane’s eyes scanned me up and down.
“I doubt that’s possible.”
“From now on, the biggest sponsor of Empire Point is Ebenholtz. Announce that it’s the will of Ebenholtz. Since it’s the start of a new semester, now’s the perfect time. Disrespectful idiots without manners only understand when you bash them over the head once or twice.”
The name Ebenholtz is, in simple terms, a mana nuclear umbrella. No noble would dare make a fuss.
Dane nodded, barely holding back a smile.
“Alright. Starting this semester, I’ll revise the school regulations under Ebenholtz’s sponsorship.”
“Yes. Let’s do that. Also, take this.”
I handed him a copy of the「Aura Sphere」theory book, along with a soon-to-be-published issue of the latest magic engineering journal.
“This is「Aura Sphere”
[Magitech Journal: Theory of the Week - On the Possibility of 「Aura Sphere」]
“It’ll be officially released soon, but most knights won’t be able to get their hands on it for a while.”
A shortage is expected. Not just because of the knights. Anyone with a deep interest in mana, and the Revolutionary forces as well, would try to get their hands on it by any means.
That’s why I plan to implement very strict procedures and security at the purchasing stage and keep the supply tightly controlled.
Of course, it’ll eventually leak, but the goal is to delay that moment as much as possible.
“Is that so?”
“Yes. The list price for one copy is fifty thousand dollars, but if demand heats up, it may soar to twice that or more.”
“......Did you say fifty thousand? Is there mana security on it or something?”
“There is.”
Mana security, a magical protection system that activates the pages only when mana is infused into the book. Once mana is infused, the book remembers it, meaning only one person can use each copy.
It’s usually used for high-level magic books.
“I consider my 「Aura Sphere」 to be a strategic resource.”
I believe this technique book is certainly worth that much.
.......
After Maximilian left.
Dane read the completed theory book intently for quite a while.
“......He really did a fine job.”
He muttered quietly as he took off his rimless glasses.
Thinking over the theory, it was not something that could be devised in a short amount of time. Judging by the number and complexity of the mana formulas in the technique, clearly, it required deep contemplation over a long period and countless trials and errors. What people call real grindwork.
Dane chuckled to himself, thinking of Maximilian.
“Was he thinking all this up instead of training?”
The cautious remarks instructors shared about Maximilian were mostly along the lines of: for some reason, he doesn’t seem focused in class. He doesn’t appear to train hard, nor put effort into anything.
Today, Dane heard something from Maximilian that resembled an answer.
‘......I never thought that way. If anything, I felt a sense of disillusionment with the preferential treatment I received.’
Compared to Empire Point during Sebestian’s time, the current one is just a place where people play house while looking for a shortcut to success.
Had Maximilian perhaps lost his motivation because of such trends?
Dane suddenly put on a serious expression and summoned all faculty and instructors.
From today, Empire Point’s academic regulations would be fully revised.
.......
The main estate of the great Kandel family. Sonnet Kandel had been sitting in the study all night, reading a single theory book.
「Knight Technique: Aura Sphere」
「Author: Maximilian Albrecht von Ebenholtz」
It was the official release version of 「Aura Sphere」, which had passed the inspection of the Central Mana Graduate Institute. As the Kandel family held great influence in the fields of magic and magical studies, obtaining this had not been difficult.
“Spherical aura......”
A technique where aura is assembled through mana formulas and implanted into a mana stone, which is then discharged to form a sphere-shaped defensive barrier.
It was the work of a young knight from the Ebenholtz family.
This「Aura Sphere」had a perfectly established logic, and the flow of circuits was clean and efficient.
However, the difficulty was quite high. The entry barrier was extremely steep. Not only due to the expensive price of the theory book, but because “high-purity mana stones” were essential.
“Hmm.”
A wizard is a practitioner who studies magic, while a knight is an expert in manipulating mana itself, they say.
Sonnet Kandel acknowledged Maximilian’s achievement. This man had certainly invented a highly practical, combat-focused technique. It was worth preserving.
“Check-in.”
She placed Maximilian’s technique book into her library.
“You’ve created a fine technique, Knight Maximilian.”
This wasn’t just simple storage. The knowledge permitted entry into her “Library” had passed through extremely strict criteria.
Taking a step back, Sonnet looked at the bookshelf and nodded.
“It even works as interior decor.”
As expected of the Ebenholtz family, its aesthetic wasn’t bad. A very luxurious hardcover edition.
Without a change in expression, she picked up a high-purity mana stone from the desk.
Fzzzzt!
She activated her mana and formed the「Aura Sphere」.
Wiiiiing─
The sphere-shaped aura spread out around her body.
For Sonnet, one attempt was enough. She had already “stored” it in her library.
“The feel of it... is even smoother than the theory suggests.”
She left behind a one-line review of satisfaction.
Chapter 58: Scarcity (2)
[Magitech Journal: New Release -「Aura Sphere」Proposes a New Paradigm in Knight Techniques]
「Aura Sphere」has been officially published. Magical scholars praised it as 'a new application of defensive aura', but the knights of the Empire remained indifferent. From the start, they were a group inherently conservative toward change.
However, a few showed interest upon learning that the author was Maximilian.
Some mistook it for a highborn’s act of “pretending to be something”, and sought to criticize him. Others were simply curious. And Chiron, a knight of the Sentinels, wanted to find a point of connection with Maximilian......
"40,000 dollars."
But the price was far more expensive than expected. Even the identity verification process was unnecessarily strict.
"......40,000?"
“Yes.”
Chiron suppressed a sigh.
Perhaps this is where a person’s character shows. The delusion that every technique he conceives is lofty, special, and extraordinary.But it couldn’t be helped. Ebenholtz had every reason to be that way, and inevitably so.
Chiron instead chose to exploit that gap.
Even if this「Aura Sphere」or whatever it is fails, if I study it and offer praise, even if empty, that too is politics. It could allow me to grow closer to Ebenholtz.
“Is there a discount for knights?”
"40,000 is after a 20% discount."
“Tch.”
Chiron bought the technique book and returned to his estate.
He sat in his study and opened the book, only to find it even had mana security locks.
“What the......”
It was absurd, but he first injected mana and lifted the security.
[To fully utilize this technique, a mana stone with a purity of 96% or higher is essential.]
From the first page, it required a high-purity mana stone. A 96% one would roughly cost between 200,000 to 300,000, meaning the technique itself already costs at least 240,000.
Chiron let out a hollow laugh and turned the page.
───
1. Introduction
Mana is both a powerful gift to humanity and a difficult tool to wield......
Knights of the Empire, through prolonged training and study, use aura that envelops the body, which has made them the masters of the battlefield. However, on the battlefield of the future, which we will inevitably face, an overwhelming firepower will arrive, something that today’s aura alone cannot withstand.
(Omitted)
───
Chiron was a knight with an intense desire for self-improvement. He devoted all his spare time to self-development, be it politics, training, reading, or anything else.
Among those, he excelled particularly in the handling of mana, in other words, in technique.
It was, in fact, a trait of nouveau riche families. Because their swordsmanship, built over generations, lacked depth, they had no choice but to compensate with “mana”, which was widely available information.
Such knights were called “technique-type knights”.
In any case, Chiron was a rare expert in technique, even among knights.
“......?”
At first, he read without much thought, but before long, he found himself focused.
Chiron delved into the mana formula of「Aura Sphere」Its excellence pierced through the subtle principles of mana, and though it didn’t quite shake laws and origins...... it was not at that level. At first glance, it looked like a convoluted and difficult mess of circuits, but it was, in fact, a technique imbued with refined logic.
Countless mana formulas were combined neatly and elegantly. It was like a piece of art carved with a stylus.
Thud.
Chiron suddenly closed the book. Though he still had a long way to go before finishing, he went straight outside.
He got in the car and drove through the now-evening streets until he arrived at a mana technique shop.
“What? Sold out?”
“Yes.”
But they were already all sold out.
“Who bought them?”
“......Huh? The knights purchased them all.”
“When’s the restock date?”
"Uh...... we've been told it's undecided for now."
"What does that mean?!"
Chiron raised his voice without realizing it.
“Uh...... I was told that the original author, the knight himself, personally controls the supply......”
“.......”
If it was Maximilian’s will, then there was nothing to say.
“Contact me here immediately when restock arrives.”
“Ah, yes.”
Chiron left his terminal number and returned to the estate.
He sat in his chair and quietly stared at the technique book.
“Aura Sphere.......”
He could feel the clear utility of the theory contained within. Not only would it be powerful on the battlefield, but it would also offer a great advantage in one-on-one combat.
Chiron sensed a new trend.
The “sphere aura” would definitely become a trend. It would gain popularity not only among knights but also among wizards who constantly worried about their own safety.
......And so, the next morning.
Chiron arrived in front of Maximilian’s office. He leaned briefly against the wall, thinking about what to say.
‘Max.’
No, calling him Max right away would trigger rejection.
‘Maximilian... no, would it be alright if I called you Max?’
Phrase it like that to soften it.
‘I read the theory book「Aura Sphere」you released. I’m reading and learning from it as well. It’s excellent.’
Would Maximilian appreciate the compliment?
‘However, there’s one problem.’
If he were to ask, what kind of problem?
‘It’s already sold out. I’m sure other knights in the Order would also want to learn it. If possible...... could I purchase a few more copies?’
Chiron was not alone. He was the leader of a faction. Because he was aware of the shortcomings of his own background, he had all the more reason to look after those under his command.
“Good.”
With a nod, he finally opened the door to Maximilian’s office.
“Max......?”
It was completely empty.
“Ah, right.”
Maximilian’s office had recently been moved to the third floor.
It was a kind of promotion.
“......Ha.”
Chiron let out a dry chuckle.
Look at me. He seemed to have gotten nervous for no reason to be nervous.
No matter how much of an Ebenholtz he is, Maximilian is a 21-year-old knight. There’s no need to treat him as such a superior. There’s a 13-year difference in knight seniority alone.
“Hahaha.”
He forced a casual laugh and climbed the stairs again.
***
After the Brain-Eater incident, my office was upgraded.
At the entrance, there was an admin area where two administrative officers worked, and down the inner hallway was my private office. It was smaller than the offices of senior knights, but it still had that “knight’s office” look and feel.
I quite liked it.
“Ah. You mean Aura Sphere?”
Chiron was the first guest in my new office. It was because of the newly released「Aura Sphere」this week.
“I heard the bookstore only received ten copies.”
“Yes. I intentionally limited the supply to that amount.”
The plan was to spread it by word of mouth, and adjust the supply based on demand.
“Well, it was a technique well worth that.”
“Thank you.”
“But that said...... there’s a problem.”
I smiled faintly. Chiron was someone quick to understand in many ways.
“Do you perhaps need a few more copies of the technique book?”
“......Would that be possible?”
“Tell me first.”
Chiron paused, as if mentally counting the people under his command.
He probably had quite a few mouths to feed. Even if it were just fifteen people, that would be six hundred thousand dollars. My sense of money might be a bit broken, but six hundred thousand dollars would roughly be Chiron’s annual salary.
Of course, if you include bonuses and various incentives, it might be more.
“Right now, I think ten copies would be enough.”
“Yes. I can give you about ten copies. Come back in about two weeks.”
Chiron subtly bounced his leg beneath the chair.
“Thanks. Hmm. If you ever need a favor in return, anytime-”
“By the way, have you purchased the high-purity mana stone?”
“No, not yet. Is there a specific brand?”
“No. As long as the purity is above 96%, any will do.”
I pulled out my personal mana stone from my coat.
It was a cube-sized, palm-fitting mana stone of the highest purity, carved directly with “mana carving” by Lorenzo. With a purity of 99%, it emitted a blue glow on its own.
“I use this personal mana stone.”
“.......”
Chiron’s face went blank as he stared at it.
“Th-This is a mana stone?”
“Yes. It’s inscribed with mana carving to amplify 「Aura Sphere」. Highest purity, top-tier quality.”
“It’s beautiful. How much would something like this cost?”
“Well, something of this caliber would probably be around 4 to 5 million dollars.”
“4 million......?”
“Yes. It’s an ultra-rare item, with only two or three produced per year at most. Even the tier just below, the premium grade, would cost at least two million dollars.”
Chiron gazed at my mana stone cube with glimmering eyes. His pupils had turned blue, and even a flush had risen on his cheeks.
“Then I’ll have my administrator deliver the ten copies within two weeks.”
I retrieved the cube. Chiron looked regretful.
“If you have questions about mana stones, feel free to contact me later. I run a workshop, actually.”
If the effectiveness of 「Aura Sphere」 is proven, then even premium mana stones would sell easily at one to two million dollars apiece. Noble knights have plenty of money, after all.
Even if I only sold to a hundred people, that’d be 100 to 200 million dollars. Not a bad business at all.
“No. Rather than an inquiry, I’d like to make a purchase reservation right now.”
Chiron pulled out a checkbook from his inner pocket and scribbled down two million dollars.
“For premium grade.”
Truly, he was a man with a generous hand.
***
Just as I expected, not even two weeks passed before reactions to 「Aura Sphere」 began pouring in. The theory book had long since become a scarce commodity, and now word was spreading that knights across the Empire were actively searching for it.
“Max. Escort mission.”
Julian came by to deliver a new assignment.
Escorting wasn’t exactly my specialty.
“It’s that season already.”
“That’s right.”
There’s a certain noble event in the Empire, famous, yet utterly pointless.
Nicknamed: “Crossing the Forest.”
It’s a royal-sponsored event that involves traversing the Ertion Forest, which the founding ancestor of the Imperial bloodline supposedly crossed on foot during the Empire’s establishment. In truth, it’s a test of loyalty for nobles. Past emperors used to have nobles they disliked assassinated in that forest.
These days, though, the event has been greatly watered down. Assassinations no longer happen, and it’s more like a marathon aimed at fostering camaraderie among Imperial nobles.
“You’ll probably meet your escort target in the forest.”
“Yes, understood.”
Honestly, it’s frustrating for me. Even as the nation teeters on decline, they can’t bring themselves to abandon such traditions.
This was why they were heading toward ruin.
“Well, see you then.”
“......Ah, Sir Julian.”
I pulled out a copy of the theory book 「Aura Sphere」 from my drawer.
“A gift.”
I had already prepared one for Julian. His eyes widened.
“Aura Sphere....... So the rumors of scarcity were true?”
“I thought you weren’t interested.”
“People around me won’t stop talking about it.”
Julian accepted it with a slight chuckle.
“I’ll read it well.”
“Yes. I look forward to a good review.”
“Of course.”
Julian left the office. I took a moment to think about the upcoming event.
Crossing the Forest.
According to my memories before the regression, nothing special happened during this year’s event. But the future has already been thoroughly twisted by my actions. I might already be a target for assassination by the Revolutionary forces.
“Hmm.......”
From now on, people even stronger than Dun Caan will steadily rise to challenge the Empire. The powerful hate control by nature, and they genuinely despise the Empire.
I’ve made preparations, of course.
I took out a special syringe from the inner pocket of my knight uniform.
An acute elixir that explosively activates the mana within the body, enhancing mana, muscle strength, reflexes, and overall physical capabilities far beyond their limits. It’s commonly referred to as a “stimpack” but this one is a special injectable drug, much more highly concentrated and custom-refined to suit me specifically.
Lorenzo recommends at least a six-month interval between uses. It’s crafted from the highest-purity raw materials and leaves no permanent aftereffects, however, it does require a minimum of two months of intense rehabilitation due to the recoil.
The price of a single syringe: a staggering one million dollars.
But when it comes to staying alive, that’s a bargain.
.......
Ertion Forest. A vast primeval forest that divides the center of the Empire from the coast. The mana there is so dense and deep that not only forest monsters but all sorts of disturbances occur frequently. The sheer amount of public authority poured into this event alone is astronomical.
In other words, it’s pure waste.
“Sir Maximilian?”
Before the event, someone called out to me. The moment I saw that face, I froze.
It was Jun Kandel.
No way.
“......Could it be?”
At my wary question, Jun gave a sly smile.
“Congratulations on becoming the Kandel family’s escort knight?”
Fucking son of a bitch.
For a moment, I almost grabbed him by the collar, but I held myself back.
There’s no way Jun Kandel would bother running in a marathon. He’d probably strut around for a day, then get bored and go home.
He shrugged.
“Well, I’m not going myself. Neither of us wants to hang around in a place like this for too long, right?”
From behind him, someone else walked forward. It was Sonnet Kandel.
“Nice to meet you, Sir Maximilian.”
“......Yes. Nice to meet you.”
I glanced around. The Sentinels’ knights were stifling their laughter as they looked at me.
I get it. Kandel is a great house. She’s not someone a regular knight could handle easily.
As a first-year knight, I was basically given the worst possible assignment disguised as a regular one.
─Welcome, noble aristocrats of the Empire gathered here today. Soon, the age-old tradition of the Empire shall begin. The glorious journey our founding ancestor made across the Ertion Forest...
The nobles exchanged words with their escort knights, smiling with elegance.
Sonnet Kandel remained quiet, and Jun was yawning.
─This year, the winner will receive a special award directly from His Majesty the Emperor, so we ask that everyone gives their best effort!
The Imperial Guard fired a signal flare into the sky. Fireworks in magical colors bloomed across the sky.
Soon after, the nobles began dashing into the forest from their respective starting points.
“Let’s go together at least halfway. It would look bad to leave right away."
“Yes.”
Jun and Sonnet ran into the forest, and I followed after them, for now.
Chapter 59: Scarcity (3)
I watched Jun Kandel and Sonnet running. The two ran without a word for four hours. Jun, unexpectedly, had good stamina. It seemed he had trained quite diligently, as his movements were steady.
“Shall we take a break?”
As the sun set, Jun pointed to a cave in the forest.
“Sure.”
We went inside. As soon as Sonnet found a spot, she laid out her sleeping bag and lay down, and Jun sat leaning against the cave wall.
I lit a campfire.
──Whoosh.
The burning fire illuminated the inside.
I looked back and forth between Jun and Sonnet and recalled the Kandel family before Regression. But I didn’t remember the details. During the process of ruin and downfall, I had been too busy running away.
I don’t know Jun’s end. But there was one thing I remembered clearly.Sonnet Kandel was executed by hanging and died.
“Maximilian.”
Suddenly, Jun called my name.
“Yes.”
“How did you, Pexi......”
He mumbled, then exhaled like a sigh.
“Know it was the culprit?”
It still seemed to torment him.
“It was surprisingly simple. Once I assumed the Brain-Eater was a wizard who used 「Chimera Brain」, it became easier. Three years ago, when the Brain-Eater first appeared, that subspecies also came to the Capital.”
“It couldn’t have been just that bastard, right?”
This bastard had started talking down to me at some point, but I didn’t mind.
On paper, he was nine years older than me anyway.
“But the only noble with no ties was her. Even if they had no mother, they had a father. Even if no father, there was a mother. Even without parents, many nobles had siblings.”
“......Makes sense. That fucking bastard would have come up after killing Pexi and all her family. What a waste of a pretty face."
Jun bit his lip gently.
Apparently, it wasn’t pain he felt. This guy still regretted Pexi’s looks.
“Sigh.......”
I silently watched Jun mess up his own hair.
“Lord Kandel.”
“......What’s with the formal tone.”
“What does Kandel want?”
The Kandel family, a great household, had been patrons of the Magic Tower and magical studies, controlled finance and commerce, and determined the direction of arts and culture.
Why did such a family suddenly come to nest in the Imperial Guard?
To my question, Jun replied with a smile like a sigh.
“Ask my father.”
His words felt strangely familiar, and then he threw the same question at me.
“What does Ebenholtz want?”
“.......”
I used to dislike Jun quite a lot. At Empire Point, he gave me a sense of rivalry I hadn’t even felt from other nobles my age.
I think I’m finally starting to understand why.
“Ask my father.”
People hate those like themselves. Because the most pathetic parts they want to discard are reflected like a mirror.
“.......”
“.......”
I looked at Jun. Jun looked at me in the same way. When our eyes met, we both frowned slightly and looked away.
What a shitty face. Jun probably thought the same.
I still don’t get it. How can someone’s name be Jun? In that sense, Sebestian Ebenholtz is a bit better than Mateus Kandel.
Just then, Jun stood up.
“Well then, I’ll leave my sister to you.”
"You're leaving already?"
“I’ve run enough.”
With a shrug of his shoulders, he walked out of the cave. He trudged away with the guards who had approached at some point.
“.......”
I looked at Sonnet. She was lying down asleep. Probably pretending, but I also closed my eyes with my sword resting on my shoulder.
Even escorts need rest.
.......
We kept running for two more days. At night, we slept at suitable campsites, and during the day, we ran. Occasionally, monsters appeared, but we dealt with them without difficulty.
Sonnet didn’t say a single word to me the entire time. I didn’t bother to speak to her either. There was no reason to.
After all, we were children of competing great families, so-called “enemies”.
“Hmm?”
As we kept running, we suddenly came upon the Milk Lake. A deep lake, white as milk.
There was also a Crystal Cave, and ornamental trees made of gold leaf. Decorations prearranged by the organizers. A scene of waste and extravagance.
“There are a lot of events.”
“.......”
Each time something like that appeared, Sonnet would stop briefly to observe it carefully.
Was it because they were beautiful, or pathetic? I couldn’t read her expression.
She ran through the forest again. I followed behind her.
“Let’s rest here for today.”
At some point again, just as the sun was setting. I set up camp near a stream.
I lit a campfire and was preparing some pasta for dinner when.
“What do you think of the Empire’s economy, knight?”
Sonnet suddenly spoke the first unexpected words.
"...Economy?"
“Yes.”
"I'm not an economist."
“To explain, right now in the Empire, the top 10% holds more than 80% of the wealth. It’s a very unstable structure.”
As she said, inequality in the Empire had worsened day by day, and now it was probably at a historical peak.
“The lower classes can hardly obtain even the minimum resources necessary for survival. In the lower districts of the Capital, citizens are dying of hunger, yet they don’t even have the freedom to move.”
“Is that so.”
I nodded and put pasta into the pot.
“......That’s surprising.”
Sonnet looked at me with a strange expression.
“Surprising?”
“Yes. Usually when I say something like this, imperialists like you ask if I’m denying the Empire.”
An imperialist like you. Even if it’s Sonnet, that was quite a dangerous term.
I asked her in return.
“Are you not an imperialist?”
“I’m just a writer with no interest in politics.”
“You are also an Aran of the Empire. Show some interest.”
We’re in the middle of an event. We don’t know where, or who might be eavesdropping on our conversation.
We must always keep it in mind. The Imperial Family is the master of the Empire. No matter how corrupt or declining, they have ruled this nation for a thousand years. They must never be underestimated. The Emperor’s eyes and ears are everywhere and nowhere.
“Do you think my words are an attack on the Empire?”
Sonnet asked firmly.
“No. If someone thinks that, they’re fake.”
“Fake?”
"Yes. Denying reality doesn't help the Empire at all. In reality, the concentration of wealth is not beneficial to the Empire."
Do I really have any culture or learning in my head?
It’s not like I have none.
These days, the thing I feel was the best thing I did before Regression is reading.
After the Empire collapsed, the New Cabinet rambled on about the reasons for the Empire’s fall and their own methods of victory. In newspapers, magazines, and countless books, the history of victory and free academic thought were recorded. Freed from the Empire’s oppression, they spread very creative knowledge.
“If the lower class citizens cannot function as efficient factors of production, and wealth is excessively concentrated in the upper class, then reinvestment in human capital will naturally cease, leading to a vicious cycle.”
I read those things as a fugitive wanderer.
I had no choice but to read them.
For someone labeled a “war criminal” wandering the continent, all I had was time, and how could I not read those piles of paper that served as my blanket, floor mat, and pillow?
Thanks to that, I can now handle conversations like this without being intimidated.
“Subjects who don’t receive education and technical training will decline in quality, and that leads directly to losses for the entire Empire.”
An excerpt from a column I once read: 「The Empire Collapsed Because of Its Economics」.
Sonnet looked at me quietly and asked,
“......If it’s a loss for the Empire, shouldn’t it be resolved?”
“Yes. I already know the answer.”
Nobles who engage in endless exploitation. Bourgeois who call themselves businessmen while oppressing workers.
There is an opportunity to wipe out those trash in one blow.
“War.”
War is the process of organizing the internal to crush the external. Therefore, the parasites eating away at the Empire will be swept away by war. The power and authority I build will destroy them.
Thus, the most sharply honed blade will annihilate the otherworldly species hiding in the continent—the Ezenheim.
“As subjects of the Empire of Aran, all inferior races shall be subjugated.......”
This was the ideological foundation held by the war criminals of the Empire. It was the very banner of the Empire that the Revolutionary forces despised, and at the same time, the only method to ensure the survival of mankind.
“We achieve perfect governance.”
Sonnet gave a quiet nod.
“In that case, do you think the Empire can win the war?”
To Sonnet’s naive question, I gave a bitter smile.
“It absolutely must.”
The Empire, hated by the continent, is humanity’s only seawall.
Defeat is no longer an option.
The moment we lose, all existence will perish.
***
Sonnet had ‘crossed’ the forest. The finish line was right in front of her. Marathon was one of the activities she utterly despised, but it was a necessary task, even just to grasp the intentions of Maximilian, whose name recognition had been rapidly rising lately.
“There it is.”
Maximilian smiled as he pointed to the finish line. It seemed he also disliked marathons, just like her.
Many people were already waiting at the finish line.
“There she comes!”
“Ah~ yes! This finisher is Lady Sonnet Kandel of the Kandel family!”
She finished amid applause and fanfare. Unfortunately, she didn’t place in the rankings, but it was still worthwhile.
“Huh? Good to see you, Max!”
Just as she was receiving congratulations, someone called Maximilian “Max”. Sonnet also turned toward the voice.
Familiar curly hair and a pale white face.
It was Reutern II.
“.......”
Maximilian looked at him in silence. Reutern furrowed his brow slightly.
“Aren’t you glad to see me? What’s with the face?”
Reutern II, his father, Reutern, was a giant in Imperial politics. He was one of the pillars of the House of Nobles residing in the Imperial Palace, a bloodline of a royal family long ago subordinated to the Empire.
“No. Of course, I’m very glad.”
No matter how high his status, even someone from the Ebenholtz family must show respect to a “person of the Imperial Household”.
Maximilian smiled at Reutern.
“Lord Reutern, what brings you here?”
“Ah~ nothing much, just that thing called the Aura Sphere! Sell me one of those? I hear it’s quite the trend these days? My escort seems to want one too.”
"...Yes. I'll try my best."
People from the palace often deliberately provoked scions of great houses, and those scions often took the bait, Jun in particular, but
Maximilian was surprisingly good at hiding his true feelings.
“Max, seeing you doing well these days makes me happy. Last time I saw you, you looked half-dead. Now you’ve plumped up quite nicely.”
“Is that so? I don’t think I’ve gained any weight though.”
“Oh, really? That’s strange. You look fat.”
The words and tone of Reutern II were clearly intended to insult.
“Anyway, send it right away. You know my address, right?”
“Yes. I do.”
“Mmkay~ Thanks~”
Even so, Maximilian showed no sign of humiliation. To Sonnet, it was quite an interesting sight.
“Let’s go, Sonnet Kandel.”
Maximilian beckoned to her.
Sonnet followed behind him quickly, muttering.
“I heard Aura Spheres are in short supply. Do you still have some in stock?”
“No. We don’t. That’s why I can’t send him one, even if I wanted to.”
At those words, a faint smirk formed on Maximilian’s lips.
“Aha. Reutern will be disappointed, then.”
He didn’t assert his pride in front of a palace figure, but he also wasn’t swayed by their pettiness.
He was a solid man.
“Are you acquainted with Lord Reutern?”
To Maximilian’s question, Sonnet looked back for a moment. Her eyes met with Reutern II, who was glancing at her.
“Yes.”
She gently fiddled with the necklace in her chest and answered quietly.
“I used to see him often when I was little.”
......Suddenly, her past came to mind.
Sonnet Enciella von Kandel.
Before she was the young lady of the Kandel family, she was raised from a very young age in the deepest parts of the Imperial Palace. From birth, she had been designated to grow as the Emperor’s eyes and ears, and now she bore the duty of tracing the shadows of the Empire and delivering them to the Imperial Household.
The Imperial Family never gave such individuals an official title, but all citizens of the Empire referred to them through the lens of legend.
Agentes Augusti.
***
──One month after the publication of Maximilian’s 「Knight Technique: Aura Sphere」
Chiron’s intuition had been right. 「Aura Sphere」 had become very popular.
Now, not only knights but also wizards across the Empire had begun seeking the technique book, and naturally, a shortage occurred.
Noble knights repeated the words “I need the「Aura Sphere」” like parrots. Some even dared to make requests of Maximilian, but he rejected all of them, citing the long time required for production.
“......Even I couldn’t get one.”
“Me neither.”
This was Chiron’s private chamber.
Not just first to third-year knights, but also those in their fifth or sixth year were voicing the same complaints.
“You know that guy Elron, right? Every time I see him, he brags about how he got one. So damn annoying.”
“......Honestly, it stings. There are especially many rumors that retired knights managed to get a copy. Why would those guys, who are nearly in their fifties, even need it? They should yield to us younger ones.”
There was particularly strong resentment toward the retired knights, those who had left the order and opened their own knight offices. This generational conflict showed itself in such ways, but of course, whether young or old, they’re all adults. All adults equally like excellence, and all equally want to possess something impressive.
Young punks don’t have the right to criticize them just for being older.
“Ahem. No more spiteful talk. Attention. There’s something I want to show you.”
Chiron pulled a cube from his inner coat. It was a mana stone cube he had received from Maximilian just last night.
The knights’ eyes widened.
“Watch carefully.”
He fixed it to his chest and activated the Aura Sphere.
Wiiiiiing-
Though the intensity was still incomplete, the translucent spherical form was clearly visible.
The knights looked on with envious expressions.
“This is the reason I called you here.”
“......To show us the Aura Sphere?”
The young ones, including Raynel, pursed their lips with a sullen tone.
If he let them off with just this, his reputation would surely plunge.
“Hahaha.”
Chiron laughed and snapped his fingers. Attendants entered and placed luxurious boxes in front of each knight.
As they looked around in confusion, Chiron’s expression turned solemn.
"I know too. Among Sentinel's prominent noble families, I may appear unorthodox."
Orthodoxy is something built up over a very long time.
No individual can overcome time.
“However, I want to say this. That’s why it’s ‘sacred’. Because it’s new, it can become a force unlike anything before.”
He gestured toward the boxes.
“Go on, check them.”
One by one, the knights opened their boxes. In an instant, their eyes widened.
Inside each box was a premium hardcover that shimmered with a silver hue, 「Aura Sphere」.
“That’s right. From today on, we will study this technique book together.”
Chiron continued.
“His Majesty the Emperor will ultimately desire war, and we will not be able to avoid it.”
He was skilled at reading the political landscape. He had a vague idea of what the Imperial Household ultimately desired.
“This is my gift to help you play an active role when the time comes. At the very least, it should put you several months ahead.”
“No, sir knight. How could you part with something so valuable.......”
“Are we really allowed to receive this?”
Chiron’s subordinates all wore expressions of deep emotion.
“Don’t feel burdened. It’s simply my will.”
“......Sir knight.”
At that, one by one, they rose from their seats and saluted.
Chiron glanced over each of their faces.
Among them were several who came from houses of even higher standing than Chiron’s, those considered part of the orthodox nobility. Raynel and Zione in particular were such figures.
Yet even they were showing their gratitude and loyalty like this.
“......Very good.”
An item that can be bought with money is low-tier.
An item that can only be bought with great wealth is mid-tier.
However, an item that cannot be bought with money is considered a noble item, and it is such things that inspire loyalty.
"Everyone sit down now. It's embarrassing."
Chiron himself was no exception. He had received no less than ten theory volumes from Maximilian. That favor came with a clear condition.
Lately, Chiron had been sensing a certain “thread” hovering above his head. It was silver like moonlight, a thread connected to the Empire’s most prestigious house.
However, that thread was still testing him. If he reached for it too hastily, it might slip away.
Therefore, he had to wait until he could be trusted. He had to solidify his faction even more.
“Direct your thanks not to me, but to the original author, Maximilian.”
Chiron still remembered that day clearly.
The power that had silenced Tower Master Nikolaus with a single word. The orthodoxy he had long admired and revered.
To grasp the thread of Ebenholtz, and to stand as an equal.
He would first have to possess a 'form' befitting it.
Chapter 60: Dancing with the Revolution
The quiet hallway of the Sentinel Knight Order.
Leon was walking while hiding something in his arms. His face was quite tense, and understandably so.
“......Leon!”
Tiana, from the support team, popped out from a corner.
“This way. Hurry.”
Leon quickly approached her, also checking his surroundings.
Tiana whispered.
“Were you caught?”
“No. Not yet.”
“Phew... Let’s go to your office first. Mine’s by the window, we might get spotted.”Nodding, the two quickly left the area.
[Knight Office: Leon]
As soon as they went in and locked the door, they each placed a book, tightly wrapped in paper, on the table.
Tiana let out a long sigh.
“Ah, times like this really show how Max has no sense.”
“I’m really grateful, though. The great Knight Max.”
“Hey, fuck, of course I’m grateful too, but still...”
Tiana and Leon had asked Max for the technique manual a few days ago. They hadn’t really expected anything. Though they were classmates, they weren’t particularly close.
But Max had said “okay” and they thought it was just a polite reply, until, surprise.
That very morning, it had actually been delivered right to their office door!
"How did Max write something like this? So suddenly out of the blue."
Tiana muttered as she flipped the technique manual back and forth.
“I heard Max came up with it all by himself during his time at Empire Point.”
“Ah, really? Well, he did like being alone... Anyway, let’s just study a little first.”
-Knock knock.
At the sound of knocking, the two quickly shoved the theory book under the desk.
“Yes!”
Responding to Leon’s call, the door opened. It was Raynel, the senior knight. He looked between Tiana and Leon and furrowed his brow.
“......What are you two doing?”
“Just discussing some work.”
“Well, whatever. I don’t care if you’re dating or not... By the way, did you get that book?”
That book. The one that had become explosively popular among the knights recently, a new breakthrough in body-enhancing aura techniques.
「Aura Sphere」.
Leon swallowed and answered.
“No. We haven’t managed to get it yet.”
“Oh, really?”
Raynel tilted his head smugly for some reason.
“That’s unfortunate. I got mine.”
“......What?”
Tiana and Leon blinked. Raynel chuckled at the sight of them.
“Well... Sir Chiron got it for me.”
"Ah, I see, is that so?"
“Yeah. So you guys should learn to stick with the right people. Don’t get involved with the wrong stuff. No matter how~ hard~ you try on your own, something like this.”
Raynel pulled the technique manual from his coat. That guy even had it locked in a separate case.
“Do you think you could get it?”
“Ah.......”
“Uh.......”
It looked like he came here just to brag, but they weren’t sure how to respond.
“Well, then. Good luck~ Hahaha.”
Thankfully, he left right after saying his piece.
Tiana tilted her head.
“What’s with that guy?”
“......Tiana. Should we just head home? Let the staff go early.”
They didn’t have much work today anyway. It was usually like this before or after big events.
"Okay. But first, let's infuse mana. Just in case."
The two of them channeled mana into the technique manuals. After that, nothing happened, and they left the office together and went down to the parking lot.
***
─I didn't know you had such talent. Young Master.
Knight’s office. It had been a while since Enzi last contacted me.
"Hey. It's just trendy now. It's not that impressive. You know well, right? Knights hate change but hate falling behind even more."
─No. It doesn’t feel like a passing trend at all.
There was a note of joy in Enzi’s voice. It was rare for someone like him, who always maintained his composure.
“I’ll send one to Father too. Though I doubt he’ll actually use it.”
─Yes. Ahem, Young Master.
Clearing his throat, Enzi gave me a rather pleasant compliment.
─You are becoming more and more admirable.
“......Thank you.”
A natural smile formed on my lips.
─Well then, please get some rest.
“Yeah. Good work.”
I hung up the call.
Knock knock-
Just then, a staff officer entered along with a knock.
“Sir Knight. A letter for you.”
He handed over the letter. It bore the seal of the Imperial Palace. It wasn’t the seal of the Imperial Family, but that of the palace itself, and the sender was Reutern II.
Roughly put, it was urging for the progress of the「Aura Sphere」.
“......Fucking moron.”
I crumpled it up and threw it away.
“From now on, there’s no need to bring me any correspondence from that man. Just deal with it as you see fit.”
“Yes, sir.”
Reutern II.
Even among the so-called ‘nobles of the Imperial Palace’, most of whom were already rotten, he was an especially dogshit bastard.
A lump of filth who would later become part of the military command.
I never quite figured out what he wanted, but the man was so uneducated that everything he did ended in disaster, and he managed to singlehandedly ruin an entire corps. Frankly, he was more helpful to the revolution than the Revolutionary forces themselves, and for that reason, he was executed not even as a war criminal, but simply as a common criminal.
I pulled up Reutern II’s profile on the Knight Order’s computer.
. Charge: Rape - Verdict: Not guilty
. Charge: Revenge murder - Verdict: Not guilty
. Charge: Operating an illegal gambling den - Verdict: Not guilty.......
And countless more, endlessly continuing crimes.
All ending in not guilty.
Still, this isn’t the time to waste attention on a piece of trash like him.
Protests are erupting all over the Empire. Terror attacks are also gradually increasing in frequency.
The central region of the Empire, where the Imperial Family and military have direct control, is relatively calmer, but the west and east are starting to boil.
Soon, a major event is coming.
I recalled the developments from before the regression.
There exists a massive industrial zone within the Empire called "Gigantes". It’s the center of the military industry, including weapons manufacturing. A region that has served as the Empire’s engine for hundreds of years.
But I would rather describe Gigantes as follows:
A tattered golem.
The Empire’s various infrastructures are already severely outdated. In other words, they are far too old. It was a natural inevitability.
The Empire had endured for a staggering thousand years. No other country, not one, had lasted this long.
However, in the face of a thousand years, even the most well-made machines eventually rust. Even flowing rivers dry up, and the shapes of towering mountains are altered.
Gigantes was no exception.
Established nearly half a millennium ago, it had forcibly modified facilities once used to make swords and spears to now produce guns and cannons, twisted equipment that once manufactured cavalry armor to forge tank parts. Machines were patched together roughly, depending on necessity.
Extremely inefficient, yet due to its sheer size, it still made up a massive portion of the Empire’s military production, a critical industrial zone.
And there, sabotage occurs.
[Breaking News] Massive explosion suspected to be an act of anti-government radicals occurs at Gigantes, the Empire’s largest military-industrial zone.
The scoop that will brilliantly end this fall.
And I had something that I absolutely had to obtain from that incident.
***
[ The time for execution has come. ]
The Empire’s massive industrial zone, Gigantes. Long having served as the Empire’s engine, darkness already blankets it deeply.
[ Now the Empire is trying to wage war. ]
The workers are endlessly exploited for meager wages, and the surplus value produced by grinding down their very souls is pocketed by the palace nobles.
“Hey, you crazy bastard! Move faster, now?!”
Supervisors, so-called, enforce quotas with verbal abuse and violence, and the workers, with barren expressions, repeat the same task endlessly.
[ No, they are being driven into a war they can no longer avoid. ]
Fifteen-hour workdays with only one hour of rest. Humanity has already been lost, and in their eyes, no spark, no hope, above all, no ‘future’ remains.
[ The Empire is a terminally ill patient. At the same time, it is the cancer of the continent. ]
Facilities once used to craft spears and bows are now violently crushed into spitting out bullets and shells. Furnaces once used to forge armor are modified to stamp out plating.
The epitome of inefficiency, yet the massive scale and merciless consumption of countless workers fill the gaps... a truly Empire-like industrial zone.
[ Gigantes is the chimera they created. We will destroy that monster, and even if it is destroyed- ]
“The Empire will be forced to continue the war.”
In a dim underground burrow lit by flickering candlelight, revolutionary comrades were decoding a ciphered directive sent from above.
“Because otherwise, they cannot resolve their internal problems. Thus, their war will inevitably lead to utter ruin...”
A man wearing a tiger mask placed down the now-deciphered cipher.
“And this is a classified document from ‘Moon Bear’.”
Moon Bear. Our comrade who has infiltrated the highest ranks of the Empire. He passes on various classified information from within the Empire to the Revolutionary forces.
We don't know who he is, we shouldn't want to know, and we must not know.
“Read it.”
The woman wearing a rabbit mask received the document.
“.......”
The Empire is collapsing. Severe wealth inequality. The Imperial Palace’s monopolization. Discontent among soldiers ignored by nobles. The rage of citizens reaching a critical point. The Emperor’s arbitrary will. A continuous decline in tax revenue. And rampant corruption.
If all this internal pressure isn’t redirected outward, the Empire will explode from within.
“......Just looking at the numbers, war is inevitable.”
“Right. That’s why this operation is more important than anything.”
The comrade in the tiger mask pointed to the operations board placed in the darkness.
Their primary target was the single central axis of Gigantes.
“We will strike at the one power source that moves all of Gigantes’s industry......”
The sole power source driving Gigantes was a massive mana stone vein buried deep within the ground. A raw heart that supplied immense mana capable of operating countless machines.
Gigantes itself had been built as an industrial zone centered around that point.
“We will destroy that core.”
It was a plan prepared over several years. Numerous Revolutionary members had already infiltrated Gigantes, and even among the middle managers and supervisors, comrades had embedded themselves.
“......Execute.”
The rabbit mask raised her fist. The core eight members in charge of the operation followed her, bringing their fists together.
“For the cause.”
In response to the tiger mask’s words, the rabbit and other animal masks replied.
“For the cause.”
Their low murmur carried resolute determination.
***
A hill not far from Gigantes.
I arrived at a villa that Dieter had purchased. It was a temporary residence where I would stay for two days around the exact date of the operation, overlooking the bleak industrial city at a glance.
“.......”
Sitting on a rocking chair by the window, I stared at the factory district, spewing ashen smoke.
This mission must be carried out by me alone. That’s how important it is.
“What a desolate city.”
Gigantes is a nest of exploitation. Probably because it belongs to those palace nobles.
There is no group more rotten than the Imperial Palace. To be honest, Reutern II is cute compared to them.
The bloodlines of the various royal families subjugated by the Empire, along with all sorts of bastard scum, gather there to play power games. It’s a den of vermin who view the citizens as pigs and dogs.
Those people always reeked with a stench that even the most expensive perfume couldn’t cover. Since the Imperial Guard had unrestricted access to the palace, they naturally mingled with them and became accomplices.
The stench that results from the two mixed together.
“That’s the biggest reason the Empire fell.”
I closed my eyes. With the virus’s help, I traced back the memories of the past. The newspaper article from before the regression unfolded vividly before me.
──────
[Breaking News] Massive explosion suspected to be an act of anti-government radicals occurs at Gigantes, the Empire’s largest military-industrial zone
......Last night, a large-scale explosion, suspected to be an act of the Revolutionary forces, occurred at the Gigantes industrial zone, the heart of the Empire’s military industry.
──────
Their boldly devised revolution.
──────
It appeared they targeted the central mana stone vein, the power source of Gigantes, but were thwarted thanks to the effective response at the scene......
......Some production facilities were destroyed, and security guards were killed, but an Empire military official stated that there would be no significant disruption to munitions production.
──────
Ended in a regrettable failure. Some key members fled, and the rest were all killed.
This fall.
My objective begins again from that very point.
“......It must succeed.”
I will aid their grand act of destruction, their resolve for revolution, in bringing down this tattered golem.
I will ensure that their will succeeds this time, no matter what.
“Haa.......”
─Are you Max? For the son of Ebenholtz... you’ve got quite a pretty face.
─Hahaha. They kept saying Ebenholtz, Ebenholtz. But compared to Sebestian, you’re far lacking?
─Why are you so scared, boy? Afraid your father will scold you? Khahaha.......
The voices of those palace bastards mocking me in the past echoed in my ears.
I’m not someone who holds grudges deeply, but palace bastards... they’re just fucking unbearable.
“There are plenty who deserve to die.”
In any case, in the southern Hermes Province, a far more advanced military factory than Gigantes is already being built in secret. I will pour even more money into that place and import the latest designs from Canilan without any alteration.
While it may not be possible to restore the absolute production volume of Gigantes in a short time, I could sufficiently replace it with better efficiency and quality.
Therefore, this fall is a stage I will share with them.
Their revolution will be of great help to me, and to the Empire. It will weaken the position of the palace bastards, and I will be the one to wholly claim the now-vacant share of the military industry.
“Not all acts of terror are bad.”
Of course, many workers in Gigantes will lose their jobs, but perhaps, they might even consider it ‘liberation’.
"I'll be...... waiting for that day."
Smiling, I stood up from the chair.
Chapter 61: Enemy of the Empire
Dieter Schmidt had come to the Republic of Canilan on a business trip. His purpose was to secretly import cutting-edge equipment to be used in the military factories of southern Hermes.
Most of the work itself had already been completed. Numerous shell companies were established in various western countries, and equipment was ordered under different names. The transactions were intricately entangled in the form of triangular trade via third countries.
No intelligence agency would easily be able to trace such a chaotic flow of funds and materials.
"......Hiyah~"
VVIP reception room of the Kanin Stock Exchange (KNSE).
Russell, one of the many vice presidents of KNSE, let out a hollow laugh as he faced Dieter.
The chart laid out before him showed the investment results of the past few months drawn in a nearly vertical upward curve.
"It's probably a record. A new record."
Russell clapped as if in awe.
The various tech stocks invested in by Maximilian had yielded staggering returns in a short period. The profit per stock ranged from at least tens of millions to hundreds of millions."However, personally, I strongly recommend reinvesting. These days, Canilan’s stock market is experiencing an unprecedented golden age in its history. The so-called invincible securities marke. Canilan’s technology has no end, and its potential has no limits. It's a country solely for corporations."
Russell confidently handed over a new investment product brochure.
"Thus, I recommend this thing called a ‘Collateralized Debt Obligation (CDO).’ It's like a comprehensive gift set made by bundling bonds of various high-quality companies selected by our securities firm. The risk of individual companies is diversified, and the return is maximized."
Dieter didn't even glance at the document wrapped in all sorts of pompous phrases.
"No matter how large the principal is, a minimum return of 30% is guaranteed. It's a loss not to buy now. I'm telling you, money literally duplicates."
This was Canilan’s golden era. Money overflowed in the streets, and the rumors pulled capital from countries across the continent. Everyone in Canilan believed without a doubt that tomorrow they would be richer than today.
"We don’t sell this product to just anyone, you know. Only to big investors like Mr. DiMateo……"
But Maximilian had pointed out the shadow behind the splendor, the bubble that would dissolve the moment it got wet, and now even Dieter’s eyes had caught the darkness behind the numbers.
"No. I'm looking for a product that hedges against the potential collapse of Collateralized Debt Obligations."
It was a kind of reverse bet. A derivative product that enabled one to bet on a price decline, known in Canilan as the ‘short’ position.
A trace of puzzlement crossed Russell’s face.
"CDOs collapsing?"
"Is there no such product?"
"No, there is. Risk insurance for CDOs……"
Russell pulled out another set of documents.
"Various insurance companies in Canilan sell insurance products to hedge against the default risk of Collateralized Debt Obligations (CDOs)."
Simply put, it was like buying fire insurance for a luxurious mansion that everyone was sure would never catch fire. If one purchased the insurance rights, and the mansion was burned down, the insurance payout would go to the policyholder, Maximilian.
Furthermore, this risk insurance could even be contracted for several times the face value of the securities.
"You’d probably have to visit the insurance company side. Shall I connect you?"
If there was no fire, it was an expense. But the moment a fire broke out, it would yield an immense amount of cash.
Similarly, if the securities didn’t default, it would just be annual insurance fees down the drain. But if Canilan’s economy collapsed and the securities became worthless pieces of paper.
Maximilian would receive astronomical sums from various insurance companies.
"Yes. Please do."
Canilan’s insurance industry was the backbone of the country. In a nation practically ruled by corporations like Canilan, even public systems such as police and medical services were provided differentially based on insurance grades, and at the very top of that system was ‘Canilan National Insurance’.
In other words, once one held the leash of insurance, they could exert considerable control over the country of Canilan.
"I mean, if you really want it, we can set it up, but seriously, why would you want something like that…… I’m telling you, Canilan is on the right track."
Russell wore an expression of utter incomprehension.
Dieter gave a brief answer.
"It’s the President’s will."
"Ah, the gentleman who visited before? Personally, I really wouldn’t recommend it. I get what he’s thinking, but many people who held such suspicions, people like your group, have already left this life. Very, very, very many."
There were some who had similar thoughts. Maybe a truckload of them.
Doomsayers who overestimated the risk of CDOs.
"They’re really all dead. Some even jumped in front of trains."
However, if one fails to catch the most crucial “timing” it will only be the end of their own life.
“It’s fine.”
Maximilian predicted that Canilan’s crisis would come in the spring of next year, and from Dieter’s standpoint as the one managing the finances, it was an investment made from surplus profit anyway.
Even if it failed, it would only eat into the profits and the principal, though the scale was quite large, it was a risk well worth taking.
“Hm. How much volume are you looking for?”
“All the cash we have. As much as possible.”
Russell let out a hollow laugh.
“Yes. The insurance companies will be pleased. In any case, the contract period must be honored, and if there is no default, you will have burned through your entire fortune within three years just in fees. Are you all right with that?”
Dieter nodded. Russell immediately put on the face of a securities broker and made a call somewhere.
Almost all insurance companies called back within five seconds, shouting over one another that they’d be right over.
“Haha. They say they’ll be here in three minutes. Even offering to create products that don’t exist.”
From Russell’s perspective, this guy was a sucker who only thought he was smart. A moron who believed, “I made hundreds of millions in under a year, so I’m a genius, and the whole world will go just the way I think.”
In short, it was a one-way ticket to send a sucker bastard straight to hell. Still, it was thanks to idiots like this that the market stayed afloat.
“As for this brokerage commission, well. I’ll only take half this time.”
He’d made a sweet cut in fees thanks to this, so he figured he’d at least show this much courtesy to a one-time client.
***
A peaceful afternoon. Office of the Sentinel Knight Order.
─We’ll probably be able to collect quite a few contracts by next spring.
Dieter brought good news from Canilan.
“Good work.”
─Also, the insurance companies asked if we’d be willing to buy more if they design new related products.
“Ah, of course. Go for it.”
Canilan’s insurance companies were even trying to create non-existent insurance products to sell to us. They had gone completely blind from the immediate results right in front of them.
─Is that really all right with you?
“Of course. Just trust me. I’ve been reading a lot of academic journals lately.”
On my office desk, the academic journals were neatly arranged. I was both putting into practice Freya’s lesson, to always keep both body and mind in order and, based on my experience before Regression, reading as much as possible under the belief that reading is the best hobby.
On top of that, I wasn’t just studying economics, but also Professor Arnolt’s magic studies, Professor Emulen’s history, and even various languages of the Eastern Union.
“Canilan will collapse by next spring, no matter how long they drag it out.”
The technological failure of a keystone company.
The moment a company’s advancement fails in a corporate nation, trust and investment will collapse like dominos, and the entire country of Canilan will be groveling at our feet.
“Return safely.”
─Yes, sir.
Knock knock-
Just then, an administrative officer entered.
“Sir Knight.”
With a somewhat serious expression, he handed over a sealed letter.
“A letter from the agency directly under the Imperial Palace’s Intelligence Bureau.”
I silently accepted it.
.......
The agency commonly referred to as “the Organization” is the Empire’s intelligence organization located beneath the Imperial Palace. The investigations, operations, and minor interrogations by informants are conducted externally, but the interrogations of important witnesses or nobles are always held at this headquarters. While the entrance is technically separate from the palace, it is deliberately positioned to fully exploit the pressure of the Imperial Palace’s presence.
They had requested my attendance.
“Sir Maximilian, this way please.”
Was it to interrogate me? Or for something else?
However, as an Ebenholtz, I have no need to feel intimidated. I must never allow myself to be.
The agency had the nature of a hyena, the weaker one appears, the more eagerly it bites.
“It won’t take long.”
The Imperial butler bowed to me and opened the door. It was a place marked with the nameplate [Reception Room].
I stepped inside.
The interior was a neat office, with two investigators seated across a desk. Though their appearances were ordinary, the fact that they were here to receive someone like me, an Ebenholtz, meant their standing was quite high.
In military terms, they were probably at least colonel-level.
“Ah, it’s a pleasure to meet you, Knight Maximilian.”
One of the investigators gestured toward an empty chair.
“Please, have a seat.”
I sat down quietly.
“It’s nothing much… but regarding the recent Brain-Eater incident, both the Intelligence Bureau and the Imperial Palace were deeply impressed by you, Knight Maximilian.”
As was customary, it began with words of respect.
“Thus, as a department chief of the agency, I have a favor to ask.”
“If it’s a favor, you could’ve come to the Knight Order instead.”
“...Ah, my apologies. We would have liked to, but there was a risk of information leakage.”
“Information leakage from Sentinel?”
At my reply, the department chief gave a wry smile.
“Almost all affairs of the Empire are reported to the Knight Order. Especially the Sentinel knights have clearance to view nearly all documents within the Empire. Naturally, we’re compelled to be cautious.”
“You’re saying there’s a spy among the knights? Is that it?”
“I didn’t say it in such terms.”
“No. That’s exactly what you’re implying.”
One must not fall for the typical tactics of the agency, blurring the point and confusing the subject.
At the very least, never surrender the initiative to these bastards.
“The agency suspects the Knight Order. Fascinating.”
At my firm remark, the department chief raised an eyebrow.
“Yes. If you want to put it that way. And this is the reason we asked you to come here, Knight Maximilian.”
He handed over a document. Inside was the personal information of a person named “Arnolt von Eschenbach”.
“This time, Wizard Arnolt will be appearing before the military. That’s because one of his disciples has been detained by them.”
Arnolt.
I knew his name. In the Empire, it was impossible for anyone with even a modest education not to know it.
“We’d like you to attend that event as an observer.”
I looked at the department chief. He met my gaze and spoke.
“His ideology is dangerous.”
“Dangerous?”
“Yes. He will certainly become an enemy of the Empire. Please read the following documents.”
I flipped through the pages.
They contained an unpublished article by Arnolt and what appeared to be private letters obtained from somewhere.
The unpublished article questioned the falsity of the Empire’s sacred Aran pureblood ideology, and argued that biological distinctions between races were essentially meaningless.
The letters contained sharp criticism on how the Empire’s rigid system was obstructing its own progress.
“Sir Knight, what do you think?”
Before Regression, Arnolt was one of the sages destroyed by the Empire.
A genius who sought to break the boundaries between science, magic, and magi-technology, attempting to open a new horizon of human intellect. He researched magi-technology that restructured mana particles, and his work was recognized not just as academic, but as a philosophy that delved into the foundations of the world.
However, such a forward-thinking intellect could not be understood within the old framework of the Empire, and was instead deemed a threat...
“To me, it is truly lamentable.”
And now he was being called “lamentable” by a mere investigator from the agency.
I gathered the documents and replied.
“......Truly, it is.”
There are many ears in the Imperial Palace. That meant this entire conversation could be relayed to the Emperor.
“However, as you know, this man has significant academic authority and a broad base of respect. We can’t touch him easily.”
The department chief leaned in with a smile.
Even for the agency, it would be reckless to lay hands on a traditional noble like Arnolt, who had deep connections within academia.
“To bring down the enemy of the Empire-”
Enemy of the Empire. In fact, Arnolt would later become associated with revolutionary thought.
Even the revolutionaries had learned scholarship from Arnolt, and there were probably already many revolutionaries who had studied magic under him.
“To achieve something far greater than some mere wizard...”
I looked steadily at the investigator who was asking me for help.
“We need the will of Ebenholtz.”
It seemed the Empire was about to begin a serious internal purge.
***
“......What did you say?!”
Anton abruptly lifted his head and asked again. High-ranking knight Adria bit her lip and answered.
“Maximilian has appeared before the military.”
Maximilian had gone to the military to interrogate Arnolt.
That was all the information currently known, but Anton, unusually flustered, left his office with a sense of urgency. As he was rushing down the hallway, he came across Chiron, who was drinking coffee.
“Hmm? Deputy Commander Anton, where are you-”
“Sorry!”
He passed by immediately, went down to the parking lot, and got into a car.
Arnolt had been Anton’s academic friend, someone with whom he had shared intellectual pursuits since youth, and at the same time, he was Anton’s greatest source of concern.
He possessed an extremely progressive intellect. He carried insights that pierced through the times. He had the boldness to voice them openly to the world and the solid support of a powerful noble family to back him.
There was a time when Anton admired him, but those times had changed.
Now, every word Arnolt uttered could be considered a “thought crime” and could return to him as a blade aimed at his own throat.
“I’ll drive.”
Adria, who had followed shortly behind, got into the driver’s seat. Anton threw himself into the passenger seat and ran a rough hand through his hair.
Arnolt was a strong man, but this time, his opponent was far too dangerous.
Maximilian, the legitimate heir of Ebenholtz.
Barely into his first year, he was already a purist imperialist like no other. He had annihilated a Lieutenant Colonel of the Imperial Guard and his faction simply for challenging him, and pressured a judge to have two innocent immigrants executed legally, a noble of pure authority.
If Arnolt made even a single slip of the tongue in front of him...
That one sentence alone could lead to total ruin.
Chapter 62: Enemy of the Empire (2)
Arnolt von Eschenbach was the intellect of the Empire. A towering figure deeply rooted in the lineage of knowledge, who traversed the boundaries between magic and magical science.
He devoted his entire life to exploring the principles of mana and the laws of nature, and he opened his mansion as an academy to foster students without any conditions. His benevolent character earned him the widespread respect of intellectuals, and he was recognized as a notable figure in academic circles.
However, recently, one of Arnolt's students was arrested by the military upon re-entering the country after attending an international academic conference.
The charge was dissemination of subversive thought and suspicion of technology leakage. He had been caught in the Empire’s censorship.
Yet, as Arnolt believed his student was not the type to commit such acts, he decided to personally visit the place where the student was being held.
“Will you be alright?”
The butler asked with concern.
“I might be, or I might not. However, as one who has become a teacher, I must go see my student......”
He tightened the tie of his suit and got into the car.
“We'll depart now.”In the back seat, he pressed his fedora deeply down and looked out the window at the passing scenery.
“We've arrived.”
Lost in various thoughts, he had arrived before he realized it. The destination was a military base on the outskirts of the central region, near the airport.
As soon as Arnolt stepped out of the car, soldiers with cold expressions approached him.
“Mr. Arnolt. This way.”
They guided Arnolt somewhere. It was not a dark interrogation room, but a neatly arranged office.
“Welcome, Wizard Arnolt.”
“Nice to meet you.”
“Please have a seat.”
At the desk, a colonel with a nameplate reading [Keynes] politely pointed to the sofa. Arnolt was about to speak of his student as soon as he sat down.
“First of all, the young man you arrested is–”
“Ah.”
Colonel Keynes raised his palm to interrupt him.
“One more person will be joining us.”
“......One more person?”
“Yes.”
Keynes smiled at him.
Step. Step.
At that moment, the sound of steady footsteps echoed from the hallway beyond the office.
Colonel Keynes stretched his neck and peered out the window, and Arnolt looked at him curiously.
Step. Step.
The distinct resonance of knight boots of leather and steel striking marble.
Creeeak──
Soon the door opened, and he appeared.
Keynes stood up from his chair and saluted. Only then did Arnolt turn his gaze toward the newcomer.
In a moment where time seemed to slow, his appearance imprinted onto Arnolt’s retina.
Blond hair and golden eyes. Handsome features and textbook proportions of limbs.
His form was the very embodiment of the Aran people, and his bearing was extremely noble-like.
Not a single strand of hair out of place, his posture diligent, he approached with a gentle smile and extended his hand.
“Pleasure to meet you, Wizard Arnolt. I am Knight Maximilian.”
Arnolt awkwardly stood and grasped his hand.
“My apologies. I should have been here earlier.”
“......It’s fine.”
“Please, feel free to speak comfortably. Let's take a seat.”
Maximilian’s voice and pronunciation were perfectly that of a central noble.
Just as the rumors had said.
“Two days ago, there was a bit of an incident. It just wrapped up now, so I arrived a bit late.”
“Ah~ I heard about it.”
Colonel Keynes interjected knowingly, and Arnolt asked, trying to hide his tension.
“What kind of incident was it?”
In that moment, Maximilian’s movements abruptly stopped. He looked directly at Arnolt.
“......Are you curious?”
At his question, Arnolt gave a small nod.
“I suppose I am curious about a knight’s duties.”
“Hmm. It wasn’t anything major, but.......”
.......
Two days ago.
In the luxurious office of Johann Schiller, Vice President of the trading company Golden Gate.
“Johann Schiller. You are under emergency arrest under Imperial Law Article 112 for conspiracy to commit treason, and Article 114 for financing anti-state organizations.”
The very same day in the past when he had foolishly paid 2 million dollars for Ritruman’s useless sword at a charity auction.
The Ezenheim named ‘Johann Schiller’ had been written on Maximilian’s kill list.
“The following are the material evidences.”
Surveillance recordings and financial tracking data collected over weeks by the team led by Schatz were thrown onto the desk as evidence. Johann Schiller, as if resigned, merely looked up at Maximilian and gave a hollow chuckle.
“Search him.”
At Maximilian's signal, the investigators moved in perfect coordination and began searching the office.
“──This is illegal! You don’t even have a warrant!”
The company’s lawyer shouted loudly. For a moment, the investigators turned their attention to him. Zendo let out a scoff as if he found it absurd.
“Illegal? Can’t you see this evidence right in front of your eyes?”
“Evidence obtained through illegal means is invalid–”
“No.”
At that moment, Maximilian slowly walked toward him. The lawyer flinched and stepped back. His once-confident blue eyes trembled slightly.
“It seems you don’t understand.”
Maximilian placed a hand on his shoulder. Staring into his fear-stricken pupils, he whispered quietly.
“The law is not decided by people like you. It is decided by the Empire.”
Afterwards, the trading company known as Golden Gate was disbanded for supporting Revolutionary forces, and Maximilian’s report was delivered to both the Knight Order and the Imperial Household.
The responses from the two institutions were quite different.
From Anton, he received a concerned response: “I hope next time you’ll follow proper procedures.” Meanwhile, the Imperial Household was satisfied with the swift efficiency.
.......
“It was something like that. Nothing major.”
At Maximilian’s words, Colonel Keynes chimed in flatteringly.
“As expected of the knight of Ebenholtz.”
“It was simply something that needed to be done.”
Maximilian waved his hand modestly. Arnolt gave a bitter smile and asked him again.
“So, what happened? To that man named Johann.”
“Well.”
Maximilian raised his eyebrows for a moment, as if recalling that supposedly unimportant day.
“He persistently refused to confess to the very end, but since the evidence was solid.”
Maximilian’s gaze sharpened. He looked directly into Arnolt’s eyes and said.
“I killed him. Yesterday.”
“.......”
Arnolt swallowed without realizing it. His face felt stiff.
From across, Maximilian muttered quietly.
“So this matter should also be a simple procedure.”
A calmly subdued tone.
“If Wizard Arnolt’s student has no connection whatsoever with the Revolutionary forces, and it’s all just a misunderstanding, then of course he’ll be released.”
Maximilian signaled to Colonel Keynes.
"Ah, yes. First, these are the letters we obtained."
The bundle of letters he handed over were exchanges between Arnolt’s student and scholars from the East. Most of them contained ordinary academic discussions. However, among them were sentences criticizing the Empire’s strict censorship for hindering the progress of academia, and suggestions to ‘discuss’ certain magical and magical science technologies together.
That was considered a technology leak.
Colonel Keynes asked Arnolt.
“Do scholars commonly exchange letters like this?”
“......It depends on the person, but we usually don’t draw boundaries in scholarship. A researcher’s background is secondary. In order to advance one’s research, to learn something new. However, we never leak the Empire’s secrets. That magic theory is simply ordinary–”
“Then.”
Maximilian looked at him calmly.
“Do you also have such penpals, Wizard Arnolt?”
“Not so consistent as to be called penpals–”
“So you do.”
Maximilian’s gaze tilted briefly. His eyes swept over Arnolt’s half-white hair, glasses, and wristwatch in turn.
“Let me ask. Have you ever received such a proposal for ‘discussion’ as well?”
“.......”
In the suffocating atmosphere, Arnolt hesitated.
However, hiding the truth from this knight might not be the wisest decision.
“There were such times, but I never had any reason to accept. I already have many students with whom I can discuss such matters.”
Maximilian glanced at Colonel Keynes. Reading the signal, the colonel stopped the recording device.
“Wizard.”
Then Maximilian stood up first.
“Shall we continue this conversation outside?”
Colonel Keynes pulled his hat down and suppressed a grin, while Arnolt rose stiffly from his seat.
***
As the sun dipped low, scattering crimson afterglow across the sky.
Anton arrived at the military base where Maximilian had been dispatched.
Screeeeech-!
The vehicle screeched to a halt near the main gate. Anton and Adria threw open the car doors.
The moment the two of them were about to run toward the military base.
Boom──.
The iron gate at the entrance opened heavily, and two figures emerged from within. Arnolt and his student.
Arnolt was the first to spot Anton.
“Hmm? Anton?”
Anton also looked at Arnolt’s face. Though he looked weary, he appeared completely fine.
“......Huh?”
Anton and Adria froze on the spot as if struck by lightning. They just blinked blankly.
Anton swallowed dryly and barely managed to ask,
“What happened?”
“......What do you mean what happened.”
Arnolt pointed at his student, Ensilen, with a jerk of his chin.
“This brat made a mess, so I cleaned it up.”
Cleaned it up?
How could it be cleaned up?
Anton still didn’t understand the situation and asked again.
“By any chance, did Knight Maximilian come here?”
“Ah. He did.”
And yet, the military had released Arnolt’s student. For Anton and Adria, it was an inexplicable outcome.......
“Haha.”
Arnolt gave a faint smile, as if he had read the doubt on their faces.
Just hours ago, the memory was still vivid in his mind.
.......
Arnolt walked with Maximilian along a quiet path inside the military base.
Amid well-maintained landscaping, he gazed at the back of the young knight walking ahead of him.
An upright back and unshaken steps. A figure like a sculpture of the ideal Aran person the Empire promoted.
Arnolt unknowingly let out a quiet murmur of admiration.
“You truly are the embodiment of an Imperial citizen.”
Maximilian gave a faint smile, but nothing more.
Rustle. Rustle.
He simply continued walking down the wooded path. Arnolt followed behind him.
They stopped in a secluded area surrounded by trees, far from people.
Swoooosh──
The air around them was chilly and ominous, leaves rustling in the desolate spot.
A longsword still hung at Maximilian’s back.
“Wizard Arnolt.”
Maximilian had already reached his conclusion.
Detaining or harming Arnolt here was not the right choice. This was a stunt by those bureaucrats, driven by personal emotion and short-sightedness.
If Arnolt were detained, the entire academic world would turn against the Empire, and against “Ebenholtz”.
As the heir of Ebenholtz, there was no need for him to take such a risk. Above all, he had no intention of acting like a damn puppet for the Imperial Palace and those agency bastards.
“From now on, say you never even received such proposals. Never exchange letters again. If any letters come from the East, don’t even read them, burn them.”
A clear ‘line’ had to be drawn.
The will of the Imperial Palace is not the will of the Emperor. Likewise, the will of the agencies is not the Emperor’s will.
The palace sycophants who leech off the Emperor must, one day, be wiped out like vermin.
“Raising your pride or insisting on the truth is nothing but reckless defiance.”
Arnolt, on the other hand, was someone useful to the Empire. He was not a revolutionary, but an outstanding wizard and a perceptive scholar of magical science.
“Also, I ask that you stop speaking about Subspecies from now on. The Imperial Palace no longer has the patience to tolerate your remarks.”
Arnolt’s face turned puzzled, and Maximilian placed a hand on his shoulder.
“What do you think of the Subspecies, Wizard Arnolt?”
“There are differences, but not to the extent that they deserve discrimination.”
There were, indeed, differences between races. But they were as natural and unremarkable as differences in skin color.
“They are the characteristics that make the world more colorful.”
Maximilian gave a bitter smile.
“You are wrong. Subspecies are an inferior race that must be strictly controlled by the Empire. Do you understand, Wizard?”
“What are you......?”
“You are a pure-blood Aran noble. You are far more useful to the Empire than dozens, hundreds, maybe even thousands of lower-class people.”
Arnolt silently gazed at the young knight. There were many parts of his claim he wished to correct, but now was not the time.
“Even if you deny it yourself, the world will judge it that way. Your life is in no way the same as theirs. The nonsense that every life is equally valuable is simply wrong.”
From the beginning, this knight may have been the kind of person who could not be reasoned with.......
Arnolt shook his head.
“But-”
“Be quiet.”
Maximilian cut him off coldly. With that single sentence, Arnolt was rendered speechless.
Silence settled into the forest.
“......Haah.”
Suddenly, Maximilian looked up at the sky and let out a faint sigh. Arnolt quietly followed his gaze.
“The world is changing rapidly. Academia will be polluted by ideology, and knowledge will become a weapon that kills humans.”
Maximilian lowered his head again and met Arnolt’s eyes squarely.
“I won’t deny it. I am one of those imperialists.”
There was no emotion in Maximilian’s desert-colored golden eyes, precisely why they felt as sharp as blades.
“So, I ask you, don’t make me cut you down.”
There was no lie in his words. It was sincere advice from the young knight.
Arnolt nodded in response, and Maximilian soon led him somewhere.
“Follow me.”
Together, they moved to the military prison.
Past cold iron doors and corridors, they stood in front of the cell where the student was being held.
Through the iron bars, a man in a disheveled state could be seen.
“Ensilen!”
Maximilian gestured to the guard.
“Release him.”
The guard looked momentarily confused, but soon brought the key and opened the door.
Clack─
The iron bars opened.
Clack─
The chains binding the student’s body were unfastened.
“While we complete the paperwork, please wait outside.”
Arnolt turned without a word, then called out to him again.
“......Knight Maximilian.”
Maximilian turned to face him.
“Was it Anton’s request, by any chance?”
Anton’s request. Maximilian repeated the words softly, then smiled. It was a twisted smile, almost like a sneer.
“No. In fact, I dislike that man.”
In times of peace, a sage with the virtues all people desire.
In times of chaos, an old man clinging to ideals like clouds in the sky.
“However, my personal feelings and his capabilities are separate matters, so I respect him.”
A fallen noble who rose to become the Deputy Knight Commander of Sentinel purely on merit.
A man born in the wrong era.
“......I see.”
Arnolt quietly nodded as he looked at Maximilian.
.......
Inside Anton’s car. Arnolt was on his way home with Anton.
“What did you think of Maximilian?”
From the driver’s seat, Anton suddenly asked about Maximilian.
“Hmm.......”
Arnolt fell into thought for a moment.
Today, through the words Maximilian had spoken to him, he was able to grasp a ‘part’ of the him.
‘You are a pure-blood Aran noble. You are far more useful to the Empire than dozens, hundreds, perhaps even thousands of lower-class people. Even if you deny it, the world will judge it that way. Your life is in no way the same as theirs.’
Pure-blood Aran. The distinction between the low and the high.
He was someone who followed the Empire’s ideals completely, yet not someone blinded by them.
“In my view...... a noble who has awakened.”
Maximilian had said something rarely heard from Imperial nobles.
‘Academia will be polluted by ideology, and knowledge will become a weapon that kills humans.’
He diagnosed the Empire’s reality accurately. Yet he did not withhold his respect for Arnolt. Every word and gesture carried dignity.
‘I ask you, don’t make me cut you down.’
Evaluating such a man was not easy. He was far too multi-layered to be understood from a single meeting.
But if there was one thing Arnolt was certain of.
"Very......."
Even while issuing a threat of death, even while expressing open hatred toward Subspecies, he never lacked the dignity of a human being.
“He is a noble imperialist.”
Such a noble would never be common in this Empire.
Chapter 63: Enemy of the Empire (3)
I watched Arnolt leave with Anton inside the military building.
“Will you be all right?”
Colonel Keynes asked.
“To let him go so easily like that.......”
I turned my gaze to Colonel Keynes. He couldn’t even look me straight in the eye.
“The disciple’s letter was too weak to serve as evidence. If I had used it to suppress Arnolt, it would’ve only damaged my own authority.”
Perhaps the agency under the Imperial Palace wanted that outcome.
If the successor of Ebenholtz followed the will of the palace completely, then the authority of the palace would naturally rise, while the external dignity of Ebenholtz would diminish.
But I had no intention of playing along with their petty politics.
The will of the palace is not the will of the Emperor. From the beginning, those bastards only pretend to serve the Imperial Family while pursuing their own interests. They are nothing more than sycophants.“But, the agency.”
“Colonel Keynes.”
Despite it all, Keynes still wore a concerned expression, and I cut him off.
“Does the agency seem superior to me?”
Keynes’s face turned pale. He straightened his posture and shook his head.
“No, it does not.”
“Good. Then that’s all.”
Truth be told, I was irritated.
From the very moment a mere department chief of some agency dared to summon me around. From the day I faced that impudent face, stiff-necked and staring with wide eyes.
I had no intention of cooperating obediently with those bastards. This wasn’t merely an issue of noble pride.
How far must I rise? And at what point should I stop?
I don’t yet know the answer to that, but one thing is certain.
Every one of my actions builds my power.
To reign as a strong one, I must show a figure worthy of it.
I must never tolerate the sight of some filthy beggar trying to climb over me.
***
The next day. A guest came to my mansion. He was the department chief from the agency directly under the Imperial Palace.
He showed up without an appointment, bowing his head as he entered. I led him to the drawing room.
A servant placed teacups on our table.
“What is it?”
“You must already know.”
His tone was disrespectful.
"About Arnolt."
“Yes. That’s right.”
“There was no choice. The physical evidence was too weak.”
The department chief quietly stared at his teacup.
Now that I think about it, I don’t even know this man’s name.
“You’ve betrayed the expectations of the Imperial family.”
Those words made me laugh.
“Not the Imperial family. The Imperial Palace, you mean.”
The department chief’s brow twitched subtly.
“May I ask why?”
“It’s simple.”
I looked at the department chief as I held up my teacup.
“Arnolt is a noble who benefits the Empire.”
I continued, looking straight into his eyes.
“And you are a mere petty commoner.”
The department chief’s fingertips trembled.
This man was a commoner. There were traces left of it.
“No matter how much one tries to hide their origin, no matter how much they try to paint over themselves to the point of self-deception, there are things that don’t change. Things that can never change.”
His manners and behavior are plausible, but the way he speaks─his intonation is the key.
“It’s because what was given from birth is different.”
The way of speaking shaped over a dozen years since birth. A faint accent of a southern Empire commoner that cannot be hidden, no matter how hard one tries.
I sensed it instinctively.
“Was it an inferiority complex?”
“.......”
The department chief glared at me.
“Did you think that by making a noble of the Empire kneel, you’d feel some kind of thrill?”
His pupils shook.
“I couldn’t be bothered with such a thought. It was too inferior. Childish, even.”
I mocked his pathetic intentions and set down my teacup.
Tap.
A sharp sound split the stillness of the drawing room.
“......You are mistaken.”
“You’re the one who’s mistaken.”
I leaned forward.
“Think carefully. Just because you’re in the Imperial Palace doesn’t make you royalty.”
“His Majesty-”
“His Majesty.”
I cut off what he was about to say.
“Indeed.”
Now that I think about it, it was laughable.
The Imperial Palace must have sent such vermin because they knew I had fallen out of Sebestian's favor.
“Would he trust me, Sebestian's son?"
In the end, he is my father.
Even if he never once intends to offer me help throughout my life, even if he never acknowledges me until the day he dies.
Sebestian is a man whose mere existence establishes my authority. Blood ties are not something you can sever, even if you want to.
"Or would he trust a vermin that crawled up from a mere pit of maggots."
I glared at the department chief and asked.
“You?”
“.......”
He trembled with humiliation, and I quietly drank my tea.
It tasted quite good.
“Listen carefully.”
I extended my finger, pointing it at the department chief’s head.
“You say Arnolt’s ideology is dangerous.”
If dangerous ideology is the issue.
“To me, a lowlife like you who challenges nobility is just as dangerous.”
This commoner’s inferiority complex is a crime in itself. I don’t particularly like the Empire’s class system, but for now, it is one of my greatest weapons.
There’s no reason not to use it.
Clenching his teeth, the department chief eventually stood and gave a short bow.
“Yes. I apologize.”
He turned and left the mansion, but it was a foolish choice.
That was not the proper way to apologize.
You should’ve knelt. You should’ve pressed your head to the floor. You should’ve shown something beyond that.
If you weren’t prepared to do so, you should never have come here in the first place.
“I’ll have to cut him down.”
He's overestimating his own value. But a department chief of a direct agency can be easily replaced. He’s not even a gear in the machine, just a bolt or nut, a mere component.
People like him only weaken the Empire’s strength,
and so, someone far more rational and precise should hold that position.
***
At the Sentinel Knight Order, aerial assault training is held twice a week.
Initially, it was just a few knights participating out of curiosity or for fun, but the number steadily grew, and now one-third of the Order’s members enjoy at least one drop every week.
“Try spreading your mana.”
Before starting the drop, I called Tiana and Leon to the [Training Yard] for a private lesson. It’s a rectangular, enclosed space within the Order’s facilities.
Tiana asked,
“Mana?”
“Yeah. Don’t think about anything. Just let it flow naturally.”
Though both of them looked puzzled, they began to emit their mana outside their bodies.
Ssssss......
Like shimmering heat haze in a blue glow, mana particles spread evenly from their bodies.
Both had a dispersive tendency.
“You two are quite similar.”
"Are you crazy?"
“......Max, that was pretty rude just now.”
Tiana and Leon both glared at me.
“Anyway. Your mana has dispersive properties.”
I told them.
“This trait can give you a special advantage during aerial drops. If you spread your mana particles widely and maximize the area of contact, it becomes possible to glide silently, change direction mid-air, or even decelerate rapidly.”
It’s the complete opposite of how I fight, where I ‘step on’ mana and concentrate all force at a single point to strike downward with full power.
These two are better suited for infiltration-style drops into enemy territory rather than direct ground impact.
“So, practice emitting your mana while in the air.”
“Emit it?”
“Yeah. If you want your mana to influence your descent speed.......”
I glanced around the Training Yard and thought for a moment.
─Thump!
The virus activated first. Its instinctive calculation delivered the result straight into my head.
“You need to be able to fill this space in under 3 seconds.”
I don’t know the exact volume of this training room. But for mana to generate meaningful lift and drag in the air that is, to interact with air molecules and form a minimum density, a mana emission rate capable of filling this space in 3 seconds is required. That’s the ‘intuition’.
“If you can do that-”
Now, we need a proper term. Establishing terminology for a concept goes beyond simply making it easier to refer to. A clear term imprints a complex concept into a single image and gives the learner a strong sense of purpose.
It greatly increases efficiency.
“You’ll be able to use Mana Wings.”
“Mana Wings?”
“It’s a technique where you emit mana from your body to generate and control the airflow around you.”
Also, terminology must sound as impressive as possible to inspire the learner’s motivation. Everything looks better when it’s well-packaged.
That’s what was written in the advanced manual distributed by the New Cabinet.
“Oh-ho. Mana Wings...... So I just need to fill this space with mana?”
“Wings of mana......”
Strong interest appeared on Tiana and Leon’s faces. Beneath their self-awareness as knights and their intentionally mature attitudes, the fluttering image of twenty-one-year-olds peeked through.
“Okay. Then I’ll go first.”
Just as Tiana eagerly rolled up her sleeves.
Ding-
A call alert rang from the terminal. It was Chiron.
“Hold on. I’ve got something to take care of.”
The two of them started training on their own, and I headed up to Chiron’s office.
“Max. Take a seat.”
“Yes.”
On Chiron’s desk, a premium mana stone cube was prominently displayed.
Was it set up just to show off?
Sensing my gaze, Chiron smiled bitterly.
"Everyone's jealous."
So it was to show off, after all.
“They all keep asking where I got such a mana stone.”
“I see.”
Hermes’ workshop had brought in some of the best artisans in the Empire, and their apprentices were steadily honing their skills.
Skill, in the end, was tied to money. With an unlimited supply of top-grade mana stones, they were growing rapidly.
“Sir Chiron. Perhaps-”
The workshop is still in its early stages, so it can only produce about 9 to 10 premium-grade mana stones per year, but now inventory is slowly piling up for sale.
“Would you be interested in receiving premium grade reservation tickets?”
“......Premium grade reservation tickets?”
“Yes.”
I just thought of it on the spot.
“It’s a ticket to reserve a premium mana stone cube. I’ll give you five. You can distribute them to whoever you see fit.”
“.......”
Chiron hesitated for a moment, but soon showed an intrigued expression.
“Would it be alright for me to accept that?”
“Of course.”
I smiled.
Free promotion, free customer acquisition. These days, Chiron is proving helpful in more ways than one.
“Then I’ll gladly accept.”
“Yes. By the way, what did you call me for?”
“Ah~”
With a confident smile, Chiron handed me a thick envelope.
“My agent in the Underground City obtained information about the black market.”
Chiron didn’t skimp when it came to his ambitions. He was one of the few knights who spent beyond the budget allocated to the Order, using his own money to build a personal network of intelligence and contacts.
“The location is Basement Level 9 of the Underground City. It’s a place where all sorts of people gather. But there’s a particular item on that black market causing concern. According to my agent, a terrorist group may be targeting it. I figured it might be better for you to handle it, rather than me.”
This mission is tied to the black market, and I have money.
Chiron brought me a mission that suited me perfectly.
“Yes. I’ll take care of it.”
Besides, in the chaotic black markets of the Underground City, practical goods often surface. Since I’ve made a lot, it’s time to indulge in some luxurious shopping.
The value of the Imperial dollar will drop soon enough, so whenever I can, I need to convert it into physical assets.
“It shouldn’t be too difficult.”
“Yes. Then I’ll take my leave.”
As I stood, Chiron stopped me.
“......Wait. The premium reservation tickets?”
“My assistant will deliver them tomorrow.”
“Ah~ Got it.”
As expected, Chiron had an oddly cute side that didn’t quite match his usual demeanor.
.......
The path to the Underground City was located in the Empire’s central lowest-class district. Wearing a robe over my head, I walked through it.
After passing through Districts 40 to 43, where addicts and the starving, the living and the dead, all teetered on the edge of existence, I arrived at the far end of District 43, where a dark entrance descended underground like a mineshaft.
The entrance was no different from the slums above ground. Damp stench and darkness. But the further one descended, the more the scenery subtly changed, until finally, an old freight elevator came into view.
“Stop.”
A massive guard blocked my way. I silently held out a wad of dollars.
The entrance fee was only 100 dollars, but I offered fifty times that. The moment he confirmed the amount, the guard’s eyes softened.
“This way, please.”
The guard led me to an entirely different elevator. It wasn't the freight type, but a clean, mechanical one.
“Enjoy your tour.”
Whirrrrrrr-
The descent began.
The Underground City is a place where only money and force matter. It’s the most alien zone untouched by the Empire’s law and order, but still, the Empire maintains it for a reason, not unlike the impossibility of permanently eradicating cockroaches.
The Underground City is, in practice, an autonomous region. The residents here know their place and do not crawl up to the surface. In fact, they pay a hefty amount in taxes. Paradoxically, the existence of this lawless zone also serves as a safety valve, suppressing riots and unrest in the surface-level slum districts.
Even the New Cabinet before Regression designated this place as a necessary evil and never attempted to annex it. It was once independent as a nation under the name “Authentic”.
Ding.
The elevator arrived at Basement Level 9. The moment the doors opened, dazzling lights and noise flooded over me.
A dark underworld with no sun. In place of the sky, black bedrock loomed above, beneath which endless neon signs and mana holograms flowed like a river. The air stabbed the nostrils, a mix of cheap perfume, unidentified pollutants, the stench of vomit, and people’s desires all entangled together.
“Disgusting.”
It’s no wonder the gas mask industry thrives in the Underground City.
First, I had to buy a proper identity. Among the countless signs, I headed toward the most eye-catching one, an ID card shop called「Name」.
“Welcome~”
The grinning shop owner immediately shifted to a serious expression when I placed a thick stack of cash on the desk.
“Top grade.”
“......One moment, please. I’ll count the money.”
30,000 dollars.
Without a word of complaint, he created a flawless forged ID card within minutes and handed it to me.
“If you have an account with the Central Bank of the Empire, we can link it, but...... I assume you won’t.”
Of course, I had no intention of attaching a traceable tag to myself.
I stepped back outside.
And then.
Thump-
My heart pounded irregularly.
I stopped walking.
Calmly, I turned my head.
I scanned the crowd, feeling for the foreign energy.
Thump-
There were three people.
A group of anonymous individuals were walking among the crowd, cloaked in robes. Two men and one woman.
Of them, the one my heart reacted to was a man with a thick beard along his jawline.
He looked slightly over 180 cm in height, but unfortunately, I could gather no more details.
I had to pull off his robe.
──Fwoooooosh.
From the tips of my feet, I released a thin stream of mana to create an artificial gust of wind. It brushed past him lightly.
“......?”
The man’s hood fluttered in the wind, revealing a glimpse of his face in a fleeting shadow.
I saw him.
A wanted criminal. A man whose face had been stored as a composite sketch on the Knight Order’s main server.
A member of the Revolutionary forces.
He was here.
Chapter 64: Enemy of the Empire (4)
A restaurant somewhere in the Canilan Independent State.
“......Thanks to that crazy guy, I’ve been making quite a bit of money these days~ That’s what I’m saying.”
Ren, the commander of the mercenary corps 「Akarius」, tilted her head as she listened to her old friend Russell.
"I have no idea what bullshit you're talking about. Buying insurance to sell insurance?"
“You don’t have to understand it. It's a way to lose money.”
Russell's arrogance was extremely irritating to look at.
“......Whatever. Recommend me something too.”
“Hey. Back when I told you to do it, you kept your eyes shut tight. Why are you like this now?”
"Everyone except me is making money like crazy. They say it's like printing it with a copy machine. I'm the only one who became dirt poor?"
Russell chuckled. Recently, Canilan’s stock market had soared madly, and while asset values skyrocketed, Ren, who had only held cash, had essentially lost money by sitting still.“Want me to be precise? Because you and your company didn’t invest for three years, your asset value practically got cut in half.”
“Haa. You messing with me, you.......”
Ren roughly ran her hand through her hair.
“Messing with you, dear customer? Here, take a look.”
Russell paused from cutting his steak and casually tossed over a folder.
“It’s a Corporate‑Backed Collateralized Debt Obligation. These days, this is our money-copying machine. The single most~ magnificent invention in human history.”
Ren snatched up the folder.
“So I just buy this?”
“You sign a contract. A contract-”
“Fuck, you have been acting all smug since earlier?”
“Oh? Ah. Well then, forget it-”
“Just kidding~”
Ren grabbed Russell’s wrist as he tried to take the contract back.
“So I just sign right away?”
“No. You gotta decide how much you’ll invest. How much do you have?”
“Right now...... I can use about three million.”
“Eh? That’s it? The commander of Akarius?”
Ren frowned.
First of all, his face already looked sleazy, and with that smug attitude and snide remarks, he was a real fucking asshole.
“I get paid a salary from the company too.”
“Then use the company’s money.”
“......Are you crazy?”
“Eh.”
Russell shook his head in disbelief. Chewing on his thick steak, he spoke.
“You still don’t get the concept of risk-return?”
“Using company money is a risk?”
“Hey, hey. How many times do I have to tell you? Corporations can invest too. In one year, you’ll get a 30% return. Wouldn’t it be great to use that surplus profit to build some buildings and stuff? With just a one-year contract, you can earn a safe 30% profit, safer than putting money in the bank.”
“......30%?”
30%.
Ren’s face showed clear interest.
“Yeah. But it’s gotta be a decent amount. Not just from Canilan, money’s pouring in from the Western and Eastern regions, even from the Empire.”
“30%.......”
“So, how much can you invest?”
At Russell’s question, Ren swallowed hard and replied.
“......Thirty million.”
“Thirty million? Great!”
Russell clapped his hands.
“Add that to my part and it’s thirty-three million, right? There’s a contract of just that scale available. Come on, follow me. Ah, I really wasn’t planning to offer this to just anyone.”
Russell stood from his seat and naturally picked up the bill. Ren quickly reached out her hand.
“Hey, hey. I’ll pay. I was the one who asked you to meet.”
“Oh no. What kind of money does a mercenary commander even make. Customer, I’ll cover this.”
“......Huh.”
Ren bit her lip.
A mercenary corps that ranked among the top across the continent, beyond just Canilan, was now being treated like a beggar by some securities firm vice president. That’s how much the world had changed.
“You’re really going to invest, right?”
Russell waved the bill as he asked.
For a moment, Ren felt the urge to smack that suit-wearing bastard on the head, but she pulled herself together again.
“Yeah. I said I would. Let me make some damn money too.”
“Right~. How long are you gonna keep trailing behind Sebestian? I heard his son hit the jackpot with a mana stone mine and became some kind of tycoon.......”
Maximilian, the son of Sebestian, and his mana stone mine windfall.
That was the reason why Ren, the mercenary commander, had recently taken an interest in investments.
***
The black market on the 9th floor of the Underground City wasn’t the kind of place one typically imagined when hearing the word “black market”. Rather, it was a fairly convincing space decorated like a castle.
The ceiling was carved in Gothic-style arches, the floor was covered with a purple carpet, and masked guards stood at the entrance.
I approached them and presented my ID card.
“Please, go on in.”
The first-floor hall was lined with stalls. From rare magical items to banned substances, there was a wide array of illegal goods.
Thump─
The virus inside me pulsed again. It was the presence of Ezenheim. Not far ahead, members of the Revolutionary forces could be seen walking somewhere inside. However, they disappeared down a separate passage heavily guarded, likely because they were VVIPs of the black market.
“Tch.”
Unfortunately, there's nothing I can do. I have a separate mission for now anyway.
I pulled a compass from my coat. It was the contact device given by Chiron. The needle spun in circles before pointing in one direction.
I walked that way.
Before long, the needle's tip locked onto a notably short man.
Tap. As I placed a hand on his shoulder, he turned to face me.
I asked him,
“Are you Black Fur?”
“......Yes. Please, follow me.”
The field agent led me to a secluded corner of the black market.
“Pleasure to meet you. I’m Eshton.”
“I’m Maximilian.”
“I was informed in advance by Sir Chiron. First, the item we need to acquire is this."
The photo he showed featured a cylindrical bomb.
“A mana-chemical bomb. It’s a product made by some lunatic named ‘Ekentoi’, and rumors say its performance is absolutely monstrous.”
Thump.
Even amid the conversation, my heart continued to pulse steadily. I had anticipated it to some degree, but there was indeed a significant Ezenheim population here in this underground space, beyond the reach of the Empire’s eyes.
“However. That place over there.”
I pointed to the VVIP passage the Revolutionary forces had entered.
“We can’t get in there?”
“Ah, yes. VVIP access is by recommendation only. You need connections.”
That's unfortunate.
“How much is this bomb priced at?”
“Roughly about one million dollars. Ekentoi has his own special booth, so please follow me.”
I followed him.
We climbed the stairs and reached a corner on the 3rd floor with a sign that read [Life and Death of Ekentoi].
“That guy is Ekentoi. The terrorist organization called ‘Skidmark’ is currently trying to purchase bombs from him.”
The field agent pointed at a man who looked like a mad scientist, and a cylindrical bomb the size of a forearm was displayed in the best spot.
I approached and asked,
“This bomb. How much?”
“Ah~ hahahaha. I see you’ve already heard the rumors and came here. But this has already been reserved.”
I opened my bag right in front of his eyes. Imperial dollars spilled out in bundles.
“2 million dollars. Is it reserved?”
“Uh.......”
I opened the bag a bit more. Even more imperial dollars tumbled out.
“2.5 million dollars. Is it reserved?”
“Just take it~”
He chuckled and began picking up the dollars, and the mission was completed much more easily than expected.
“Mr. Eshton. Since we’re here, let’s do some shopping.”
“......Ah. Yes.”
The dazed-looking field agent belatedly nodded. I browsed the black market while waiting for the Revolutionary forces to come back down.
The best way to choose good items was to leave it to the virus.
The virus, highly knowledgeable in mana, could easily distinguish finely crafted mana.
I bought every item the virus reacted to. Fountain pens, cloaks, prosthetic legs, glasses, jewels, etc...
“......Are you sure it’s alright to buy this much?”
The field agent was impressed by my spending.
“Mr. Eshton, pick one for yourself too.”
“Uh, no, it’s fine.”
“Refusing a favor is not good manners either.”
“......Okay.”
Just as the field agent was about to pick a small magical tool as a token of gratitude.
KWAaaaAAaa─!
A massive explosion erupted from the upper level of the black market.
“Looks like a fight broke out.”
At my words, the field agent gave a bitter smile.
“It’s a daily occurrence here in the black market.”
Indeed, no one seemed particularly alarmed.
The field agent also went back to picking up the magical item.
KuwAAAaaa─! KWAaaAANG!
Explosions echoed one after another.
“......Is this a daily occurrence?”
“Ah...... yes. A daily occurrence. Definitely daily.”
The field agent was stubbornly reaching out to grab a magical tool, something that looked like a crystal orb.
Krrrkrrrrkkk───!
The ceiling tilted, and debris and fragments came crashing down from above.
It seemed a bomb terror attack had occurred.
The black market instantly turned into a scene of chaos. Amid the confusion, people began to evacuate.
“It’s still a normal day so far.”
“Mr. Field Agent. Take these and go up to the surface.”
“No. It’s normal. It’s just a normal day!”
“I’ll give you one of the items I bought.”
“......Yes.”
I handed the goods over to the field agent.
Thump─
Taking advantage of the confusion caused by the explosion, he emerged from the VVIP passage.
A core-level executive of the Revolutionary forces and a wanted criminal, Ezenheim.
Thump─
I pushed against the flow of the scattering crowd and pursued him.
The man quickly exited the black market and leapt down into a dark passageway.
Thump─
I jumped after him in the same manner.
Using my heartbeat as a GPS, I tracked him down.
Thump─
At last, the virus pointed to a spot in front of a sewer.
Sticky, unidentified sludge was oozing down the edges, and rats squirmed and squeaked underfoot.
“.......”
I pressed on my gas mask and entered. It was pitch black with not a single trace of light, but I moved forward through the darkness, guided only by the beating of my heart.
Thump─
A sudden thought crossed my mind.
This was a remote place, beyond the reach of the Empire’s gaze and power.
Could I, alone and unassisted, truly defeat the enemy?
Thump─
......No, even that kind of fear is a luxury.
Don’t falter, Maximilian.
You’re the one who cut down Dun Caan.
You have no nightmares now.
You must not fear battle. On the contrary, you must move forward enjoying it.
If you believe in yourself, you will surely win.
Thump─
I took a deep breath and felt inside my coat. I still had an insurance, a “Super Stimpack”.
Thump─!
As I turned the corner following the increasingly vivid heartbeat, I saw the silhouette of the man in the distance.
Step.
The moment I took a step forward.
“......Are you an ally?”
At his question, I gripped my longsword.
“Yes. I am an ally.”
Suddenly, a third voice came from behind.
The hairs on the back of my neck stood up. I flinched and turned around.
It was Sonnet Kandel, whom I hadn’t even sensed approaching.
She looked at me and nodded expressionlessly.
“Nice to see you, Knight.”
“......You walk quietly.”
Though all my attention had been focused on the man, Sonnet’s movement had been in perfect concealment.
“Did I?”
Sonnet approached the man casually. I was briefly confused.
Was Sonnet a member of the Revolutionary forces?
No, that couldn’t be. She had clearly died by execution.
“Let me introduce you.”
Sonnet gestured toward the man.
“An internal intelligence agent of the Revolutionary forces, Mr. Arshtel.”
I tilted my head at her introduction. My body moved reflexively on its own.
Ezenheim was Sonnet’s internal agent?
Again, I stared blankly at the man named Arshtel.
“Have a seat.”
Sonnet waved her hand in the air. Mana rose up, and an elegant table and three chairs formed, an odd match for the sewer’s stench.
I walked over and sat down.
“Was this meeting orchestrated from the beginning?”
“No. It’s a coincidence. If we must place blame, it would be on your intuition, Knight Maximilian.”
Sonnet continued speaking as she pulled out a thermos and teacups.
“We passed the information to the field agent under Sir Chiron’s command, and Sir Chiron assigned you the mission. Originally, the task was meant to end with retrieving the bomb.”
Her gaze swept over me.
“But your keen eye is impressive, Sir Maximilian. Do you remember every wanted criminal?”
“Yes. I remember most of them.”
All the wanted criminal sketches distributed by the Knight Order were stored in my mind. Even more so because of the virus.
“How did you know I would pursue him?”
“You lifted his robe with the wind.”
I let out an involuntary, hollow laugh. Sonnet was, as always, Sonnet. The true core of the Kandels, on a completely different level from Jun.
She continued.
“So rather than letting an unnecessary fight break out, I thought it better to make an introduction.”
I stared at her for a moment, then asked again.
“What exactly are you?”
“I’m the eldest daughter of the Kandel family. I hold a lawyer’s license and a medical license, have published three essay collections, and I run a business here in the Underground City.”
Then as now, she was a major player in the Underground City. Though I still didn’t know exactly in what sense.
“Is this black market your business?”
“Yes. But the shares are divided. My stake is fairly low.”
“Was that bombing just now orchestrated too?”
“It makes for a perfect excuse to meet in secret.”
Sonnet spoke all this without the slightest change in her expression.
She gestured with her eyes to the seat beside her.
“This Mr. Arshtel is also part of my business.”
I turned to look at Ezenheim.
“......Pleased to meet you. I’m Arshtel. Codename Gideon. I’m in love with Lady Kandel.”
Sonnet let out a brief sigh, and for me, it was revolting.
An Ezenheim pretending to be human. Fucking son of a bitch.
I wanted to cut him down right this instant, but first I needed to understand this situation.
“Ahem. Just joking. First, I want to say it was I who provided the intel that the terror group was trying to purchase the bomb.”
I stared at him and asked.
“Why go out of your way to cooperate with the Empire?”
“I’m tired of this life. Exhausted. Dedicating my life to a world that hasn’t changed in over ten years...... it’s all so meaningless.”
Arshtel sighed and brushed back his hair.
“I want to retire. A new face. A new identity. I’d like to live as a billionaire.”
This bastard’s good at acting. His expressions were stitched together like delicate embroidery.
If he weren’t Ezenheim, would I have been fooled too?
“And?”
“Since the meeting’s already been arranged, I have a request.”
Clink. Sonnet poured tea into a teacup.
"Of me?"
“I’m merely a lady of the Kandel family. I don’t have many inheritances coming my way. Even if I run a few businesses, I can’t provide Mr. Arshtel with a proper identity or make him a billionaire.”
Well, she did say this was “business”. Which meant she was a kind of broker.
I looked at Arshtel.
“In return, what can you offer?”
“Accurate intel on the whereabouts of one of the Revolutionary command, codename ‘Redflower’.”
Arshtel smiled and raised a finger.
“And, one more thing.”
As I glared at his smug face and listened to his unnecessarily poetic, twisting voice, I thought.
“Do you know that the fire of revolution has infiltrated the Sentinel Knight Order as well?”
As a regressor, I already knew all of this.
Redflower’s whereabouts, the existence of a Sentinel knight harboring revolutionary ideals, everything.
Which means, his intel holds no value. And if it holds no value-
Is there a need to keep alive a bastard who is clearly a 'double agent'?
If it were an Ezenheim I could exploit, I might’ve kept him alive. But should I really bear the opportunity cost of being manipulated around by him and Sonnet?
My thoughts were organized in an instant.
I gripped the sword at my back.
─Tick
Time slowed. A silent draw of the sword.
The most noble sword of Ebenholtz, ironically, was most effective when ambushing an opponent.
──Slice.
A silver arc lit up the sewer, and the blade quietly passed through someone’s neck.
And blood splattered across Sonnet’s face.
Chapter 65: The Unknowable
──Slice.
Arshtel’s head and body separated.
My sword severed him.
Thud.
His body slumped forward onto the table, and the head rolled across the surface of the sewer.
This is how the Ezenheim die. They simply die. Like ordinary humans, their breath ceases. Without ever revealing that they are Ezenheim, even in death, they serve the cause of their race.
Their cause being the “annihilation of humanity”, they are an otherworldly race bound together by the most viciously toxic ideology.
“You’ve killed him.”
Sonnet said. There was no change in her expression. She wasn’t even slightly flustered by something of this level. Perhaps even this action of mine had been within her range of expectations.
Her reaction stirred an unconscious fear in me.Because I am not a 'real' one like her.
Even as a regressor, I have never explored the deepest darkness of the Empire. I have never experienced crushing my enemy through fierce political warfare.
My power is merely borrowed from the 'future,' a place that may no longer exist.
On the surface and inside, I am still not a true Ebenholtz.
I am still nothing but an immature noble brat who cannot even fully trust myself.
However.......
“Yes. Miss Kandel’s operation has succeeded.”
As long as I don’t let that show. As long as I don’t expose this precarious inner self.
Trembling is merely an external ripple.
If I carefully arrange everything happening within me, that is all there is to it.
“I will give you ten million dollars.”
I casually straightened my clothes. I tidied my disheveled hair and sleeves, ruffled from swinging my sword.
“His head was worth at least that much.”
Don’t ever lose, Maximilian.
At the very least, in every “moment of being seen”, maintain the dignity of a noble before any opponent.
“The value of the information might have been ten times that.”
“Then I’ll offset it by calculating the possibility that he was a double agent.”
“Even if he was a double agent, the information is usable. Spies offer truth to earn trust.”
I looked at Sonnet.
No matter how much I try to read her, her expression is unreadable.
If I cannot understand her, I must not try to.
If she is someone unpredictable, then I, too, must become someone unpredictable.
Everything I do must be ambiguous, and all my intentions must remain unknowable.
Today, I received quite a valuable lesson from Sonnet.
Fear comes from the unknown. The fear born of uncertainty is the greatest of all.
“Such truths hold no value.”
“.......”
Sonnet said no more.
Was she acknowledging me, or merely letting it pass?
Or perhaps she now considered me one of those “types who cannot be persuaded”.
“I will deliver the ten million through a more suitable method.”
If her desired ledger receives that level of net profit, that should suffice.
“Do you have anything else to say?”
Sonnet shook her head.
“No. That’s fine. Our Kandel family also received a great favor from you during the Brain-Eater incident.”
She stood up and firmly stuffed Arshtel’s head into the bag she had brought with her.
“Take it.”
Then she trudged off, back into the other side of the sewer.
To the very end, without revealing even a hint of emotion.
“.......”
I watched her back for a moment, then turned my gaze to Arshtel’s corpse.
Squirm─
The virus stirred. I reached out to his body.
Squirm squirm──
It absorbed the Ezenheim mana that remained in the corpse. A dark crimson energy crawled up my arm.
"......Done?"
When its absorption was finished, I slung the bag containing Arshtel’s head over my shoulder.
I turned to leave, then paused.
Arshtel.
This executive of the Revolutionary forces could very well be recorded as my achievement, but in reality, it might not be of much help to my personal situation.
“I don’t need any overly flashy accomplishments.”
This is solely for the sake of the Empire.
I pulled out Arshtel’s head.
Splash.
I threw it into the stagnant water of the sewer along with his body.
Leaving it to rot, I came up to the surface.
Passing through the dizzying sights and sounds of the Underground City corridor, I took the elevator to the 9th floor.
Through the narrowing gap of the closing elevator doors, the chaotic lights on the other side seeped in and disappeared.
Today, I came to know something about the Ezenheim, perhaps something that was obvious.
They are a race that, if it benefits only themselves, will sell off the Revolutionary forces, their other comrades, even their own kind if necessary. That way, they gain trust, rise to the head of a group, and wield “conviction” as they see fit.......
Ding─
The moment I arrived at the surface.
“Sir Knight!”
At the exit of the Underground City, Eshton, the stationed agent, spotted me. He was carefully holding two large duffel bags, one on each side.
“Sir Knight!”
The way he bounced toward me with his small build somehow looked cute.
“Sir Kniiiight─!”
“I see you.”
I raised my hand as I approached.
“You’ve done well.”
“No, it’s nothing like that. Are you hurt anywhere?”
“No.”
Eshton handed over the duffel bags while staring at me intently.
I wondered why, then remembered the promise I’d made with him.
“Choose anything you want.”
“Thank you.”
He unzipped the duffel bag and hesitated for a long time.
He said it was fine before, but now that the moment had come, he seemed overwhelmed by indecision.
“Uh......”
“.......”
“Hmm......”
This one? This one? This one? He muttered to himself, running his hand over the back of his neck.
“Uh......”
“.......”
Seriously, fuck. No matter how you look at it, this is taking way too long.
I picked up a compass.
“Take this.”
“No, wait-”
“It was fifty thousand when bought, but it’ll probably sell for two to three times more.”
“Thank you.”
Leaving those words of gratitude, the agent descended back into the Underground City elevator.
“......Haa.”
I wandered alone through the lower districts of the Empire.
Many things had collapsed, and moss-like people were clinging to the crumbling ground.
Even in a place like this, life is born, dies, and is born again. The flow feels like an ebb and tide, something that happens naturally. As if it’s all entirely unrelated to me, far removed.......
But this, too, is life. They, too, are definitely living.
It’s just that there is no nation where everyone can live in comfort.
This place might be one of the countless proofs that the Empire is broken,
But even so, the greatest reason the Empire must function swallows up all of these contradictions.
Because we must survive.
Even the beggar whose eyes have lost their light and are fading, the child drinking filthy water and begging for bread, such scenes are only possible if the species called humanity continues to exist.
My cause exists precisely at that point.
A revolution for the well-being of all is impossible.
We must fight to 'barely' survive.
***
The wasteland of Central District 35 of the Empire.
Where Lorenzo Academy had been completed, the area had already begun to stir with vitality. Dormitories, dining halls, and research buildings were constructed around the academy. On the outskirts, security forces were installed to protect them from monsters, along with residential facilities and guard posts for the personnel to live and work. In addition, infrastructure such as parks, restaurants, and taverns for the residents was being expanded, and the floating population had significantly increased.
It was gradually beginning to take on the form of a city.
“There are more students than I expected?”
Today, I visited the Academy’s headmaster’s office. Lorenzo gave a wry smile that was somewhere between pride and embarrassment.
“Yes. I planned for about a hundred students, but word got out, and talented individuals are coming from all over.”
I had seen them on the way here as well. There were kids as young as Armand, teenagers in their mid to late teens, and even adults chasing their dream of invention.
They study practical things. For example, how to treat the mana wastewater from 'Golden Grain', which we acquired. Equipment to convert that facility into a pharmaceutical factory. Internal systems of armored vehicles, new shell designs, and so on.
“I’ll leave the Academy entirely in your hands, Headmaster. By the way, I heard a new luxury-grade cube was made at the workshop this time?”
“Yes. It’s a master-grade, about half a level below the one you use, Sir Knight.”
I nodded.
A master-grade cube. It did feel a bit off, giving my workshop’s second luxury piece to that guy...
“Can you add a wiretapping function to the cube?”
Wiretapping.
For the person I intend to gift this cube to, a function like that is absolutely necessary.
“Wiretapping?”
“Yes. So that no one else ever finds out.”
“......It should be possible, but the output will decrease a bit.”
I looked at Lorenzo. There had been a subtle hesitation in his reply just now. Likely because he is a man of conscience.
“Lorenzo. In this case, I believe it’s justifiable.”
I handed Lorenzo the criminal records of "Reutern II".
He is not an Ezenheim, yet still ranks at the very top of my kill list. But he is simple-minded, low-functioning, and of guaranteed bloodline, making him very useful. Compared to the other scum in the Imperial Palace, it’s also easier to win his favor.
The summary evaluation of Reutern II is just one line.
'Loves beautiful, rare, and expensive things.'
He is the very symbol of the rotten Imperial Palace.
“.......”
As Lorenzo read through Reutern’s record, his face gradually turned grim.
“This is what I believe. Subspecies, if controlled and isolated, can more or less be managed, excluding the Ezenheim. However...”
I pointed to the document listing Reutern II’s crimes.
“Unless we put someone like this bastard in check, there’s no hope. His brain structure, his thought process, they’re already cemented like this.”
Lorenzo looked up at me.
These days, I’ve been seeking a few people willing to become my accomplices. People who, beyond that, would follow my commands without question, as naturally as if carrying out everyday tasks, regardless of what I do.
Lorenzo is clearly one of them.
“Yes. I’ll try to make it. I’ll also work on adding similar features to the other cubes.”
──At the sight of him becoming that kind of person, I smiled.
“Oh, and one more thing.”
I picked up the duffel bag. I laid out all the inventions related to magic and mana that I had purchased from the Underground Black Market.
Lorenzo looked startled.
“Use them as teaching materials. I believe order and regulation are necessary, but sometimes, in unregulated places, such chaotic innovation also blooms.”
Lorenzo is a genius. So is Armand. If they disassemble and analyze these inventions, rated “high-grade” by my virus, perhaps they can write meaningful textbooks or reach some breakthroughs.
“Yes. Thank you very much. These were just what I needed.”
“If there’s anything else you need, just say so.”
I took out my checkbook again.
“There are no limits on financial support.”
I awarded ten million dollars as a scholarship under Maximilian’s name.
A bright smile blossomed across Lorenzo’s face.
***
Reutern II has been in a very bad mood lately. Extremely angry.
And understandably so, it’s because of a new trend sweeping through even the Imperial Palace.
Not only the knights belonging to the Palace, but even those with middling ranks are all carrying around copies of the 「Aura Sphere」 manual.
This happened after rumors spread that it was “highly effective in the event of an assassination attempt”...
“Haa.”
Reutern II does not have that manual.
The bastard who promised to give it to him, that fucking bastard, hasn’t given it to him.
“Fucking son of a bitch... Can’t even keep a promise.”
To Reutern II, Maximilian was an asshole. Lately, even the way that guy treated the Imperial Palace’s direct institutions had been rubbing him the wrong way.
“Fuck! Fuck!”
“Please calm down, Lord Reutern.”
“No! I’m not mad about what he did to me.”
Reutern II glared at the person sitting across from him in his private chamber.
It was Lutz, Department Chief of one of the Imperial Palace’s direct institutions.
“That fucking bastard can’t even keep Arnolt in check! What the hell is he doing, that yellow chick bastard!"
This time, the Imperial Palace had tried to crush the “academic faction” led by Arnolt, but Maximilian had completely blindsided them.
“Honestly, Lutz, what does it matter that you’re a commoner? That bastard’s already out of his father’s favor anyway.”
Department Chief Lutz barely held back the laughter threatening to explode.
“That guy made a little money off some mana stones or whatever, and now he thinks he’s untouchable.”
Reutern was shockingly crude and immature, hardly what you’d expect from someone of royal blood.
Because his father was a close confidant of the Emperor, he ranked quite high in the palace, and he’d been pampered endlessly as the only son born after two miscarriages.
"Just trust me, Lutz. I will screw that bastard over."
“No, I-”
“Hey now! Just trust me. From today on, I am your backing. I declare it!”
Reutern II stormed out in a huff.
“He dares treat the Imperial Palace like a joke.”
As he marched down the hallway, a butler suddenly approached and called out to him.
“Lord Reutern-”
“What!”
“It’s an item from outside.”
“What is it now!”
“The sender is Knight Maximilian.”
“What?”
It was a book-shaped package. A square box. And something like a letter.
Reutern unwrapped the book first. Sure enough, it was the 「Aura Sphere」 manual.
“Haa. That vermin bastard. I will accept it for now, but tell him it is already too late."
"Yes. And what should I do with the rest?"
There was another item. A small treasure box with a subtle sheen, seemingly made of sandalwood.
“What’s this now?”
The design is not bad. What is it.
Muttering complaints, he opened the lid of the box.
Whooosh──
A radiant light, enough to blind the eyes, burst forth.
A deep blue radiance, completely pure, unmarred by even a speck of dust, something only seen in the crystallized forms of pure mana.
Reutern’s eyes slowly glazed over, as if entranced.
“......Wow.”
The fury and frustration that had just filled his face vanished without a trace. In their place, like a newborn child, only a vacant, pure admiration began to fill...
Chapter 66: The Unknowable (2)
One day, Sonnet descended into the sewers of the 9th floor of the Underground City.
Today was originally the day to make contact with Arshtel, and it was the same place where the next contact was to be made.
Sonnet found Arshtel there.
No, she found his traces. Arshtel's corpse, already rotted. His body, separated from the neck, had been devoured by sewer rats, leaving only a skeleton behind.
Maximilian did not collect Arshtel’s head. Arshtel had a bounty of two million dollars, and the price Maximilian had set was five times that, ten million. He had, as promised, willingly provided Sonnet with ten million dollars in liquid cash.
Arshtel’s head was undoubtedly the price of that transaction.
Even so, Maximilian left it behind.
In a dark, dank, and filthy place, to rot away with the waste.
Sonnet thought for a moment. Was Arshtel a double spy?
Maybe he was, maybe he wasn’t.Either way, Sonnet could have weighed him on the scales and extracted profit and information, but now, it could never be known. Because Maximilian had killed him.
Did Maximilian not believe in Arshtel’s betrayal, or was he unable to believe it? Or perhaps he simply did not want to believe it. Did he judge that once a person harbored revolutionary thoughts, even once, they could never turn back?
His true intentions were also unknowable for now.
Sonnet thought about Maximilian.
Maximilian was a noble who stood for the Empire. He was already one of the major enemies of the Revolutionary forces.
He regarded one of the Empire’s absolute doctrines, “social status”, with great importance, and thus, more than even the Empire’s direct agencies, he respected Arnolt. It was the name of the family, Arnolt von Eschenbach, that had saved Arnolt.
However, Maximilian’s respect was selective.
He used his power to save powerless commoners. As a knight, he saved a commoner child and their family who were about to be wrongfully executed, framed as murderers. He even willingly brought the real culprit, another corrupt noble, to court and had them hanged at the guillotine.
But on the other hand, he also executed two innocent immigrants who had no involvement with the revolution.
He personally beheaded a child who had suffered abuse at the hands of the Empire’s most vile noble, a senile pedophile.
Sonnet closed her eyes for a moment.
Maximilian is an ambiguous person.
More purely imperialist than anyone, yet the principles inside him clash with one another or sprout off in their own directions.
The more one tries to form a definitive image of Maximilian, the more that image disperses into abstraction. Like a reflection fragmented in a broken mirror, it shatters into many pieces.
That is why he is──
The unknowable.
A type of human still difficult for even Sonnet to grasp.
Sebestian, on the other hand, was easier to understand. All his principles converged around the core of “family and Emperor”.
In any case.
Thanks to Maximilian not publicizing Arshtel’s head, and leaving it here in the sewers to rot, Sonnet’s business did not collapse. She was able to continue her brokerage operation, where trust is the most vital asset.
It was, in its own way, good news for Sonnet.
***
The military is still being looked down upon. Here, “the military” refers to the regular army, excluding the Imperial Guard and the Guard Corps.
Even Sebestian, the Supreme Commander of the Empire’s military, ultimately came from a knight background. He is the Commander of the Imperial Guard for the Emperor, and more than anyone, he is a man who pursues ironclad principles.
Therefore, nobles look down on the regular army. They see it as a tax-consuming beast, a gathering of uneducated fools, and even their disdainful gazes are stinging.
This widespread contempt for the military leads to several vicious cycles.
The worst is the drop in their morale. A soldier who believes that their death is not a sacrifice for the nation, but merely a statistical figure on some noble general’s report in front of a fireplace, will never give their all.
Next is the very threshold of the Imperial Army. A disrespected group does not undergo strict screening when accepting new blood.
No, there is not even the capacity to do so. Branded as a place where “uneducated fools” gather, officers pay no attention to the background or origin of new recruits. They are only desperate to fill headcounts.
Because of that, even now, within the Imperial Army, there are likely active agents of the Revolutionary forces, or spies from the Eastern Union and several Western nations.
However, the regular army and infantry are important. No matter how many tanks appear, how many knights fly through the sky, or how much firepower wizards unleash on the battlefield, in the end, occupation and control fall to the infantry.
Those who can use mana are few compared to the general population.
Moreover, the number of individuals who can exert power beyond bullets and artillery shells with mere human strength is even smaller.
Therefore, I will slowly bring the regular army into the fold.
I will cautiously embrace them.
Of course, the problem ultimately lies in illicit enrichment. In a group that is looked down upon, people who behave in despicable ways tend to pop up like mushrooms after the rain. I don’t know the reason. Not sure which came first, the contempt or the corruption.
Among the regular army, corrupt individuals abound, regardless of whether they are field-grade officers or generals.
My money will eventually be scattered across the military as well, but before that, those scum must be dealt with.
“──Loyalty!” (TL Note: I read the review on NU mentioning this. If anyone has any better ideas, I'm all ears as to how you would translate it. Using "Sir" doesn't make or invoke the distinction that the person is saluting, to me at least, so feel free to comment on what you would suggest.)
While Dieter was tracking such flows of corruption,
I met Major Kai Han for the first time in a while. It was at the fishing spot in District 35 I had personally arranged through someone.
“This is the first face-to-face meeting since then.”
“Yes. That’s correct.”
Kai Han was taught by Jens.
But teachings are just teachings. Major Han needs military achievements, and I cannot hand him the achievements themselves.
I handed a map to Major Han.
“This is your new post.”
He picked it up.
The location was Western Border Region, the Berton Zone, where the 7th Imperial Guard Battalion is stationed.
The position was Deputy Battalion Commander.
“.......”
Questions appeared on his face.
“This place is.......”
“For a member of the Imperial Guard, this is probably the most undesirable posting.”
The Imperial Guard has not yet undergone rapid expansion. Though the size of the division is gradually increasing even now, its scale is still overwhelmingly small compared to the regular army, and its influence remains concentrated in the center.
Thus, the Western Border Region is considered a backwater post for the Imperial Guard members.
"You will also feel surrounded by regular army divisions."
Regular army battalions under full divisions line the area around the 7th Imperial Guard Battalion.
“Let me ask you. What’s the reason I’m sending you there?”
I can’t reveal everything. Kai Han is still in a position of being tested. Though he certainly possesses a fine character, his abilities must match it.
“You’re sending me there because.......”
After a moment of thought, Kai Han nodded and spoke.
“To cooperate with the regular army?”
Correct. I smiled.
“What made you think that?”
“This Berton Zone is a hotspot of conflict between the Imperial Guard and the regular army. It’s because the Imperial Guard pushed into an area originally held by the regular army.”
In fact, the Imperial Guard members stationed there openly look down on the regular army. Typically, those who are pushed into backwater posts tend to have more inferiority complexes. But the real problem is the battalion commander, Makio.
“That’s right. Here’s what I think. A mere Lieutenant Colonel of the Imperial Guard has no right to look down on the regular army. The regular army can very well become part of our power base.”
The Imperial Guard and regular army share the same rank structure, only in form. Their command systems, uniform styles, and everything else differ.
But that doesn’t mean they can’t get along.
“Besides, with someone like him, I don’t even know who he thinks he’s in a position to look down on.”
I handed over documents to Kai Han, records full of Makio’s embezzlement, breach of duty, laundering, and countless other scandals.
How to cleverly make use of these, this is up to you.
“It’s about time Major Han got promoted, isn’t it?”
If Kai Han can bring down Makio with his own capabilities, then naturally, Lieutenant Colonel Han will take his place.
Since it’s a post that no Imperial Guard member wants anyway, they’d try to keep him there even if it meant promoting him.
But there is another reason this region is important.
Across the western border, in the Kingdom of Zerpha, a civil war is expected to break out soon. It is the course of history.
A conflict between the monarchist faction seeking to preserve the throne and the republican faction trying to overthrow it.
The Empire will, of course, support the monarchists, and Major Han must participate in the war and achieve merit there.
"Yes. Acknowledged."
I handed him a bag.
“Operational expenses.”
Money. In the end, what matters is money.
The majority of imperial citizens work not out of belief, but simply to earn money.
“It’s a cold place, so you’ll need to spend a lot.”
Western Berton is a harsh mountainous region where bone-chilling winds blew. In such a place, maintaining the morale of soldiers doesn't require much. Warm winter clothing, hearty meals, a stiff drink, and occasional bonuses were enough, but the Empire’s disdain for the regular army turned all of that into luxuries.
So all you have to do is the opposite.
Mending conflict was this easy when you had a little extra money.
“Yes, loyalty!”
Major Kai Han understood that weight.
He gave me a sharp salute and walked off with the stride of a soldier.
***
Thud-! Thud-!
The heavy sound of metal being struck rang out endlessly in the Gigantes workshop.
As one worker, his eyelids fluttering, collapsed from exhaustion, a boot flew at him accompanied by curses.
Thud-! Thud-!
Even that beating was drowned out by the roar of machines, as revolutionaries disguised as workers moved stealthily.
From beneath toolboxes, they handed off improvised explosives and detonators to one another.
Thud-! Thud-!
Small bombs began to be planted on the furnace control units, the power cores of aging conveyor belts, and the machines that forged weapons.
One by a silent worker carrying iron,
Another by a supervisor pretending to watch over the laborers,
And another by a security guard posted at the entrance.
All comrades, infiltrated here with the same purpose in their hearts.
Thud-! Thud-!
The operation was meticulous. The execution day: the Empire’s holiday, [Citizen’s Day], the only day when the workers rest. That day, simultaneous explosions would collapse the outer structure of Gigantes.
But destroying the facilities alone wouldn’t be enough, they could always be rebuilt. Using the collapsed exterior as a shell, they had to infiltrate Gigantes’s heart, its underground core, and plant the main explosive on the central mana stone vein to destroy it from the root.
Thud...... thud......
In the underground temporary command center, a comrade wearing a rabbit mask checked incoming signals from each zone with suffocating tension.
Gradually, all “points” were nearing full setup.
“It looks like we’ll be ready by the execution day. These are the current guard shifts for then.”
There were many guards. Since Gigantes halts operations only on Citizen’s Day, the security was tighter than usual.
Fortunately, there were no knight-class forces, and if they wanted to avoid harming the workers, that day was the only realistic option for execution.
“There will be guardsmen and Imperial Guard soldiers, but our forces are enough to handle them.”
Eight executive members of the Revolutionary forces. In addition, dozens of workers who sympathized with the revolution and comrades already embedded deeply.
The day of execution was close.
“......For the cause.”
Just as they were about to place their hands together in unity, a man wearing an eagle mask rushed in and said urgently.
“Everyone, listen! Menshi’s been captured!”
“What?”
Menshi was the head of explosives manufacturing. Since the Empire strictly regulates explosives, they had no choice but to gather materials and craft them manually. In that sense, Menshi was a critically important comrade.
“Menshi?”
“We don’t know how or why she was caught yet. But it’s not just her, her shop was raided, and part of our codes was discovered there. Luckily, there was no mention of Gigantes in it... but Menshi’s family and the teachers at the orphanage her uncle runs, they were all taken in.”
At that, the rabbit mask let out a deep sigh.
The tiger mask clenched his teeth.
“......The execution won’t be affected. It’ll take time to decipher the code. The problem is the amount of explosives.”
“Menshi said what she had gathered so far was exactly 100%. That’s without accounting for any variables.”
In other words, that amount was calculated to be just enough to blow up Gigantes’s mana stone vein.
However, in practice, they had planned to gather at least 30% more to account for uncertainties and margin of error.
The tiger mask nodded.
“We’ll find the remaining explosives one way or another. As for Menshi...... there’s nothing we can do. There’s nothing to be done.”
The meaning of execution is that it will be carried out even if we die. That we willingly dedicate our lives to it.
For a better world. For a better future.
“For the cause.”
Despite the loss of one member, they all raised their hands and pressed their wrists together.
.......
Thud──!
The Secret Police Bureau in the imperial center, an unnamed underground torture chamber.
A dull sound of a club striking flesh echoed.
“Ah, this bitch. Still not talking. Hey! What the hell does this mean?!”
The investigator grabbed Menshi by the hair, shaking the undeciphered code in her face.
Menshi’s entire body was already covered in bruises. Her split lips tasted of bitter blood, and dizziness blurred her vision until she could see nothing.
“This bitch is really stubborn. Do we have to kill your family in front of you to make you talk?”
No matter how much they beat her or crushed her, she would not open her mouth.
“Investigator. But, uh, this here.”
At that moment, another investigator appeared, carrying a bundle of papers.
“We looked through all the suppliers for this bitch’s store, right? And there was something a little off in the inventory logs.”
“......What stood out?”
“It’s kind of vague, but a little suspicious. You could use this stuff to make explosives and all.”
In that instant, Menshi’s heart dropped.
"Explosives? Like homemade bombs?"
“Well, yeah, probably?”
“How the hell would you know?”
"Ah, I majored in chemistry too. Mana chemistry. You know?"
Just as they were looking over the ledger, chasing leads-
Crash─!
The door to the interrogation room burst open loudly.
"What!"
Someone came rushing in from beyond.
“I-Investigator! You need to take this call immediately!”
“Shit, you scared me? What is it?”
“J-Just hurry! Now!”
“Tch... damn it...”
The investigator irritably picked up the phone.
“Yeah, this is Hans. I’m really busy righ- Yes? Transfer? Everyone? All of them? We’re the ones who made this arrest...”
Just as he was about to argue, a voice came from the other end of the line that froze his entire face.
“......Ah, yes! Understood! We’ll transfer them right away! Yes! Yes! No, of course not!”
He shouted loudly and hung up, then pointed at Menshi.
“Hey. Hood that bitch and the rest and prep them for transfer! Right now!”
The world was veiled in darkness once again. Rough hands dragged her body.
Through fading consciousness came only the sound of footsteps echoing in a cold hallway.
The sound of a heavy iron door opening and closing.
The sound of the vehicle she was loaded into moving somewhere.
In the entire process, she saw nothing, heard nothing.
How much time had passed like that?
“Remove the hood.”
At some point, a stranger’s voice spoke.
As the hood was lifted, a faint light pierced her eyelids.
She slowly opened her eyes.
It was a different place from before- clean, yet chilling.
Beyond the scent of sterility, a man in uniform stood.
“.......”
Menshi struggled to bring her blurry vision into focus. The first thing that came into view as her eyes slowly adjusted, was blonde hair. Within it, golden eyes glimmered like a desert, staring at her. Every facial feature was individually recognizable, yet despite that, it was a handsome face. But once she fully recognized the complete form, Menshi gasped.
It was a person she could not fail to recognize.
“Maxi...milian?”
At that, a faint smile formed on the man’s lips.
“Nice to meet you. So you know my name.”
Chapter 67: Going to Work
As a knight, I had the authority to access the intelligence of the Central Secret Police Bureau. Of course, it was not possible for matters that were extremely confidential- that is, not even documented but the information regarding this particular report was relatively easy to obtain.
The report itself was as follows.
-A wanted criminal was allegedly seen at the shop operated by the subject, unexplained loud noises often occurred late at night, and above all, suspicion was heightened because the subject is a member of the Yaken race-
“......The name is Yukia Tariq.”
It was a development similar to that before my regression. The outcome of the Gigantes terror incident was so famous that it had been featured in special reports, so the names involved in it remained vividly in my memory.
"A Yaken."
The Yakens, descendants of ancient beastkin, are a subspecies that faces severe discrimination on the continent. Their population is smaller even than the Ezenheim race, but they are the most visibly distinct race in appearance.
Their sharply slanted eyes, high-bridged noses, and beastlike facial features appear alien even when compared to any ethnicity within the Empire.
To make matters worse, this Yaken named Yukia has white hair and red eyes.
However, before my regression, the bald Edmon had clearly said this.‘With the help of the Yaken race, we held out to some extent at the beginning. They had the strength to resist the dimensional devourers.......’
Therefore, the Yakens had to become my allies, and I had transferred Yukia and her family, who had been detained by the Central Secret Police Bureau, to my jurisdiction in the Genen substation.
“Do you know why you were brought here?”
I picked up the cipher text found in her shop. A faint mana wave unique to the Ezenheim race lingered on it.
It was evidence that an Ezenheim was among the terrorists of the Gigantes incident, or at least among those who had ordered it.
“.......”
She did not answer. The one word she had spoken, my name, in her foreign-sounding pronunciation, had been the last.
I paid it no mind and handed over another stack of documents.
“Yukia Tariq. I looked into you.”
The report cards from when she had attended the academy. Almost every section showed near-perfect scores.
“You were very talented.”
Even so, the reason Yukia Tariq had been expelled from university was purely due to her origin and race.
“A Yaken who immigrated to the Empire. With someone like you demonstrating elite-level ability, there must’ve been envy and jealousy.”
In the Empire, there exists a recently emerging 'Aran Myth'.
At the beginning of time, the Arans were the noblest bloodline, and below them, various Westerners and Easterners were stacked like a pyramid. At the very bottom, buried in the muddy ground, lay the subspecies.
It is a truly pathetic and worthless delusion, yet the faltering Empire clings to it as its doctrine.
“From now on, I’ll ask a few questions. You may answer them, or not.”
I picked up the questionnaire. It was a manual handed to those suspected of being dissidents.
“Do you harbor any dissatisfaction with the Empire?”
“.......”
As I looked at the silent Yaken, I thought about the Yaken race.
They were the hope of humanity in a doomed future.
“Do you possess books banned by the Empire?”
“.......”
I did not know exactly what aspect of them constituted “hope”, but I had to consider more deeply the meaning of “necessary for humanity”.
It meant, conversely, that they were not necessary for the Ezenheim. And the Ezenheim are a people who consider even the Revolutionary forces as expendables in pursuit of their own cause.
“Have you ever joined an unlawful organization that threatens the peace of the Empire?”
“.......”
Therefore, the theory that Yukia, a high-ranking member of the Revolutionary forces, had carelessly prepared her operation so sloppily that even a neighbor noticed, it was far less convincing than the hypothesis that she had been betrayed by the Ezenheim.
“Do you, regarding the Empire.......”
She did not answer a single one of my questions, and I set down the questionnaire.
All answers were marked as [No].
In the Empire, the right to remain silent is not truly a right. The meaning of silence is determined solely by the interrogator.
"Sir Knight."
Just then, an investigator entered. I stood up from my seat and stepped outside. At the Genen substation’s cafeteria, the orphanage children were eating their meals.
I opened the door to the adjacent interview room.
[Interview Room]
Inside was a man who claimed to be Yukia’s uncle.
“Mr. Entikkan.”
I addressed the middle-aged Yaken who resembled a wolf.
“Your niece inside isn’t saying a word.”
“She’s probably not fluent in the Imperial language. She’s been wandering all over the continent with her father, you see.”
Entikkan offered an explanation with a nervous tone. I looked over the documents laid on the interview room table. They detailed the financial flow and all expenditures of the tiny orphanage he ran.
There was not a trace of “revolution” to be found.
"It is clean."
It was a remark of admiration.
“I’ve never seen someone run something as modest as an orphanage so cleanly, like you do.”
Sometimes, there are people like this. People who leave nothing for themselves, and only give to others.
Entikkan was one of those kinds.
“And yet you were suspected just because you’re a Yaken.”
After the fall of the Empire, I once read a book titled 「The Art of Interrogation」.
The author, while pointing out the inefficiency of torture, described the ‘most ultimate interrogation’, and that was to become an ally.
“Yes. Everyone looks at us and says we have the faces of traitors and rebels.”
“I don’t think that way. Arans and Yakens can be friends even within the Empire.”
“......Are you referring to the relationship between dogs and humans?”
To Entikkan’s self-mocking question, I looked him straight in the eye.
“Some humans, you see, would give their lives to protect their dogs. It depends on how the bond is built, and what kind of hardships they've gone through together.”
If dogs had the same lifespan as humans, perhaps they would be treated as complete family members. No, they might even become more trustworthy than family.
Because dogs don’t betray humans.
“Mr. Entikkan. I’d like to make you a proposal.”
“......A proposal?”
“Yes. I need people. People who can become my eyes and ears... and people with enough talent to do so. Such people are always needed, and always in short supply.”
Yukia Tariq is a member of the Revolutionary forces.
However, I am fully willing to test the thickness of her conviction.
“You’re asking me to persuade Yukia?”
“Yes.”
Yukia Tariq will definitely accept. Because Maximilian von Ebenholtz is a key surveillance target of the Revolutionary forces.
“I’ll give you a week.”
If you want to turn an enemy into an ally, you need to be willing to take on at least this level of risk.
“I’ll be waiting for a positive response.”
If I want to make her mine, first I must keep her by my side.
***
Reutern II gazed at the mana stone cube placed in the study several times a day.
A master-grade cube. Within the flawlessly pure crystal cube, a blue light shimmered as if it were alive. When held in one’s hand, it felt cold yet smooth. Not like a rock at all. Rather, it was a mysterious sensation, as though one were touching pure mana itself.
This perfectly refined, beautiful form was akin to a work of art, merely looking at it filled one's heart with satisfaction.
Reutern II also quite liked the letter that had come along with the cube from Maximilian.
「To the Honorable Lord Reutern,
First, I offer my sincerest apologies for the delay in delivering the promised item due to my foolishness. It may sound like a poor excuse, but the truth is, I had been waiting for this small gift I wanted to present to you.
This mana stone, containing the purest and most radiant light, is something that might be forged only once a year in our workshop. I believed it was finally worthy of your eminence, Lord Reutern. Imagining this humble item held in your hands, I can’t tell you how eagerly I awaited its completion as soon as possible.......」
In fact, he had read the letter once and thrown it away, but anyway, he gave him the cube.
Whenever Reutern walked through the Imperial Palace, he proudly displayed the cube like a necklace.
“What is that jewel, Lord Reutern?”
“I’ve never seen such a radiant jewel before. Where did you acquire it?”
“Jewel? That’s a mana stone, not a jewel?”
“How much would it cost to obtain something like that.......”
At the nobles’ admiration in the Imperial Palace, Reutern II let out a hearty laugh and said,
“You can’t really put a price on it. At most one or two are produced per year. I do not know what Max was thinking when he gave this to me either~"
He enjoyed that kind of reaction.
What’s more, the「Aura Sphere」manifested through this rare mana stone would serve as the perfect shield against any possible assassination attempts.
However, there was one problem...
“Lord Reutern. Currently, Maximilian has unauthorized-ly taken the Yaken arrested by the Secret Police Bureau-"
“Ah, fuck.”
It was Lutz. Ever since the Arnolt incident, the department chief of his directly affiliated agency had been fixated on Maximilian.
“Tell me later, later.”
“I didn’t think an incident occurring right now could be postponed.”
“Then don’t tell me at all. It’s not even important.”
"......Yes. I understand."
Lutz mumbled his lips and left, and Reutern watched his retreating figure with narrowed eyes.
“Look at that. So rude, isn’t he?”
And.......
[Lutz: Yes. I understand.]
[Reutern II: Look at that. So rude, isn’t he?]
All of those words were wiretapped and delivered to Maximilian.
In some ways, Reutern II was a easy man. He has no complex ideology or grand cause. His emotions, possessions, and pride are all that matter to him.
He has absolutely no interest in public crises such as bombing terrorism that could shake the Empire or the agitation of the Revolutionary forces. He reacts far more sensitively to personal discomforts.
He is that emotional, and that simple.
Just the tiniest spark, like tossing an ember onto dry leaves, and he would explode. For a man who already treats commoners like pigs and dogs, taking a life wouldn’t even register as a problem.
Maximilian quietly contemplated the “form” of the spark he would throw at Reutern II.
***
The day of Empire Point’s Aerial Drop Training.
As an instructor observer, I looked around at the cadets inside the transport aircraft. The atmosphere had definitely changed. Thanks to the recent changes in academy regulations, the cadets’ discipline had been tightened considerably. In exchange, the air itself had become dull and heavy, but thinking of it as the tension right before entering the battlefield, it wasn’t a bad thing.
“Prepare!”
At my signal, the rear ramp opened.
KWAHHHH──!
The atmosphere rushed in like a crashing wave.
“Drop!”
The transport's altitude was 3,000m. From a place higher than the clouds, the cadets hurled their bodies into the void. One, two, three, four, five... dozens of elites instantly shrank to mere dots.
Even under the crushing pressure of gravity, they stabilized their posture, deployed mana as they had been taught, and began descending in their own unique styles.
I observed them from above.
Come to think of it, in a knight’s descent, there’s a clear difference according to talent.
Some cadets rely on parachutes or wingsuits and simply fall in line with gravity. Others go beyond descent, almost “fly”. By regulating the density of mana emitted from their bodies, they maneuver freely like aircraft.
This is a realm not attainable through pure training alone, but entirely dependent on the nature and sensitivity of one’s mana, a matter of talent.
“Impressive.”
Right now, the cadet who was showing a knight-level descent quality, despite still being a cadet, was named [Hannah Usar].
She had been the peer of Jacob, whom I had killed.
.......
After the drop training, inside the Cadet Commander’s Office at Empire Point.
“In my opinion, this drop capability will become a major distinguishing factor for knights in the future.”
Tap. Cadet Commander Dane put down his teacup. I continued.
“Descent is, in fact, mana control in midair. Cadets whose descent capabilities fall significantly short likely won’t become knights.”
Dane glanced out the window at the transport aircraft that had just lifted off.
These days at Empire Point, the transport aircraft takes off and lands six times a day.
“......If it were in the past, I would have been skeptical of what you’re saying.”
Dane nodded.
“But now I agree. More than the descent itself, the ability to control mana in the air is becoming the true measure of a cadet’s real skill.”
Compared to the ground, the air presents far more variables. Being able to manipulate mana precisely even under the extreme conditions of air resistance and gravity pressing down on the body is proof of exceptional control, mana density, and courage.
What can be faked on the ground as “mana control” is laid bare in the sky as one’s true ability.
“It’s a virtuous cycle. The skills developed in the air carry over to the ground as well. In fact, some cadets say that five minutes in the air helps their mana training more than five days on the ground.”
It might be a slight exaggeration, but it meant that it was genuinely beneficial.
“That’s why even though we’re running the transport aircraft every day, every hour, it’s still not enough.”
As he spoke, Dane glanced at me, clearly hinting. It seemed like he wanted another one.
I nodded willingly.
"In fact, new sponsorship will go next month."
“Hohoho, well. I wasn’t expecting that... ahem. Thank you. Come to think of it, perhaps the sky really is the most fitting stage for a knight.”
Dane smiled. Next to his desk, there were things like a sleeping bag and a tent.
“Looks like you’re preparing for a vacation.”
“Citizen's Day is just two days away. I’d like to spend at least one day buried in the mountains with Loki.”
Citizen's Day. It’s a day when all labor and government work cease. For reference, Loki is the dog raised by the cadet commander.
There was also a photo frame on his desk with a picture of him and the dog.
I suddenly became curious.
“Commander Dane, what does this Loki mean to you?”
Dane made an odd face, then touched the tip of his nose as he answered.
“Well. For me... my son and daughter are all independent now... so this guy’s basically like a new child I’m raising.”
“I see.”
The Yakens, too, resemble dogs as a race.
The Aran theory of pet species... It might sound like sophistry, but someday, I’ll need at least one reason to protect them.
“Well then.”
I left Empire Point and got into my car.
For the first time in a while, I took the wheel myself, without an aide.
Driving alone, I arrived at the place.
A forest of chimneys spewing gray smoke, an industrial zone where mechanical noise vibrated through the air. It was a villa perched on a hill overlooking all of Gigantes.
I entered and placed a book I had brought on the table.
[Illusion Techniques: Color Transformation]
A technique book. Illusion techniques are considered the most difficult category among all types of techniques, but not for my virus.
I placed my hand over my collarbone and looked into the mirror.
Thump.
The virus’s intuition was transmitted to me. An instinctive sensation that skips the complex theory of the technique, reads only the mana circuits, and extracts the result. That sensation took the form of a technique and spread across my whole body.
In the mirror, the golden eyes rippled like ink and gradually darkened.
The result: jet-black irises and hair, black as pitch.
“Haa......”
I stood by the window. I gazed at Gigantes spread out beyond and was lost in thought for a moment.
From this point on, even I no longer know the detailed developments that will unfold inside Gigantes.
But I must be able to respond even to the unknown. I cannot rely forever on memories from before my regression.
The future has already changed, and the variables have increased.
The key is my judgment and ability to adapt. I must test myself.
“.......”
I changed into the Gigantes security uniform I had prepared in advance. I pulled the security cap low over my head and hung a real security ID card around my neck.
I was ready for work.
Chapter 68: Going to Work (2)
──18 hours before Citizen's Day
6:00
Beep.
I pressed my identification card against the Gigantes check-in terminal.
[Confirmed.]
The state-of-the-art reader scanned my identity card and lit up green. I had expected some analog method like punching a hole in a paper card, but the Palace bastards had spared no expense when it came to systems for controlling workers.
I entered Gigantes. Thousands of pipes were entangled like blood vessels. The sky, barely visible, was obscured by gray smog. The industrial complex looked like a massive labyrinth.
"What kind of... structure is this?"
I walked while picturing the map I had obtained beforehand, but the actual Gigantes had already been expanded far beyond what the map showed.
Thunk─! Thunk─! Thunk─!Each time the press machines thundered and shook the ground, the workers with expressionless faces moved like machines themselves. There was no vitality in their eyes. Their oil-stained uniforms and numbness that didn’t even flinch at the supervisor's curses, these people were consumed not as humans, but as parts.
The reason for the revolution clearly lay here.
[Security Rest Room]
Before I knew it, I had arrived at the security rest room.
Gigantes’s structure was extremely complex, but I had no risk of getting lost. Thanks to the virus inside me.
My guess was that it stored all the visual information I observed as mana data and projected it back into my mind when I needed it.
A convenient talent.
But whether the virus was on my side, whether it was a friend, I still didn’t know. It was, after all, a fragment from another world of uncertain origin.
“.......”
As I entered the security break room, I was at a loss for words for a moment. It was a space too embarrassing to call a break room. Just a few dented metal lockers and one long bench with peeling paint. The phrase in a frame hanging in the middle of the moldy wall stabbed my retina.
「Your sweat for His Majesty the Emperor creates the Empire’s steel.」
“Haa.......”
A sigh, like a hollow laugh, escaped me.
What a fucking hellhole I’ve ended up in.
Me, you, all of us.
“......Hmm.”
I looked up at the ceiling of the security rest room.
Before my regression, the exact details of how this terrorist attack had failed were never revealed. The internal situation of Gigantes had been thoroughly classified, and only the identities of the revolutionary members who were captured and executed had been made public.
Therefore, I had to hide myself for a while and pick the right moment and place to intervene in their operation, as a thorough observer and assistant.
“There’s nothing around here.”
There was no suitable hiding place.
There were two conditions for a hideout.
1. It had to be as close as possible to the heart of Gigantes, the ‘power source.’
2. It must never be discovered.
I left the security rest room and walked down the hallway. Then a thought suddenly came to me.
“......You.”
I spoke quietly while placing my hand on my collarbone.
One of the properties of a mana core is ‘emission’. If the virus shot out fine waves of mana like a radar, couldn't I detect empty spaces not visible to the eye through the echoes?
“Transmit the data.”
It seemed this thing would be more efficient at finding a hideout than I was.
Sssssss───.
Mana spread beneath my feet. Beyond the concrete walls, between the gaps of the pipes, the structures and geometries of those spaces were drawn three-dimensionally in my mind.
"Hey! Who are you!"
At the sudden shout. I flinched and opened my eyes. The twisted face of a pig-like supervisor was right in front of me.
I nearly punched that mug on reflex.
“......I’m security.”
"I've never seen your face before? Show me your ID!"
I held out the card. The supervisor scanned it with the reader. Beep. It was a valid ID.
“You’re security, you bastard? Why are you loitering around here?”
“I received specific orders. To patrol this area.”
“Tch, fuck, then do it properly. You had your damn eyes closed. I’ll let it slide since tomorrow’s a holiday.”
The supervisor touched my cap, spat on the ground, and walked away.
“.......”
I memorized that bastard’s face.
I closed my eyes again.
As before, mana spread beneath my feet, tracing the spaces in the darkness.
***
──12 hours before Citizen's Day
: 12:00 PM
A tranquil consultation room at noon. Orphanage Director Entikkan looked at his niece Yukia sitting across from him.
“Don’t worry about the shop. Tomorrow’s a holiday.”
“.......”
Yukia panted as she looked around the interior of the consultation room. However, no matter how hard she searched, there was no clock to be seen.
“What time is it now?”
“Have you heard of ‘Citizen's Day’? You know what it is?”
Yukia gave a short reply.
“No. What time is it now?”
“......Take a look at this.”
Entikkan pointed to the documents spread out on the table. Her gaze briefly lingered on them. Report cards and certificates she had received during her time at the academy. Records filled with praise calling her a genius, on top of those, a single document was laid.
[Referral to Disciplinary Committee - Reason: Attempted Murder of a Fellow Student]
It was a ridiculous false accusation.
“......Why is this here?”
Yukia had a talent for handling objects. In fact, it went beyond just being good with her hands, it was a special ability to instinctively understand the structure and origin of objects and maximize their potential.
Even an ordinary branch or pebble could become a special weapon in her hands.
That was the reason she had opened the shop.
“Sir Knight feels sorry that a talent like yours is rotting away.”
“It’s not rotting.”
“Then what are you now?”
Entikkan looked at Yukia, who had been beaten in several places. Her eyes were swollen, and her teeth were broken like a beast’s.
“Do you want to be exiled and go wandering again?”
Since childhood, Yukia had wandered across the continent, following her father. It was because her father had worked as a guide.
“.......”
Yukia looked silently at Entikkan. He sighed and brushed back his hair.
“Knight Maximilian wants to keep you by his side.”
Suddenly, Yukia’s red pupils wavered.
“By his side?”
“Yes.”
Yukia sensed the weight hidden in those words belatedly.
“He probably wants your Yaken tracking ability. The Imperials are aware of it too.”
The Yaken considered themselves a race chosen by spirits and nature, and in truth, their five senses were far superior to those of other races.
“.......”
Yukia bit her lip, as if pondering. Entikkan inwardly sighed.
This was basically a call to become the dog of a high noble family of the Empire. Considering her pride and stubbornness, she would naturally refuse.
“Forget it. I wasn’t even seriously asking.”
“I might do it.”
“......What?”
Yukia looked at her uncle and gave a small nod.
“I might do it.”
Her answer was not surrender. The longing for revolution, the fury over her father’s death, were still burning deep and blue within her heart.
The place her hatred aimed for was the deepest part of the Empire.
The Imperial Palace.
“Pass the message along.”
If it meant staying near a knight named Maximilian, then maybe she could reach that heart.
That was her calculation.
***
──6 hours before Citizen's Day
: 18:00
I discovered an empty space hidden underground, between the pipes and outer wall of Gigantes. I didn’t know how it had come to be, but it looked like a hideout built long ago by workers.
“.......”
There was a wooden box someone had brought there, and in the corner, a sleeping bag so rotten it looked ready to crumble was crumpled up. On the wall, there were faint remnants of graffiti left behind by the workers of the old Gigantes.
I brushed my fingers across them.
─Ah, my back’s about to snap
─Still, endure it. Your kids are waiting for you at home~
─You crazy bastard. If we get caught doing this here, we’re all fired, you know?
─Fuck.. I lost all thirty dollars I won yesterday. Damn, my stomach hurts
─Anyone want to take my shift on the weekend? I’ll give you a pack of smokes
Rough and crude handwriting. Mixed with cursing, but it carried a strange liveliness and scent of life no longer found in today’s Gigantes.
A smile naturally formed.
It felt like I had found an unexpected treasure.
“Feels just like a treasure hunt.”
I no longer feel much about money. I have so much of it, and I know now that those precious and valuable things are ultimately meaningless. In fact, it’s these traces of life that feel more valuable to me.
Creeeeak.
I opened the dust-covered wooden box.
Inside were canned goods so rusted that their labels were unreadable, yellowed newspapers from that era, chess pieces and a board worn smooth from hands over time, and playing cards with edges completely worn out.
I could roughly make out the date on the newspaper. It was from about sixty years ago.
Back then, Gigantes was at least a place where one could breathe.
It was an era when even workers could gather away from the eyes of supervisors, puff on cigarettes, play cards, and enjoy a bit of romance and leisure.
How did it fall so far into ruin?
Looking for the reason, or even thinking about it, felt meaningless now.
All old things eventually break, and stagnant water is bound to rot.
Tick.
Regardless, I had found a place to hide.
I sat quietly in this hideout, listening to the sound of the second hand ticking from deep within my heart.
Tick.
The flow of absolute time.
Tick.
Perhaps this is the pulse of my soul.
***
──30 minutes before Citizen's Day
: 11:30 PM
Time passed.
In the underground where the facilities of Gigantes were slowly coming to a stop, revolutionaries quietly slipped into the darkness one by one.
The operation name was [Steel Mole].
Under the singular cause of revolution, they operated as a thoroughly compartmentalized cell. Even if this operation were to fail, the roots of the revolutionary forces would remain unshaken.
“Installation complete.”
Explosives had been placed at every designated point. The leader, wearing a tiger mask, pointed at the blueprints as he reviewed the plan.
“Not a single worker must get caught in it.”
The operation was already laid out.
First, when the bombs attached to the outer facilities detonated, Gigantes’s external structures would collapse inward. The steel debris would become obstacles themselves, limiting the routes into Gigantes. The revolutionary group would then build barricades at those points and hold their ground, delaying the advance of the Imperial Army.
Mines and bombs had also been planted along the main roads leading to Gigantes, allowing them to buy time before reinforcements could arrive from the outside.
During that golden time they would secure, the revolutionaries would destroy the mana stone vein in the underground heart of Gigantes once and for all.
“Get ready.”
At that moment.
Ding ding ding ding──
A chime echoed, announcing the end of the workday in Gigantes.
Ding ding ding ding──
It was the bell of revolution.
──Citizen's Day
I stepped outside the hideout to match the timing of the workday’s end.
“It’s quitting time! Tomorrow’s a holiday!”
The supervisor shouted, the iron doors of the worksite opened, and tens of thousands of workers poured out.
I watched them with my security hat pulled low. Though soaked in grease and sweat, their faces were lit up with joy at the thought of the rest they were granted for tomorrow.
“Citizen's Day.”
“Man. I’m jealous. We’re on duty.”
“Living the easy life, aren’t they. When do we ever get a break?”
“It's shift work anyway, idiot.”
The fellow guards beside me clicked their tongues and grumbled.
Just then, a hurried order came through the radio.
“Ah. They’re on their way now. Get into position!”
In an instant, the atmosphere among the guards changed. The chatter stopped, and military discipline tightened.
“Line up! Clear the path!”
The supervisor moved the team in perfect sync, lining them up on both sides of the road from the main gate. They were preparing to receive them, who would soon arrive.
Thud. Thud.
Heavy footsteps rumbled through the ground. The guards swallowed hard and sweated with tension.
Thud. Thud.
At last, the elites of the Empire marched in solemnly, their backs to the darkness outside. The Imperial Guard Corps in pitch-black armor. They did not rest, not even on Citizen's Day. Because they were the limbs of the Emperor.
“.......”
The presence of the guardsmen was overwhelmingly oppressive. With their chins raised and eyes fixed straight ahead, arrogance and conceit clung to them like mud.
Was I once like that too?
I pretended to lower my head and observed them thoroughly from beneath the brim of my cap.
“All right. Security resumes duty! Shift change!”
The supervisor rang the bell, signaling the start of the next security shift.
I returned to the hideout to wait until the proper signal arrived.
***
Beep.
A single spark
Sssssssss──
Inside the destroyed Gigantes, in the midst of chaos where pipelines were torn apart and steam billowed in every direction.
From within that, a man walked up from the underground.
“For the cause.”
The tiger mask drew his sword. Dozens of shadows surged forward behind him.
The battle had begun.
Chapter 69: Going to Work (3)
Inside Gigantes
00:35
Kuuuuuuung──!
The signal from the Revolutionary forces had arrived.
I quietly listened to those sounds from within the hideout.
Bang! Bangbangbangbang─!
In truth, this went beyond mere auditory perception. The virus pulsed intensely, emitting mana, and it detected the wide area affected by the wave, transmitting that sensory information to me. In other words, it was an expansion of perception, where the field of view that the virus observed was overlaid onto my neural network.
Aaaagh─! Gahk─!
Gunfire and screams intertwine. The guards confronting the Revolutionary forces collapsed helplessly. The members swiftly occupied the passageways and set up barricades.
In the meantime, another force entered.The Imperial Guard.
They are fundamentally different from knights. If knights are the sword of the Empire, standing alone as elites, the Imperial Guard are the hounds of the Imperial Palace. They are a militant group raised solely for the Imperial Palace, educated from a young age within the Palace and cultivated as machines devoted to it.
“.......”
I closed my eyes and focused.
Amid the overlapping waves of mana, suddenly.
A distinctly foreign wave was detected.
Thump-
A being that made my heart tremble, an Ezenheim.
That bastard was hiding among the Imperial Guards, who exist to protect the Emperor.
Is that possible?
It’s not impossible. If they somehow managed to smuggle a five or six-year-old Ezenheim into the Palace.
However, for now, I simply observed. I did not rashly draw my sword.
I simply waited calmly.
For a variable is most destructive when it is presumed not to exist.
***
Inside Gigantes
00:45
“S-Stop them! Stop those bastards! Shoot them all dead─!”
The supervisor panicked and fled from the Revolutionary forces emerging from somewhere underground.
“What are you doing, you morons! Shoot already, shoot!”
The flustered guards fired machine guns indiscriminately, but the Revolutionary members deployed artifacts to deflect the barrage and took them down with precise return fire.
“Aaah, aaahhhh!”
Crash. The supervisor ran desperately but was grabbed by a familiar face. One of the laborers he had kicked with his boot just a few days ago.
The man’s lips twisted with hatred.
“Pig bastard.”
“P-Please-”
Bang!
There was no hesitation. The bullet hit the supervisor squarely in the forehead. His eyes rolled back and he drew his last breath, but they didn’t spare him even a glance. Even a moment to indulge in personal emotions was a luxury.
“Move!”
They hastily wove a barricade out of steel beams and materials. They had to buy even one more second for their comrades to infiltrate the heart of Gigantes.
Thud─ Thud─ Thud─
In that instant, heavy footsteps echoed through the ground. The scent of mana drifted in on the wind.
The Revolutionary members stared through the gaps in the barricade.
Through the parting steam and smoke, a guard clad in pitch-black full-body armor appeared.
“Fire!”
Bangbangbangbangbang─!
The Revolutionary members rose in unison and pulled their triggers. Hundreds of bullets rained down, but the guard neither dodged nor blocked. The bullets struck the armor with faint clinks and bounced off powerlessly. Armor coated with care by high-ranking alchemists could not be scratched by mere rifle rounds.
Whooosh!
Someone threw a grenade. The guard waved his hand. Invisible mana crushed it mid-air.
“Fire! Do not stop!”
The members did not stop. Though afraid, they showed no fear. Their lives had already been cast aside.
If the Empire continues to exist, it makes no difference whether they live or die, so they would rather become bloodstained cornerstones for the sake of their descendants.
“Shoot! Don’t stop, shoot!”
Ratatatatatata──!
Bullets containing mana streaked forward, leaving behind blue trails.
.......
Inside Gigantes
00:50
Deep underground. The access gate leading to Gigantes’ mana stone vein was a forbidden zone, off-limits not only to laborers but even to supervisors.
“Detonate.”
Kwakwa-kwa-kwa-kwang!
The Revolutionary forces blew the door clean off with Menshi’s mana bomb.
"Enter."
Before the smoke had even cleared, they entered in perfect coordination. The heat and pressure emitted by the raw, unrefined mana rushed at them first. Then, at the center of the cavern several hundred meters underground, the raw ore that stretched endlessly downward was revealed.
The heart of Gigantes, flashing with alternating red and blue light like a living organism.
Around the mana stone vein, a complex network of pipelines and cooling devices wrapped tightly, and between them, a spiral staircase stretched on without end.
“......The demolition team, proceed downward, attaching at each designated point.”
At the command of the Tiger Mask, the members dispersed. To destroy the mana stone vein, uniform pressure had to be applied at precise points. There were hundreds of calculated targets. They slipped down the depths of the spiral staircase.
“All combat units, regroup into formation.”
The Tiger Mask gave another command. Elite agents, including Rabbit Mask and Eagle Mask, responded immediately. They checked their gear and warmed up their mana.
“Let’s go.”
“Ready.”
Eventually, the Imperial Guard would arrive. Without killing them, the mission could not succeed.
Only twelve had been confirmed so far, so from this point on, it would be guerrilla warfare.
"Move out."
The elites dispersed across the various branches of Gigantes.
.......
Inside Gigantes
00:55
Thunk─!
A guard slammed his gauntlet down onto the pavement.
Pazzzzzjik!
The hard asphalt split like paper. The fragments flew out and tore the barricade apart, and the Revolutionary members’ bodies exploded without even a scream.
As the guard raised his fist again,
Kkadadadak──
A sharp metallic sound came from above. It was Rabbit Mask, riding a hoverboard. The steel she launched coiled around the guard’s arm and neck.
The Imperial Guard mockingly released Mana throughout his entire body.
Kuwaaah─!
He intended to melt the wire with the heat of mana, but Rabbit did not panic. Rather, she instantly caught the frequency of the mana wave he emitted and sent mana through the wire at the exact opposite phase.
Interference cancellation. A basic principle of mana theory, but one of the most difficult techniques to execute in real combat.
Thanks to it, the wire did not burn. While the guard’s mana dispersed, neutralized in mid-air, the steel cord tightened even more firmly around the armor.
“......!”
In that brief moment of confusion, Tiger Mask closed in. The thin blade he held flashed like lightning. It sliced precisely between the helmet's slit and the neck guard.
Clang.
The helmet rolled away. Upon seeing the exposed face, Rabbit Mask hesitated briefly.
“.......”
He was young. Barely past adolescence, perhaps in his late teens at best.
The eyes of a boy looking at her, filled with fear.
─Slice.
Tiger's sword cut him down.
“Do not hesitate.”
Rabbit nodded quietly.
"11."
Twelve Imperial Guards remained. There was no time for sentiment. They moved toward the second target.
Kuwaaahhh!
This time it was a guard wielding a greatsword. The over-two-meter-tall figure swung the massive blade, and with each strike, entire walls of the narrow passageway were torn apart. The mana contained in the sword burst like shockwaves, crushing the space itself.
Kwakduk──!
Tiger tried to meet the sword head-on but was repelled the moment it made contact, overwhelmed by its immense weight.
Shaaeeeek!
Rabbit Mask swiftly launched a wire toward the guard’s ankle. The giant didn’t budge. Instead, he grabbed the wire and pulled Rabbit toward him.
Charruk!
At close range, she scattered dozens of small spheres. They burst lightly on the guard’s face.
No matter how solid the armor was, its joints couldn’t be perfectly sealed. Breathing holes, gaps for vision. These were blocked by a barrier of mana, of course, but the neutral particles of mana slipped through like they were swimming inside.
"Keueuk!"
The particles that entered through the respirator burned the lungs and clouded his vision. The guard faltered, covering his face with one hand.
"Heup!"
Tiger Mask charged at him and swung his sword. At the same time, Rabbit Mask dove on her hoverboard. Sliding low, just skimming the floor, she planted a small mana bomb into the exposed knee joint of the Imperial Guard.
Boom!
With the explosion, the giant collapsed.
“......10 remaining.”
The two looked at each other, panting heavily.
Chzzk.
Just then, a static-laced report came through the earpiece.
─Sector 3, Imperial Guard neutralized.
─Sector 7. Same here.
─Sector 9. It's Eagle. Man, that was rough. We ganged up and took one down.
Tiger Mask flicked the blood from his sword and spoke.
"No. 7."
A faint smile spread across Rabbit’s lips.
While a fierce battle raged at the external entrance, the remaining comrades were attaching bombs one by one to the surface of the mana stone vein in Gigantes.
“It’s almost over.”
No dramatics. There was no need. Everything was unfolding exactly as planned.
─0 Imperial Guard remaining. Most of the guards have been dealt with too.
─No need to kill the ones still hiding. Leave the rest to the comrades outside and return.
The Revolutionary members, having eliminated all the Imperial Guards, began regrouping one by one, and finally reached the deepest bottom of Gigantes.
“Tagan.”
Rabbit Mask handed a bright blue bomb to Tiger Mask, Tagan.
A special mana-condensed bomb designed to be attached to the final root of the mana stone vein and drill inward. Once activated, it would reach from the very base to the crown in 20 minutes.
During that time, they had to escape through the tunnels.
It was more than possible, but at this point, their lives were of secondary value.
“......For the cause.”
Tagan raised his hand, gripping the detonator. Everyone gathered and pressed their wrists together.
Then, without hesitation, Tagan pressed the button.
─Thud!
─Thud! ─Thud!
─Kuuuuung!
Small explosions flared successively on the outer surface of the mana stone vein. These were preliminary blasts, shaving off the surface and paving the way inward.
Swoooosh──.
Blue and red mana stone fragments rained down like a storm. Willingly taking on the shards of the vein, Tagan and the Revolutionary members smiled in triumph.
......But.
Something was off.
The most important one, the condensed bomb meant to pierce the heart of Gigantes, was silent. It gave off no reaction, only flickering with a blue glow.
"......What."
“This, what is this.”
“Tagan! It’s not working!”
For the first time, the comrades showed signs of unrest. Tagan pressed the detonator button repeatedly.
Nothing changed.
There wasn’t even the slightest tremor from the bomb. Tagan gritted his teeth hard.
“What happened?!”
Rabbit Mask, Sensi, grabbed Tagan and questioned him.
“......What do you mean, what happened.”
In this deep, silent, hot, and dark bottom,
Looking back and forth at the faces shadowed in the gloom, Tagan spat the words through clenched teeth.
“It means there’s a traitor among us.”
Sensi inhaled deeply and slowly turned her head. The comrades looked at each other. There was a faint hint of suspicion in their eyes, but Sensi’s gaze was fixed solely on one, Eagle Mask.
“Huh? Me?”
Eagle Mask took a step back in panic.
“Me? You think it’s me? Don’t you know me? We've been doing this together for ten years!”
Tagan’s Tiger Mask trembled with rage.
“......You were the one who first reported that Menshi had been captured. You’re the one who forced yourself to get close to her in the first place. We made it clear, we shouldn’t have any personal connections.”
The eyes of the comrades grew fierce. Eagle Mask raised his voice in protest.
“Bullshit, it’s not me! I’m the one who should be suspicious of you, Tagan! You’re the one who’s been inspecting the bomb yourself all this time!”
“.......”
Shing! Tagan drew his sword. Eagle let out a hollow laugh.
"Wow. Look at him. You're just going to kill me based on your hunch?"
“Everyone, stop-”
“Amazing, really~”
Clap. Clap. Clap.
He started clapping.
Clap. Clap. Clap.
The sound of applause echoed through the underground.
Clap. Clap. Clap.
Sensi pointed a finger at him, glaring.
“You. Stop. Why are you clapping?”
"......Hmm? Ah~ because."
Clap. Clap. Clap.
And yet, even as he continued to clap, Eagle Mask raised his eyebrows slyly, slowly scanning each of them.
“Because you were right.”
Goooooooo─!
At that moment, part of the underground wall was torn apart as another new form burst in.
A dark crimson-black armor, tinged with a blood-red aura, housing a monster radiating a completely different dimension of mana.
A Squad Captain.
***
Inside Gigantes
Behind the Revolutionary forces' masks, and inside the helmets of the Imperial Guards, the Ezenheim were hiding. They held cards on both sides and shook the board as they pleased.
Ezenheim's plan.
That’s how things reach ‘zero’.
However, if the destruction is only partial or imperfect, the story changes. The Empire would be forced to squeeze out massive resources to restore Gigantes. For an Empire already drying up, reconstruction costs would be a fatal hemorrhage, and countless thieves would steal that money in transit.
Of course, perhaps the Revolutionary forces also understood that.
But what they wanted was not efficiency, but a ‘symbol’.
Symbols are as important as ideology.
The liberation of forever destroying Gigantes, a nest of imperial exploitation. The solidarity of knowing that a group exists for the sake of the workers. They staked their lives on the message their success would send to the citizenry.
But the Ezenheim betrayed their pure aspirations, twisted them at will, and even tried to fabricate a false hero in the form of the “Imperial Guards who protected Gigantes from terror”.
Truly fucking bastard sons of bitches.
“.......”
I walked through the now-silent interior of Gigantes. I stepped through the underground blast door, which had been completely torn apart, and looked down into the depths on the far side.
This underground pit was a full 400 meters deep. Virtually an open drop. But as my retinas tinged blue, the scene down below was reflected clearly.
I could see the Revolutionary forces clashing with the Imperial Guards.
─Fuck you, it’s because of you!
─You asshole!
─Aaaaargh!
─Because of you, traitor fuck like youuuuuagh!
Their enraged shouts, betrayed at the most crucial moment, echoed like ghosts.
"......How savage."
I waited until the chaos below reached a relative lull.
As the noise subsided, I slung the bomb I had prepared over my shoulder.
With this inadequate brain of mine, I had prepared for every situation as best as I could.
One of those, “in case something goes wrong with the bomb”, had hit the mark. The bomb I purchased from Ekentoi in the underground black market had enough power to obliterate the mana stone vein.
If the job succeeds, I might owe Chiron a meal.
I placed my foot on the topmost ledge.
A 400m vertical drop. This too could be an aerial assault.
No, it was definitely an aerial assault.
The essence of aerial assault was not space.
If I thought about it, the biggest difference between Imperial Guards loaded up with such heavy armor and a knight like me──
Might just be the fact that I descend from the sky.
Tuk.
I lightly stepped off.
Chapter 70: Going to Work (4)
The squad captain moved as if leaving afterimages. It was a speed hard to track with the naked eye. The difference in sheer power was overwhelming.
The rabbit mask’s hoverboard was split in two with a mere wave of the hand, and the tiger mask was flung away and slammed into the wall after failing to withstand a few exchanges.
“Tsk tsk. That must’ve rattled the bones quite a bit.”
Eagle smirked grimly as he checked the condition of his former comrades.
“......You filthy traitorous bastard.”
The rabbit mask, Sensi, spat. In that moment, the squad captain twisted his body toward her. Eagle raised a hand to stop him.
“It’s understandable that you’d think that way, but no, Sensi. This isn’t betrayal. It’s betrayal out of necessity. A choice out of inevitability.”
“Fuck off─!”
“I’m serious.”
Eagle looked up at the mana stone vein of Gigantes that hummed behind him. A crimson light cast a strange shadow across his mask.“In the end, our goal is the same. You seem to believe that Gigantes must be destroyed to achieve that goal, but that’s not true. That’s actually a mistaken belief.”
He began walking slowly toward the collapsed Tagan.
“We’ve been preparing for the cause much longer than you.”
Tagan raised his upper body with a trembling arm and breathed heavily.
“......We?”
“Yes. From a place far deeper and more damp than where you’ve come from. So don’t worry. What you desire will surely be achieved. In one way or another.”
Eagle placed a hand on the shoulder of the squad captain standing beside him. The armor, constantly charged with high-density mana, was hot, but he didn’t mind.
“This guy will become a hero of the Empire who thwarted a terror attack. And the Empire will continue to have its lifeblood sucked dry by the cancer that is Gigantes. It’s the perfect scenario.”
Tagan raised his sword and let out a hollow laugh.
“......So that was your plan from the beginning.”
“Yeah. Tagan, unfortunately, this was your doing. You rejected my methods.”
Tagan shook his head.
“A revolution needs the support of the people. And a revolution must embrace the people. We needed to give them the strength to rise up. We needed to convey our purpose, and Gigantes, as a symbol of the Empire’s exploitation, had to be destroyed.”
─You talk too much.
A dull voice echoed from within the squad captain’s helmet.
─I’ll just kill him.
“Yeah. Let’s kill him. He’s not listening.”
Eagle nodded. The squad captain began gathering mana into his armor to strike, right at that moment.
───.
A soundless flash of light descended from above.
***
──Tap.
My toes left the ledge. In the instant gravity seized my body, I gained complete freedom.
A 400-meter vertical shaft.
I descended into a place where darkness and heat intertwine. Wind howls loud enough to tear my eardrums, but my consciousness sank into calm as if within a vacuum.
Focusing all of myself on a single point...... I released mana.
───
The world slowed in stillness. Silvery-white mana particles gathered around my body, soon forming a transparent barrier beneath my feet.
I stepped on it while gripping my sword. There was no explosive sound. Even that moment was silent. Because Ebenholtz is as quiet as moonlight.
Pffst!
In midair, I added another burst of mana propulsion. My speed had already surpassed physical limits.
Click.
In frozen time, the targets were locked.
The bottom of Gigantes. From the two men, confident in success and carelessly off guard.
The squad captain seemed to sense a primal danger and lifted his head, but it was already too late.
───!
A silver flash struck down vertically. The elegantly arriving blade sliced through both the squad captain’s helmet and neck. His mana armor was cleanly cut through.
Sensing the chill, the eagle mask beside him turned his gaze. My sword didn’t stop. Continuing the flow, I raised my longsword, and the eagle’s neck was severed from his body as well.
Thud.
Two heads hit the floor with a nearly simultaneous dull thud.
A heavy silence pressed down in the underground chamber.
“.......”
The Revolutionary forces members stared at me blankly. I examined their faces. Few people remained alive, but most were hopeless cases.
No need to finish them off. Sending them off with Gigantes would suffice.
“Who.......”
Just as the relatively unscathed rabbit mask was asking who I was.
Thump-
My heart responded.
I quickly turned in that direction.
Creeeak. Crack. Crkkk.
The squad captain’s corpse twisted grotesquely as it staggered to its feet. Black steam leaked from the severed neck, and the headless body fumbled through the air as if trying to find its orientation.
This was the true nature of the Ezenheim.
I gripped my longsword again.
It- no, that thing charged at me like a beast.
Kwaaa─!
It was just a punch, but the impact was greater than that of most artillery shells. Even though I blocked it with my sword, my body was pushed back significantly.
It chased me down and unleashed a barrage of attacks.
Chaeng─! Kang─!
I was barely able to defend. The difference in strength was extreme, and the headless body had no concern for defense as it recklessly charged forward.
Kwaaak─! Kadeuk! Thud!
This is dangerous. If I keep being pushed back and reach the wall, I’ll die. A single misstep in breathing, and my entire body would be crushed.
Just as that warning seared through my mind.
Sshraaaaaak!
The rabbit mask launched a wire. Its body shook ever so slightly. Immediately after, the tiger mask charged low and sliced at the back of its knees.
If it were a living being, that strike would have rendered one leg useless. But the thing casually swung its arm and flung both of them away.
In that brief opening, I caught my breath.
I also realized how to counter it.
It is not alive. It is not a creature. The black steam pouring out of the severed area is proof. It’s nothing more than a machine forcibly operating a corpse using the mana pooled inside its body as fuel. In other words, once its mana is depleted, it will stop.
Which means there’s no need to clash with it head-on.
I shifted my stance. I filled my lungs with clear energy. I calmed my entire being.
“Hoo.......”
Ebenholtz Mana Breathing.
I suppressed my boiling fighting spirit and formed cold reason at the tip of my sword.
I stood still and drew an invisible line on the ground.
I recalled Freya’s words.
The sword of Ebenholtz was originally a noble’s sword.
It does not entangle and roll about crudely. It simply and elegantly repels those beneath it who trespass into its domain.
Kuoohhh!
The headless monster charged again. The black gauntlet dove toward my solar plexus, but I didn’t retreat. I merely stirred my sword like a flowing stream.
Swoosh.
It was not a clash of strength against strength. I carried the thing's force on the blade surface, very slightly twisted the trajectory to let it flow off, then swung the long sword widely again to push it away. The thing tried to force its way in crudely, but the single line of sword extended overlapped into two lines. The two lines sprouted again into four lines. Silver trajectories bloomed like flower buds.
There was no path to penetrate.
Slice.
My blade brushed through various parts of its body.
Slice.
No need to cut deeply. I only need to make openings for the mana to escape.
Slice.
Still, it charged like a monster, but it couldn’t step a single foot within my line.
Like moonlight reflected on a lake, my sword quietly deflected its violence.
Swoosh. Slash. Swish.
Every time my blade cut it, mana hissed out with a ssshh sound. Thigh, flank, wrist, as the shallow wounds accumulated, its movements noticeably dulled.
Creeeak──
Soon, a grotesque frictional noise leaked from its torso, which had no vocal cords. Like a doll with a broken spring, its fist hesitated in the air.
I withdrew my sword. There was no need to strike anymore.
Creak─ creeeak.
Its armor dropped to its knees and then toppled forward. I stared at the hunk of scrap metal before retrieving my sword.
Neutralization complete.
Afterward, silence settled in.
“......Are you with the Revolutionary forces?”
The tiger mask asked, lifting his head with difficulty. Beside him, the rabbit mask was already unconscious, and the other comrades had become cold corpses.
The tiger spoke.
“Looks like we’ve failed. Sorry about that.”
I examined his condition. More than the wounds from being crushed by the Ezenheim, he had been seriously exposed to mana toxins. His veins had turned a swollen blue, and every breath he took was accompanied by bloody foam.
He was as good as dead.
"There's no need to be sorry."
“Then I guess I’ll give you something worth being sorry for. Sensi, that rabbit, she’s still alive. Here, there’s a map marking the location of the underground passage......”
The daring tiger threw the map. I caught it.
“Please, take Sensi and leave with her.”
“.......”
I looked quietly at the tiger and then gestured with my chin toward the mana vein.
“Do you want to destroy it?”
The heart of Gigantes pulsed as if alive, emitting red and blue light.
“......Yes, I want to destroy it.”
The tiger’s eyes flared briefly.
“Why?”
“......My father died here.”
The tiger coughed up blood.
"Because he complied. Because he just accepted everything that broke him down."
He panted, as if recalling a distant past.
“He was beaten to death without resisting even once... even in front of his child watching.”
There was a tremor of rage in the tiger’s voice.
Tick.
My soul sensed absolute time.
I could still talk to him a little longer.
"My father died because he complied with his shackles."
I looked at him.
Like a fading flame, the tiger murmured his conviction without pause.
“We must fight endlessly. We must fight to the end. We must not accept it. We must rage, and rage again.”
Even the grand cause of revolution, in the end, began from the deeply personal wish of one individual.
Perhaps, because of that, it was all the more precious.
“Even if we ultimately fail...... we must burn until the last moment. If not, we will slowly rot away.”
I looked down at him.
Suddenly, an emotion like dying embers arose.
“......Sorry, but we’re all bound by shackles. We can never break free, nor can we reject them.”
With a sigh, I tossed the bomb I had slung over my shoulder to the tiger.
“Because the name of that shackle is life.”
The tiger mask instinctively caught it. A heavy weight. His expression, partially visible through the half-broken mask, subtly changed.
“Just as those who betrayed you said, the complete destruction of Gigantes might actually benefit the Empire. It could be a chance to throw away the old and fill it with something new.”
I slung the unconscious rabbit mask over my shoulder.
“However, if you still want to be angry in spite of that.”
I looked back at the tiger. Pointing to the bomb in his arms, I said,
“Then achieve what you desire.”
I left the choice to his wish.
Turning around like that, I was about to leave this scorched underground.
When he called out to me again.
“Tell me your name.”
At some point, the tiger had taken off his mask and thrown it aside. His face was stained with blood and oil, but he had the face of an ordinary young man with eyes as clear as could be.
“I’m Thomas Wagner. A worker at the Zepheltron Printing House.”
His name and job were the epitome of an ordinary commoner. But with that talent and spirit, had this world been just, he would surely have been a successful man.
“.......”
I stared at him blankly, then swept back my hair disguised as black. It fell again as golden blonde.
“Maximilian.”
I told him my real name.
“Maximilian Ebenholtz.”
Thomas’s eyes widened in an instant, then a bright smile spread across his face.
I quietly turned away.
***
I exited through the Revolutionary forces’ underground passage to their hideout. It was a cave cleverly hidden between rocks, not far from Gigantes.
Thud. I set down the rabbit mask on my shoulder.
“.......”
At some point, the mask had come off. I let out a brief, hollow laugh when I saw the revealed face.
Celine Dubois.
She was the editor-in-chief of Jemion Daily.
I thought she only worked with a pen, but she turned out to be something else entirely.
I laid her down on the bed in the hideout. She, too, was suffering from mana toxin exposure, her breathing harsh.
“......Because I made a promise.”
I took out a Super Stimpack from inside my coat. If I injected the full dose, she could die from shock, so I administered exactly one-fifth.
The rapidly boosted mana circulation would greatly help expel the toxins.
Her chances of survival were probably around 60%.
If she survives, the situation will likely already be over.
I emerged from their hideout to the surface.
From a distant hill, I looked toward Gigantes.
Smoke so thick it blocked even the starlight covered the place like a burial shroud.
───!
At some point, the flash came first.
The sound followed after.
Kugugugugugugugung────!
The earth cracked. The heart of Gigantes, the mana stone vein, collapsed, and the energy it released shook the very ground. Massive factories crumpled like sheets of paper and were sucked into the abyss beyond.
Complete collapse.
Thomas Wagner was consumed along with Gigantes.
“.......”
I tried to imagine what he might have thought at the very end.
He had smiled brightly when he heard my name. Perhaps he mistook me for a fellow member of the Revolutionary forces, or even someone hidden deeper within. Perhaps he died with the overwhelming hope that his death wasn’t in vain, and that the great cause would be fulfilled.
Whichever it was.
Thomas Wagner was a man of conviction. He was someone who deserved respect.
Therefore, I hoped he died in the way most beneficial to him.
Because life is suffering, I wished that he might be free of this hellish shackle, and dream a better dream, wherever he had gone.
“Let’s go.......”
The grueling shift was over, but I would probably have to go to work again soon.
This time, as a knight of the Empire.
Chapter 71: Posthumous Trial
Maiyah Mountain in the eastern region of the Empire.
Dane, the cadet commander of Empire Point, was camping with the hunting dog Loki. Without any thoughts. Without any stress. Simply focusing on this space, he placed thick slices of meat on a stone slab heated by the campfire.
Ssszzzz.
A greasy sound and savory smoke. He ground coarse salt and whole black pepper onto the sizzling meat and added asparagus and garlic on the side. Next to him, Loki perked up his ears and remained alert to his surroundings, as if preparing for any potential threat.
Dane picked up a well-cooked chunk of meat with the bone still attached and tossed it to Loki. The beast snatched it mid-air and began chewing voraciously, as if it had been waiting.
Szzzzzzz.
Static noise started mixing into the sound from the radio he had brought along, but Dane simply turned it off.
Crunch. He took a big bite of the meat. The juices burst in his mouth. He gulped down a cold beer that he had taken out in advance.
“Ahhh.”
The mountain wind was chilly, and the flavors of the greasy meat and beer were rich.This was the daily life of a citizen of the Empire. A pure and tranquil vacation.
.......
Szzzzzzz.
The office of the Genen Branch. Yukia adjusted the radio frequency and tuned into the signal. As the static cleared, a dry voice came through.
[......Around 2 AM today, a massive explosion occurred in Gigantes, the Empire's largest military industrial complex. The collapse of the central mana stone vein has destroyed the industrial facilities, and more than 90% of the surface equipment has also been lost. The Imperial Household has identified this as the act of a rebellious group opposed to the Empire.......]
Yukia leaned back in her chair. She blankly stared out the window. The sun had already risen, but the chilly autumn wind seemed to shroud its light.
“.......”
She quietly bowed her head. There was no sadness, no joy. Just a heavy weight pressed against her chest like a boulder.
This destruction had been achieved through the sacrifice of comrades. The success of the resolution was surely soaked in their crimson blood.
I merely survived by luck.
“Yukia Tariq.”
In that moment, Schatz approached.
“It's the contract.”
Yukia quietly gazed at the contract handed to her by the Genen Branch Chief.
.......
Gigantes had been completely destroyed. The ground had caved in, creating a massive crater, and the twisted steel frames had turned into grotesque monstrosities.
The police and related personnel on-site looked at the mangled equipment and let out hollow laughter.
“......We're fucked.”
“What about my money? What’s going to happen to my money now?”
Some noble knights, those who had personal connections to the Imperial Palace and had invested their private fortunes in Gigantes, were in a daze.
“Hey, I said don’t take pictures!”
“Do you want to end up in the Imperial Prison?!”
Reporters who had rushed to the scene were firing their camera flashes.
Alphonse of the Jemion Daily darted around, capturing images of the landscape of Gigantes with his camera.
“Phew.......”
Julian also gazed at the devastated industrial complex with a grim face. Though Gigantes had many problems, it was a place that had existed long before he, his mother and father, his grandmother and grandfather were born, and that fact stirred mixed emotions.
─Tap.
Someone lightly kicked a piece of steel frame debris. Julian turned to look. No, the person had already come to stand beside him.
Maximilian.
“I heard the underground mana stone vein has been completely destroyed.”
At Julian’s words, he nodded.
“Yes. I heard.”
“Uwaaaah! My money! My money!”
A sudden wail burst out nearby. It was a fat noble from the Imperial Palace, adorned with all sorts of jewels. Next to him, a haggard-looking official was dragged over and bowed his head. The noble swung his cane and screamed.
“This happened because of poor control! You left an opening for those rats to sneak in...... You should have monitored everything more tightly! It’s your fault!”
“I’m sorry.”
“You’re getting the death penalty! Death! I’ll make sure of it myself.......”
With his brow slightly furrowed, Julian turned to Maximilian.
“What do you think?”
Maximilian had an unreadable expression. He simply looked at the hysterical noble from the Imperial Palace and replied indifferently.
“It’ll be settled in court. Actually, I had invested in Gigantes as well.”
“I see. That’s unfortunate.”
“Yes. It’s a pity. I think I invested around twenty or thirty million?”
“......What?”
Julian’s eyes widened, but by then, Maximilian was already calmly walking off somewhere.
Step. Step.
He advanced through the gaps in the collapsed wreckage. The virus beneath his collarbone emitted faint mana waves and guided him.
Step. Step.
How far had he gone?
He discovered an entrance buried in the ashes.
A tunnel left behind by past workers. It had somehow been miraculously preserved.
“.......”
He picked up a half-charred wooden box. The exterior had been slightly burned, but the contents, records from the past, were intact.
“This one’s worth about ten million dollars.”
Maximilian smiled faintly and tucked it under his arm.
.......
The Empire, Sentio Magic Tower.
“Our family must have taken a hit too.”
Ezell stepped out of the lab, waving the morning paper in her hand. The Runsellot Family also held some shares in Gigantes. It wasn’t a huge stake, but still, it mattered.
Her gaze lingered on the lower section of the front page of the newspaper.
─[Gigantes Tragedy: Special Trial Imminent to Determine Responsibility]─
......This afternoon, the Imperial Central Court summoned multiple security managers and operational staff to determine accountability for the security failure in the Gigantes explosion terror incident. Investors from the Imperial Palace are demanding strong punishment, calling it a “man-made disaster caused by lax security”, and thus, heavy sentences for the operational staff appear inevitable......
──
“......It’s your fault, you bastards.”
Ezell pouted her lips.
Anyone in the know already understood how rotten Gigantes was. Budget embezzlement, inhumane treatment, upper management’s indifference. And now, they were cutting off the tails and shifting the blame. It was all so revolting.
Just disgusting.
“If I have time, I should drop by too.”
She crumpled the newspaper roughly and shoved it into her bag as she walked down the corridor of the Magic Tower.
"......Huh?"
Suddenly, she encountered someone a bit uncomfortable.
The other person was a neatly dressed woman in a suit. She gave a slight bow.
“Hello, 4th-tier Wizard Ezell.”
It was Sonnet Kandel.
“Ah, hello. Um... are you here to see Professor Jun?"
“Yes.”
Sonnet answered calmly.
“It’s regarding the Gigantes incident. Our family has some matters to discuss with my brother.”
“Ah...... I see.......”
Ezell awkwardly scratched her cheek. The recent 'Brain-Eater' incident made things feel unnecessarily uncomfortable.
“Also, I’m now 5th-tier. I recently passed the promotion review.”
“You rose thanks to us, didn’t you? Congratulations.”
Sonnet’s tone was polite, but somehow the words felt strange. Her uniquely flawless presence overwhelmed Ezell.
“Well then, I’ll be going.”
“Uh... yes. Take care.”
Click. Click. As she watched Sonnet walk away, Ezell tilted her head.
“......‘Thanks to us’?”
I mean, technically she’s not wrong, but the way she said it was weird.
***
Due to the Gigantes terror incident, security across all Imperial facilities had become tight, and the trial was convened with unusual speed. It was not so much about actual accountability for security failure, but rather about publicly hanging someone to calm the rage over financial losses.
Empire's Central Courthouse.
Quite a number of investors had gathered here. Among them were knights, nobles, and corporate figures, but of course, the majority came from the Imperial Palace.
“Sir Knight Maximilian, you’re here as well.”
People from the Imperial Palace recognized me. I nodded and exchanged greetings with them.
Like this, I too attended as a victim. It was thanks to having made a sizable investment in Gigantes in advance, as a means to preemptively avoid any potential suspicion.
It was a very cheap price to pay for an alibi.
“Haah... Sir Knight. I honestly don’t know what to do. I was so infuriated I couldn’t sleep at all. Just what kind of security management allowed this disaster to happen?”
“It’s absurd. Security should never have been left in the hands of mere commoners... As expected, you can’t trust those lowborn.”
I brushed my hair back, pretending to be annoyed by their complaints.
“If you'd outsourced the security to the Knight Order, this wouldn’t have happened. Wasn’t it the Gigantes board that decided to handle security internally?”
At my sharp words, the people from the Imperial Palace flinched. After all, they were the ones with decision-making power on the board.
“Ha, haha… The Knight Order was too expensive… and even the Imperial Guards got taken down this time…”
“I heard most of the Imperial Guards were just young recruits, no?”
"Ahaha, well...... That, cost is always the problem. We also had to run the facilities first, so that's why we did that-"
"Whether it's cost or whatever. I also lost quite a lot of money in this incident. I can't just let it go."
To avoid suspicion, one must be more genuine than anyone else. You must even deceive yourself.
I am a victim. A victim of victims who invested just three months ago, and suffered massive losses right after.
“Ha, hahaha… Yes. I understand. Well then… Ah~ Uh~ over there. Lord Cade!”
The people from the Imperial Palace quietly backed away, intimidated by my murderous gaze.
“How do you feel?”
Just then, someone approached. It was the journalist Alphonse, a camera slung around his neck.
“Looks like you invested too, Sir Knight, in Gigantes, that hotbed of labor exploitation? Ha-ha-ha!”
“Pft.”
For a moment, laughter I didn't expect flowed out. Alphonse's triumphant appearance was somehow cute.
Alphonse furrowed his brow.
“What are you laughing at? I’m sure you’ll be rounding up innocent commoners again in this trial.”
“There’s no need to do that.”
I shook my head.
"They won't yield a single coin even if squeezed anyway."
Alphonse looked confused for a moment, then lifted his camera to snap a picture of my face. I struck a few fitting poses for him.
─The trial will begin shortly.
Right on time, the trial began. Several Gigantes affiliates were led in first.
“Ah, Sir Knight. This way, please.”
As the victim section was separate from the general audience, a court staff member guided me to a seat that felt like a VIP area.
“We will now convene the special trial of the Imperial Central Court.”
The judge continued in a stern voice.
“This case concerns negligence in security management and dereliction of duty at Gigantes. All defendants, please stand.”
After that, the prosecutors began dragging in the security officials one after another. Pale lips, trembling fingertips. Every one of them looked deathly pale.
One of the prosecutors read the indictment.
“This incident occurred due to the defendants’ negligence and failure to follow security protocols.”
But most of them likely weren’t actual security ‘managers’. Nor were they the ones who exploited Gigantes. More likely, they were the operational staff beneath them. The true culprits had already escaped, leaving behind these scraps, mere commoners of the Empire.
“There was insufficient inspection of controlled zones and lax monitoring of external personnel, allowing the terrorist group to infiltrate. This is a clear case of dereliction of duty…”
The prosecutor’s statement dragged on.
The judge looked down at those seated in the defendant's box and asked,
“Do the defendants admit to the charges? If you have anything to say, speak now.”
Choked by injustice, they barely managed to open their mouths.
“The budget allocated to us was severely lacking, so we couldn’t increase staff. We reported it multiple times to higher-ups, but”
A noble sitting beside me suddenly stood and shouted.
“How long will you hide behind budget excuses! This terror attack wasn’t planned in a day or two! While those bastards dug tunnels and planted bombs over all that time, where the hell were your eyes?!”
“B-but we-”
“Silence! Even Sir Maximilian here is a victim! He lost a fortune just three months after investing! Try making your excuses in front of him!”
“Shh.”
I lightly tapped the man’s shoulder, who was making an unnecessary fuss. It was a gesture to quiet down.
Why act like this when we don’t even know each other’s names?
“......Yes. I’m sorry.”
The noble flinched and sat down. The defendants bowed their heads deeply, and even the judge glanced at them with clear disapproval.
Once again, the Imperial Palace was trying to cover up its responsibility by sacrificing meaningless lives.
“Then, Sir Knight Maximilian von Ebenholtz, one of the main victims and a witness in this case. Would you please take the stand as a witness?”
The prosecutor called my name. I gladly stood and sat in the witness seat.
“I heard you lost a considerable amount in this incident.”
“Probably somewhere between twenty and thirty million.”
The gallery, the prosecutors, the judge, even the nobles from the Imperial Palace all gasped.
……Perhaps I should’ve burned a little less.
It seemed my financial sense was more or less broken.
“Do you believe the root cause of this incident lies in the negligence of the defendants and their inadequate control systems?”
The prosecutor asked politely. I slowly looked around the courtroom. There were quite a few familiar faces. Alphonse was there, as well as other nobles and knights, Julian, Chiron, and even Sonnet with her expressionless face.
My gaze returned to the commoners sitting in the defendants’ box. Their bodies flinched. Their faces were drenched in despair.
“No.”
I softly smiled and rejected the prosecutor’s assertion.
“I actually believe the opposite is true.”
“......What?”
“This incident was caused by excessive control and the overburdening of the workers, in other words, the very operational principle of Gigantes itself was the problem.”
The courtroom stirred.
I continued calmly.
“According to the investigation, the terrorist group dug a web of underground tunnels inside Gigantes. It was an almost reckless act of boldness, yet they were never discovered.”
The decades-old worker tunnels I had found. If only there had been vents or breathing spaces like those, the Revolutionary forces’ tunnels would have been detected.
No, Thomas Wagner might not have even considered destroying Gigantes in the first place.
“Setting aside the documented and numerical issues with the budget, excessive control turns people into machines. Workers are made to follow only designated paths, supervisors and patrolling guards are also restricted to fixed routes written in the manuals. When sightlines are fixed, blind spots are bound to appear.”
This was the cost of treating human beings like components.
“If the control over workers had been even slightly loosened, if Gigantes had allowed for a certain degree of flexibility…”
The problem lay not with the people, but with the system.
“Then at least one among the many workers would have taken a break or gone to smoke in a quiet corner, and definitely would have discovered at least one of the dangers underground.”
This incident happened entirely because of how Gigantes was run.
“B-but-”
The flustered prosecutor tried to interrupt.
“I lost a very large amount of assets in this incident.”
I swept a cold gaze across the gallery where the Imperial nobles were seated.
“If the responsibility for that loss is to be pinned solely on these low-ranking staff, just to cut off the tail…”
I struck before the Imperial Palace bastards could.
“Then I can’t help but say, I’m very disappointed.”
Right now, I’m a man whose eyes have gone mad from losing money.
A victim who speaks from true conviction.
And from that standpoint, these were the words I could reasonably say.
Chapter 72: Posthumous Trial (2)
The trial orchestrated by those scum in the Imperial Palace went awry from the very beginning. Flustered, the prosecutor merely mumbled through a summary of the Gigantes terror incident, and the judge banged the gavel, announcing that a new trial date would be scheduled later. The trial, which was supposed to extract compensation, ended haphazardly like that.
“Truly unfortunate.”
“Haha... haha...”
"Ahem. Even so, Gigantes was destroyed... Isn't it somewhat inappropriate to let personal emotions take precedence...?"
Most of the nobles from the Imperial Palace nervously glanced at me before slipping away as if fleeing.
Of course, not everyone in the Imperial Palace is like that. It’s just that the proportion is significantly high, and those nobles who are either rational or exceptional would not have coveted the blind fortune that was the Gigantes in the first place.
At any rate, the trial ended meaninglessly, and the security personnel who had been seated as defendants approached hesitantly and bowed their heads.
"We are sorry. We are truly sorry, Sir Knight."
Together with their defense attorney, they repeatedly apologized, but I waved my hand.
"There is no reason to apologize. You were never in that position to take responsibility in the first place."“...Huh?”
The Empire’s class system is, at times, my weapon or the basis for my actions.
"What can commoners take responsibility for, and to what extent? To say that the destruction of Gigantes was because of people like you is utter nonsense."
Their complexions brightened as if relieved by my arrogance. As they tearfully embraced their families, I turned away.
There, Alphonse was standing.
“Do you really believe that? What you said at the trial just now.”
Alphonse looked doubtful. I shrugged and replied.
“...The logic may not be perfect. When you’re angry, emotional fallacies come out. But my belief that repressive control and treating people like machines doesn’t directly lead to efficiency hasn’t changed.”
“"How unexpected. Aren’t nobles supposed to treat their subjects like livestock who need their piss and shit schedules managed?”
At Alphonse’s provocation, I let out a hollow laugh.
“You seem a little too happy about Gigantes being destroyed. Be careful, or you might actually end up in prison.”
“......”
Alphonse stuffed his camera into his bag and left for somewhere. He really had guts.
As I walked through the courthouse lobby, I spotted a welcome face.
“Edmon!”
Colonel Edmon Bruindol. He turned to look at me and raised a hand with a stern expression. He certainly had a distinctive weightiness when it came to official duty.
“Max. I heard you suffered significant losses because of Gigantes, too.”
“What’s lost won’t come back, so let’s not talk about it. More importantly, what’s your situation?”
“Everything’s on high alert. Starting from the border zones.”
Just then, a man quietly approached Edmon’s side. Edmon gestured toward him, looking a bit uneasy.
“Let me introduce you. This is Major Goetz. He’s with the staff.”
“Loyalty! It’s an honor to meet you, Sir Knight!”
Goetz. A familiar name, and a familiar face. Eyes bulging as if they’d pop out, an emaciated frame, and curly hair overly groomed making him look unbalanced.
He’s a noble-born officer who would later rise to a high-ranking position, but he ends his life as a particularly nasty war criminal.
“I’ve heard so much about you from the Eastern Border, Sir Maximilian!”
“Yes.”
"Please speak comfortably to me! Hearing about your military achievements from afar, I cannot tell you how moved I was..."
Goetz spewed sentence after sentence without pause. Dressed up on the outside but hollow on the inside.
In other words, pure flattery.
I’ve dealt with this type for so long that I’m sick of it now.
I asked Edmon,
“Is there any word from the military or the imperial family?”
“Same situation, emergency status. No matter how problematic Gigantes was, it was still responsible for a large portion of the Empire’s military supply.”
In that case, I need to prepare too.
Soon, my factory will be the one to fill the void left by Gigantes.
“...However.”
Edmon gave a faint smile and lightly placed a hand on my shoulder.
“What you said in court earlier was right on the mark. In this case, the people responsible are elsewhere.”
His plain compliment didn’t feel bad.
“Um, excuse me... Sir Knight.”
Major Goetz, who had been watching for the right moment, cut in from the side.
“If it’s not too presumptuous, could I get your terminal number? My insight is shallow and lacking, so I’d like to seek your advice on various matters going forward...”
A greedy gleam in his eyes. People who are obsessed with rising through the ranks are exhausting. Especially those who are desperate to grab onto connection.
“I’ll give you the number for my administrative officer. My schedule is tight, so it’s hard to take calls directly.”
“Ah... yes. Understood! Even that is an honor!”
Goetz bowed deeply, trying hard to hide his disappointment.
Edmon raised his eyebrows.
“Well then. You seem busy, so go on.”
“Yeah. Take care.”
I turned away from Edmon.
Suddenly, I found myself wondering about his true feelings regarding Gigantes.
Edmon was likely a comrade of the Revolutionary forces.
One of the core leaders, even deeper than Thomas Wagner.
“.......”
Edmon Bruindol. A man who grew up like a brother alongside me since childhood, in the main castle of Ebenholtz.
Must he someday become my enemy?
Must I someday cut him down with my own hands?
Is that the only way?
For now, no one can say.
***
Kuuung─!
In the Knight Order's administrative office. A heavy stack of papers landed on my desk. They were documents brought in by Dieter.
"There are this many documents?"
“Yes. These papers explain the advantages of our factory and prove that we can cover much of the gap left by Gigantes.”
Dieter calmly continued his explanation.
“There’s a plot of land we previously purchased in Southern Hermes, and we’ve also imported state-of-the-art precision machinery from the Canilan Independent State for the mana stone refining business. These facilities were originally designed to process unstable mana stones, so their durability and precision exceed military standards. With slight adjustments to the process, we can immediately start producing shells, firearm components, and even tanks.”
The justification was perfect. In preparation for this incident, we had even pre-purchased numerous raw material mines, including iron ore.
"Do I need to go to the palace right now?"
“Yes. The timing seems just right.”
I left the office with Dieter.
We went down to the parking lot and got into the car that was waiting. In the passenger seat, the Yaken race Yukia bowed her head. Aware of how Yakens were treated, she had covered her facial features with sunglasses and a suit.
“Aren’t you going to introduce yourself?”
At my words, Yukia replied briefly.
“...Personal secretary Yukia.”
“Ah, Sir Knight. I’ve been conducting job training, but it seems her short responses won’t change, probably because she’s not fluent in Imperial language.”
The administrative officer added awkwardly.
“It’s fine. Let’s go.”
She’s probably doing it on purpose.
“Yes.”
On the road from the Knight Order to the Imperial Palace.
Suddenly, a massive shadow passed over the window.
Kugugugugugu──!
It was a transport aircraft taking off with a thunderous roar. In the distance at the landing zone, knights waiting for their turn were gathered, checking their equipment.
Soon, aerial assault will not only be a basic skill for knights but a required core ability for the upcoming war.
Leaving that scene behind, we arrived at the main gate of the Imperial Palace.
“Wait here.”
I got out of the car. Guided by the secretaries of the palace, I headed to the main conference room. It was the place where an emergency meeting was being held to fill the void left by Gigantes.
Beneath a splendid chandelier, high-ranking officials from the military and the Ministry of Finance, nobles from the Imperial Palace, and a suitable number of corporate representatives were already gathered.
“Elron Industries will secure a production line for new artillery shells as quickly as possible. Please entrust it to us.”
“This is Kaision Heavy Industries. We can deliver combat-ready tank parts immediately.”
"We, Emelton, will take responsibility for the steel supply. It may not compare to Gigantes, but..."
Amid a stream of self-promotions from various companies and families, my turn finally came.
“I am Maximilian Ebenholtz.”
People who had looked bored and even yawned suddenly straightened their postures.
This is the weight carried by the name Ebenholtz.
"I have a factory in the southern Hermes Province region."
I laid the proposal out before them. The latest equipment imported from Canilan, a stable supply chain of raw materials, and immediate production capability.
“This factory will be equipped with Canilan’s latest automated facilities. Since the machines were originally designed for mana stone refining, their durability and precision exceed military standards...”
The nobles of the Imperial Palace noticeably nodded in agreement.
“Though smaller in scale compared to Gigantes, the factory will be far more efficient. What required 100 workers in Gigantes, we can achieve with just 10. I guarantee that level of efficiency.”
It was probably because they felt at least some degree of guilt over the losses I suffered from the Gigantes investment.
“-However, Sir Maximilian.”
Still, not everyone here was easy to deal with.
Oscar Steiner, the official in charge of operations at the Ministry of Finance, adjusted his glasses and sharply pointed out.
“You say the facility was built for mana stone refining, but doesn’t that mean you require tax support for the conversion?”
I have no intention of begging the palace bastards for subsidies. If I ask for funding, they’ll use it as an excuse to interfere with shares and everything else, that much is obvious.
“I will cover everything with my personal assets. If I lack funds, I’ll even use my mana stone mine as collateral to move forward.”
The room stirred. Oscar, rather surprised, asked again.
“Then what do you want in return?”
“All I ask for is manpower and consistent contracts.”
“Manpower?”
“Yes. Please select skilled workers from Gigantes and assign them to my factory.”
No matter how advanced Canilan’s automation technology may be, heavy industry like military manufacturing still ultimately relies on people.
Well-practiced skills, know-how, intuition.
Gigantes may have collapsed, but the artisans who had worked with steel there for decades survived. I needed them, and the palace also needed a way to deal with the sudden mass of unemployed people.
“That much would be enough compensation for the losses I suffered from Gigantes.”
I scanned over the faces of the nobles seated around the palace.
“This is your chance to avoid blame or scrutiny for the Gigantes incident. We often waste our anger in the wrong places or divert our focus.”
A direct criticism of how people are turning against each other, when the true object of our outrage should be the rebel group that destroyed Gigantes.
“I believe what I’m proposing is the most ideal solution under the current circumstances.”
“...Yes, I understand. However-”
Oscar still looked doubtful.
“There must be full transparency regarding cost structures and profit margins.”
“Discuss it with my staff. We’ll supply at very reasonable unit costs.”
Military industry is only going to expand further over time. Taking modest profit is enough. One percent of a 100 billion business is still a billion. Even just 1% is an enormous sum.
On top of that, weakening the palace’s base of power while strengthening the Empire’s military force, that alone satisfies me.
“Reasonable pricing. Can we trust that?”
To Oscar’s question, I smiled.
“Yes. Of course. I swear it on my name.”
***
Imperial Ministry of Finance conference room.
In the silence, only the scratching of pens and the rustling of turning pages echoed dryly. The bureaucrats, led by Minister of Finance Oscar, were dissecting the documents submitted by Dieter Schmidt.
“...Hmm.”
Eventually, Oscar furrowed his brows.
To be honest, he was suspicious of Maximilian’s intentions.
The destruction of Gigantes could have been seen as an opportunity from the perspective of a great noble house. If he were the type who lusted after tax money, it would’ve actually been more easier.
But the terms presented by his administrator were excessively reasonable.
No, they were advantageous to the Empire.
“Secretary Dieter Schmidt.”
Oscar spoke to Dieter Schmidt, who was attending the meeting.
“The documents alone are not enough. I’ll make my decision after personally inspecting the factory with my own eyes.”
Dieter nodded.
“Yes. Of course. You’re welcome anytime.”
“.......”
Oscar fell silent for a moment. He quietly observed Dieter, then finally opened his mouth.
“Even so, military expenditures are paid with the blood taxes of our citizens. Therefore, we must ensure that a portion of the profits you gain...”
Just as he was about to probe them further by demanding additional concessions.
“We are prepared to reinvest over 30% of our net profits into the civilian sector.”
Dieter beat him to it.
Thirty percent. It was a massive figure. Oscar and the other bureaucrats wore expressions of disbelief.
“What’s the reason?”
Oscar finally removed his glasses and set them down. He stared at Dieter with sharp eyes.
“You seem to be just as much a numbers man as I am, so let’s speak plainly. This isn’t the kind of calculation a businessman would make.”
“Military manufacturing is a business of enormous scale. So if the operation continues steadily, it will eventually yield significant profits for us as well.”
“Of course. One can endure present losses for future gains, if there’s a need to.”
The Empire had to fill the void left by Gigantes.
That meant desperation.
It meant they could fully become the ones in control.
“But right now, there’s no need for that. So then, why?”
Dieter organized his pen and answered lightly.
“It is the president’s will.”
“You mean Sir Maximilian’s will?”
“Yes.”
He added calmly.
"Because he is a loyal subject of the Empire."
“...A loyal servant.”
Loyal servant. A word rarely heard in the stagnant halls of the palace, one more likely to be found embalmed in textbooks.
Oscar blinked blankly, then let out a hollow laugh.
“It seems you were momentarily confused because you’ve seen too many fakes until now, sir.”
Dieter swept his gaze across the entire Ministry of Finance.
“He serves only the Empire.”
“.......”
──Tick. Tick.
Oscar and the bureaucrats were left speechless, and in that silence, the ticking of the clock echoed louder than anything.
Dieter, as if nothing had happened, turned his attention back to the documents.
──Tick. Tick.
Through the steady beat of the second hand,
their conversation was delivered to somewhere unseen.
Chapter 73: What Is Most Needed
The Imperial Family held intense internal meetings. The nobles of the Imperial Palace demanded compensation for their “losses” resulting from the destruction of Gigantes, but all of it was thoroughly denied by Imperial decree.
─Even if complete restoration is impossible.
In the deepest sanctum of the Imperial Family. Beyond the layers of red curtains, the silhouette of the Emperor seated on the throne spoke.
─Not a single inch of retreat shall be permitted in the soon-to-arrive Millennium Plan.
The voice carried no emotion and was rather low, yet it carried more weight than anything else.
─Adjust it accordingly, no matter what it takes.
At the sharp edge of the imperial decree, the ministers retreated, stepping backward. However, only one man remained standing in place.
Supreme Commander of the Imperial Army, Sebestian.
─Sebestian.
The Emperor called his name. Only then did Sebestian bow his head at a slight angle.─It seems I shall benefit a little from your son.
The Emperor seemed to recall the figures presented by Maximilian. The conditions that would partially fill the void left by Gigantes were astonishingly reasonable.
They did not deplete the Imperial treasury in the slightest, and even included a promise to return part of the profit to society as relief for the people, soothing public sentiment.
Sebestian calmly replied.
“He may be an unreliable son, but even so, he is still an Ebenholtz.”
At those words, the Emperor’s silhouette quivered faintly. A faint smile leaked from beyond the curtain.
It was such a precious, fleeting smile.
─Even amidst the schemes of traitors who seek to tarnish the long-standing history of the Empire, it is thanks to loyalists like you that I can finally find reason to smile. You may withdraw.
With grace, Sebestian exited the Imperial palace.
A cold wind brushed against his uniform. Before he knew it, Enzi had approached.
“Did the mana stone deposits in the mines he purchased really turn out to be that plentiful?”
To Sebestian’s question, Enzi tilted his head as if he didn’t know.
“Well, I’m not sure of the details myself.”
He was feigning ignorance, fully aware.
Sebestian glanced at him momentarily with displeasure. Enzi met his gaze with a gentle smile.
"Should I not keep the young master's secrets?"
“.......”
To Sebestian, Enzi was more than a trusted aide, and to Maximilian, he was more than a butler.
Without a word, Sebestian moved toward his office residence.
To Enzi’s eyes, his back looked, for some reason, a bit lighter than usual.
***
Canilan Independent State. Headquarters of the Akarius Mercenary Corps.
“Wow.”
Even this island nation had received news of Gigantes. It took up a considerable portion of the morning paper, but public attention was focused entirely elsewhere.
[ + 8.19% ]
Money was truly being duplicated. Money begetting money, and that money begetting more money, it was a time like that.
People were maxing out bank loans to throw everything into stocks, and the profits were flowing straight into high-end champagne, luxury goods, theater and film industries, dyeing the entire city a vivid crimson like a beehive, madness.
“Ah~ I should’ve started just a bit earlier.”
Ren smacked her lips.
Regretful.
If only she had jumped in two years or no, just one year earlier her assets would’ve easily doubled by now.
At that moment, the Deputy Commander entered the office.
“Oh, you’re here.”
The Deputy Commander had a cheerful face.
“Commander. Thanks to Gigantes being destroyed, the Empire and neighboring countries are all uneasy. Demand for mercenaries has skyrocketed, and the fees are just ridiculous right now.”
He handed over the request forms. The amounts were much higher than even just a month ago.
Ren nodded with a feeling of bliss.
“Ha... I’m so glad I immigrated here.”
Good things really do come all at once.
She rose from her chair and looked out the window. The dazzling landscape of Canilan’s city center came into view.
Indeed, the wealth and glory of this independent nation would be everlasting.
If capital continued to accumulate steadily and military force increased, she could take one more step closer to the dream she had longed for so desperately.
She had a dream more desperate than money.
Someday, to sharpen herself further, and to never neglect self-cultivation and training─
To drive a sword into Sebestian’s heart.
.......
[ +54.3% ]
Chiron checked his account return rate on the terminal. The return from Canilan was much higher than even last week.
He was tempted to invest more, but shook his head.
[Sell All Orders]
He had earned enough to buy buildings and land in the capital’s key areas. Now was the time to take profit and secure physical assets.
After entering the sell order through the terminal, he looked around at the knights gathered in the garden.
“Is everyone here?”
“Yes, sir.”
Chiron’s faction within the Sentinel. What had started with barely three people had now grown to over twenty.
“The reason I called you here today is different.”
For knights, time is money. So if you call them out for pointless lectures, they'll curse you inside.
Chiron was a knight with enough discernment to know that.
“For the next month, the knight who achieves the greatest accomplishment will receive this as a prize. A premium mana stone reservation ticket.”
He revealed a ticket wrapped in luxurious packaging.
Premium mana stones. The eyes of the knights slightly trembled.
“Yes, exactly this.”
Chiron took out his cube from inside his uniform.
Whirrrr.
As mana infused into the cube, the air vibrated and a translucent sphere formed around his body.
A new knight’s shield with versatility and stability on a completely different level from conventional aura, capable of withstanding bullets, tank shells, and even destructive magic, this was the 「Aura Sphere」.
“This is the reservation ticket for that. You probably won’t get your turn through normal channels even after this year passes. Even the old men in the Imperial Palace have recognized its value, so it’s become impossible to obtain.”
Those Imperial Palace geezers go crazy for anything expensive and rare.
“Uh, specifically what kind of accomplishment are you referring to?”
To the hasty question from the young knight Raynel, Chiron smiled kindly.
“Of course, it’s the Aura Sphere. At the very least, you should be able to deploy this sphere even during descent.”
According to the market evaluation Chiron briefly conducted, this premium ticket was something money alone couldn’t buy.
“I want you, my people, to grow stronger. Only then will it benefit not just me, but you, and all of us.”
Still, what he desired above all was their growth and the bond between them.
“Understood?”
──Yes, sir!
The young knights responded with faces burning with passion.
***
Southern Hermes Province.
After the collapse of Gigantes, the laborers from there began pouring in. I mostly selected those who had established families. Because they are less likely to betray.
To me, the Revolutionary forces are just as dangerous as the Ezenheim race. To those armed with ideology, I would also be seen as nothing more than a lackey of the Empire who must be overthrown, so I must never let my guard down.
“Everyone, line up and come in!”
The laborers had frightened faces.
They were probably expecting working conditions as bad as Gigantes, or even worse. Fearing that they would be worked even harder to fill the gap left by Gigantes.
In fact, many laborers had fled.
“Line up and come in!”
Just as they feared, I would work them hard.
I would extract extremely ruthless levels of efficiency.
“Thirty people per group! Line up!”
The gate of the “quarantine zone” lifted, and the laborers, with tense expressions, entered in a line.
I had them spread out widely.
“Jason Miller.”
“Y-Yes.”
“Kyle Hunt.”
“Yes.”
“Roman Pierce.”
“Yes, that’s me.”
Sniff, sniff.
I heard the sound of sniffling behind me. It was the personal secretary Yukia.
Thump.
At the same time, my heart reacted.
Taking one more step forward, I identified the Ezenheim who had hidden themselves among the ranks.
“Makian Jace.”
“Yes.”
Check.
However, I won’t kill them right away. The virus inside me can clearly distinguish the Ezenheim, but the fact that I can identify them must be thoroughly concealed.
I will dispose of them discreetly, under appropriate circumstances, with the right pretext and justification, leaving no room for suspicion.
"One son."
“Y-Yes, that’s correct.”
Amazingly, even those Ezenheim bastards had children. On paper, they were a perfect family.
Is reproduction between Ezenheim possible?
Or do they summon them from somewhere, or generate them through cloning?
That much remains unknown.
“Let them all in. Next.”
The quarantine gate opened again, and a staff member brought in a new line.
I matched each of their faces and names one by one.
“Thomas Benn.”
“Yes!”
“Ricky Meon.”
“Yes.”
“Hans Von.”
“Yes.”
Thump.
The virus reacted to the man named ‘Hans Von’.
As I checked the list, pretending to be indifferent,
Sniff sniff.
The overlapping sound again. It was Yukia. She sniffed particularly loudly.
I ignored it and continued checking the roster.
Including Hans Von, thirteen in total.
Considering the fact that we had accepted three thousand workers so far, the ratio wasn’t high, but even these thirteen tumors could ruin the entire group.
......However.
Sniff sniff.
I turned to Yukia, who had been sniffing since earlier. Her brow was slightly furrowed.
“.......”
Looking back.
Now, and also earlier- definitely.
Every time an Ezenheim entered, Yukia sniffed the air. My heartbeat and her sniffing always overlapped.
Was it just coincidence?
"Let them all inside and stand by."
“Yes. Please head in!”
After all the workers went in, I paused for a moment with my pen.
With a rather serious look, I turned to Yukia.
“Yukia. Why do you keep sniffing?”
“.......”
She blinked silently.
“I’m asking you. Why do you keep sniffing?”
In that moment, a memory flashed in my mind.
What the aged Edmon once said before the regression.
‘Thanks to the help of the Yaken race, we held out fairly well in the early stages. They had power that could oppose the Dimensional Devourers.......’
What kind of power was that, the power to oppose Dimensional Devourers?
The most important ability in war is identifying the enemy’s location and presence, in other words, friend-or-foe identification.
Then could it be a talent that could distinguish monsters wearing human skins, yet completely different from humans?
"Did you perhaps smell something from a person?"
Yukia remained silent.
This dog-faced girl who was supposedly poor at the Imperial language suddenly felt extremely frustrating.
“I’m asking you, answer me──!”
I raised my voice without realizing it. I pushed down on her shoulders, pressing her for an answer.
"Just now. What did you smell?"
Shrinking under my pressure, she eventually opened her mouth softly.
"......The stench of rotting fish."
“From the man named Hans Von?”
“.......”
She silently nodded her head.
At that moment, an indescribable shiver ran through me. A strange ecstasy as if every hair stood on end. It was pure kinship, a joy rising from the bottom of my chest.
“Ha.”
I still don’t know whether this ability exists in all Yaken, or if it’s a talent unique to Yukia.
But at the very least, there exists someone in this world besides me who can detect those bastards.
Even if she can’t ‘explain’ them like I can, she can instinctively identify the enemy of mankind.
That is a fact.
“......I see.”
I curled my lips into a smile and brushed Yukia’s shoulders. Straightening her clothes, I turned to the staff and said,
“Bring in the next group of workers.”
Unfortunately, someone like that turned out to be part of the Revolutionary forces.
No matter what it takes, I must make her one of my own.
***
“Nice to meet you all. I am Chief Supervisor Aisen. Welcome to the factory ‘Aternum’, which will become the new heart of Hermes.”
Three thousand laborers, with tense, stiff faces and gaunt appearances, gathered in the lobby of the factory.
“Sir Maximilian will personally explain the future work regulations and compensation policies.”
With the introduction, Maximilian stepped up to the second-floor balcony.
Three thousand laborers who had flowed in from Gigantes to this place or among them, the Revolutionary forces and Ezenheim in disguise, all raised their heads at once and looked up at him.
“The outline of your work is as follows.”
Maximilian’s voice resounded throughout the entire factory.
“The standard schedule is a five-day workweek. Daily working hours are eleven, including one hour for lunch and a separate break time.”
Five days a week. Eleven hours a day.
The laborers’ eyes wavered. Some even started counting the numbers with their coarse fingers, trying to make sense of what they had just heard.
“In addition, you are entitled to twelve paid leave days per year.”
At those words, they blinked in a daze.
For those who had worked like slaves from before sunrise until sunset, six to seven days a week their entire lives, these were words close to an alien language.
“If you fall ill, you should take sick leave and focus entirely on recovery.”
This policy was based on a theory Maximilian had read before the regression titled 「Labor, Recovery, and the Correlation with Efficiency」, which argued that it greatly increased national productivity.
Humans are not machines. They have emotions and physical limits. Rather, the less rest they have, the more their efficiency drops, and once a laborer breaks down, they don’t come back.
It’s important that skilled workers can work for a long time in good health. That way, you reduce waste from having to recruit and train new workers.
That is why proper rest and rewards can, over time, drastically increase productivity.
“During working hours, you must focus solely on your tasks. During holidays, you must focus entirely on the health and recovery of yourself and your family. Foolish behavior will not be tolerated.”
Immediately after, Maximilian’s expression suddenly turned cold.
“However, as you all know, Gigantes was destroyed by an unidentified rebel organization.”
His golden eyes swept coldly over the assembly.
“Therefore, if any collaboration with rebel organizations or seditious behavior or activity is detected here at Aternum... under Imperial special law, you will face immediate execution, and those who report such activity will be rewarded.”
The air inside the factory froze instantly.
“Rest during work is necessary, yes. But any intention to disrupt the factory’s order and discipline will not be tolerated. To protect your own rights, you must reject and drive out the subversive elements yourselves.”
This was to weed out the Ezenheim that might be hiding among the workers.
The Ezenheim Maximilian had already marked on his roster would be dealt with gradually under “immediate execution”.
“That is all. Begin job training now.”
As Maximilian stepped back, the supervisors and instructors in charge of technical training came down to the floor.
“First, we’ll begin with machinery operation training. The equipment was brought in from Canilan, so it will be very different from what you’re used to.”
The training began. The instructors demonstrated first, then it was the laborers’ turn.
Whiiing!
In the midst of high tension, one laborer made a mistake. Due to improper handling, the machine gave off a warning sound.
Flinch.
The laborer hunched his shoulders and tightly shut his eyes. If this were Gigantes, a club or whip would have flown at him by now.
“...It’s all right.”
But no beating came. Instead, the supervisor pulled the laborer by the arm.
“This machine is sensitive, so you can’t handle it with force. Like this, gently guide it by following the flow of mana. Then it cuts smoothly.”
He explained the operation again. It was from the training manual Maximilian had provided in advance.
There’s no such thing as someone who gets better by being hit. But that doesn’t mean there’s any need to be overly kind. All that’s needed is instruction focused solely on the task.
“You have been selected as skilled workers. Later, you will also need to train the incoming new workers, so please master it as quickly as possible.”
“Ah... yes.”
The worker blankly looked back and forth between the supervisor’s face and the cutting-edge equipment. Other workers wore similar expressions.
Only then did they realize.
This is not Gigantes.
This place is far more...
Humane.
"Please be informed. There will be a ten-minute break in thirty minutes."
──Yes, sir!
Before long, a faint sign of life returned to the hardened faces of the workers.
Chapter 74: What Is Most Needed (2)
──Tick.
I opened my eyes.
Memories of the past surfaced as if they were real.
─Clink.
My wrists felt heavy. Cold shackles dug into my flesh. Beyond me was a rusty iron bar, and within my trembling vision, their faces came into view.
Ezell Runsellot. A noble of a great family who had given up her nobility.
Yet she seemed more noble than anyone else, and I was more ragged than anyone.
‘......Max.’
Ezell called my name as if she were sorrowful. Behind her, Edmon looked at me with a complicated gaze.
A country where the distinction of status had already vanished.I, who had thrown away the pride of the great Ebenholtz family faster than anyone else.
I had run away without knowing why I was running, and I had lived without knowing why I was living.
‘Regarding the treatment of Ebenholtz.......’
Complex emotions were entangled on their faces.
They discussed the matter with officials of the New Cabinet while keeping me locked there.
Fearing execution, I couldn't say a word──
“-Haa!”
My heart trembled violently as I was pulled back to reality.
There was someone in front of me, sitting cross-legged like me.
Freya.
“Is it difficult?”
She tilted her head slightly.
“You're wavering.”
Today’s lesson was the beginning of Ebenholtz Second Movement.
I exhaled deeply and lowered my upper body. I calmed my trembling heart.
“......Yes. I couldn’t help but be shaken.”
Freya let out a brief laugh.
“When mana is circulated deep into the body, sometimes the brain gets confused and is engulfed by strange hallucinations or memories of the past. You must endure it. The second movement of Ebenholtz is ultimately ‘Mana Assimilation’.”
Perfect assimilation between the body and mana.
It is a state in which mana is controlled and coordinated as delicately as the fingertips and toes.
“The first step of the second movement is the transformation of vision, so you may have seen illusions.”
First, a portion of the mana spread throughout the body is concentrated on the optic nerve, then further implants sight into the sensory perception of the skin. It erases the very concept of blind spots.
“The chronic illness of nobility is the back of the head. It has always been that way throughout history.”
Freya toyed with her dagger for a moment, then flicked it into the air.
“Over time, nobles, humans, become arrogant. The illusion that they are noble. The arrogance that they are truly chosen by the gods. In the end, in their complacency, they are stabbed and killed from the place they trusted most.”
She looked at me and tilted her head ever so slightly.
Whoosh─!
The dagger fell precisely on the crown of her head. The blade brushed past her earlobe and stuck into the ground.
It was as if she had seen it without looking.
No, she had truly seen it.
“People think mana is wholly theirs, but it’s not. It's far more common for the body's characteristics and the properties of mana not to match. That’s why you must assimilate mana with yourself. You must dye your mana with Ebenholtz.”
I closed my eyes.
Perhaps Freya’s lesson today was exactly what I needed.
The mana of the virus is different from mine. The virus operates in its own way, and that clashes with Ebenholtz.
To use an analogy, the virus is closer to primal mana.
In contrast, Ebenholtz is a more clearly refined, much purer flow.
"......Children of Ebenholtz are steeped in the highest concentration of mana that humans can handle from the moment they're born."
They mix natural mana condensed in its purest form with ingredients in a golden ratio and feed it to newborn children.
Like the hero in mythology who was dipped in the river of immortality, the bloodline of Ebenholtz also has a body tempered by mana.
“Hoo.......”
I regulated my breathing.
I overlaid the dormant pure silver mana within my body onto the virus, and then drew it up again to the optic nerve.
Whoooosh──
Suddenly, the world was dyed in white light.
The flow of the wind, the movement of the grass bugs, even the context of the leaves trembling behind my back.
What I could not be seen was now visible, what I could not hear was now audible.
─Where am I right now?
Freya’s voice echoed from all directions.
I thrust my wooden sword backward.
Whoosh!
It was a fleeting sensation of something brushing past.
I missed, but almost reached her.
─Yes. Good. Keep chasing, Maximilian.
Her laughter scattered in the air.
In a world dyed in moonlight, I swung my sword, following her presence that moved as if dancing.
Whooosh!
─Too short.
I extended my sword, but it didn’t reach her.
─Too short. At that rate, you’ll never touch me. It can’t be helped.
It’s only natural that I can’t reach her forever.
To reach her, it needs to be longer.
The moment I understood her words─
Tap.
Something caught on the tip of the wooden sword.
Rustle, it briefly tangled.
It was her hair.
─......Yes.
It was a voice that seemed satisfied. I looked back at Freya again.
She was already standing before me.
─Extension.
The wooden sword I had just swung. The blade of mana wrapped around it had lengthened.
─The mana assimilated with you becomes your blade. It becomes an extension of your consciousness, forming sword forms and trajectories unimaginable with an ordinary sword.
On the silver-shimmering mana blade, tap.
Freya placed her finger.
─It's the first step to looking at the Heart Sword.
Gripping the wooden sword she had taken from me, Freya suddenly swung a stroke into the air. It condensed into a strange form, forming a crescent moon-like slash.
A page from Ebenholtz’s Secret Sword Technique, Moonlight Slash.
─It is the path leading to Ebenholtz’s secrets.
I looked at her and quietly nodded.
***
Early morning, Knight Order’s office.
I searched Yukia’s identity on the computer.
[ Identity Inquiry: Yukia Tariq ]
[ Race: Yaken ]
[ Birthplace: Western Border Region, Nomad Camp ]
[ Family: Father Eric Tariq, Mother Unknown ]
[ Notable: Expelled from the Imperial Academy ]
She, who is the same age as me, settled in the Empire five years ago, separated from her father. Her father passed away two years ago.
[ Eric Tariq ]
[ Race: Yaken ]
[ Origin: Yuek, Fallen Western Kingdom ]
[ Occupation: Guide ]
Her father, Eric Tariq, was a guide who roamed the continent.
Guide is a special occupation. There are still quite a few undiscovered regions on this continent. From the glaciers of the North Pole, to the frozen lands of the South Pole beyond the southern sea of the Empire, and even the great canyons infested with monsters in the West.
That’s why adventure is essentially a coming-of-age ceremony for nobles, and at Empire Point, it’s even part of the official curriculum.
Naturally, I had also gone on expeditions before, and the one who usually leads at the front of the party is the guide.
Yukia’s father died while guiding a noble.
The case file was sealed as Level 2 confidential, but I accessed it under knight privileges.
[ Case Summary: During the expedition of the western ‘Aufaran Forest,’ the guide misjudged the route, causing the expedition team to be isolated in a monster nest. Though the nobles survived due to the desperate efforts of the escort knights, the guide was presumed to have died while fleeing the scene. The body was not recovered. ]
[ Note: Lawsuit ongoing for breach of contract and damage compensation. ]
It was a predictable story. The nobles had brought disaster upon themselves through incompetence and recklessness, threw the guide as bait and fled. Then, upon return, they pinned the blame on him and shredded even his honor.
“Hmph.......”
I turned off the monitor.
To make a person wholly mine, I must not distinguish between means and methods. Sometimes I must pretend to be a savior, sometimes I must dig into wounds, and if necessary, I must be willing to use deception bordering on brainwashing.
I leaned back in my chair and closed my eyes.
In an instant, a faint but alien sensation brushed against my skin.
─Tick. Tick.
The time of my soul, and within that absolute regularity, a faint ripple mixing in.
It was a very small wave, but the virus inside me did not miss it.
I smiled silently.
Eavesdropping, huh.
A mana with a subtly wild and stealthy feeling clinging to it. It was probably Yukia.
“.......”
It was a situation I could sufficiently exploit, so I decided not to block it.
From now on, surveillance and wiretapping would be part of my everyday life.
Just as I was watching them, they would watch me, and perhaps someone close to me as well.
I calmly looked out the window.
──Rustle. Rustle.
Before I knew it, heavy snow had begun to fall. With the destruction of Gigantes, autumn had come to an end, and winter had arrived.
This winter... I’m thinking of raising a dog.
There was a dog that was famous before the regression.
“Pfft.”
I smiled. These days, I occasionally feel small bits of happiness. There is someone besides me who can distinguish an Ezenheim. Just that fact alone made me feel as if I had found a clue, and it gave me confidence that I hadn’t been wrong.
It was truly a good thing.
.......
District 42
It was a visit to obtain information about Yukia and her father.
“I see. That’s a relief.”
There were quite a few children on the orphanage playground. They all had bright expressions. Their laughter was clear too.
Is it possible to see such expressions in the lower districts?
That thought suddenly came to mind, and I wondered if I was still, inevitably, a noble.
A child should be able to smile, no matter where or when. They ought to.
[Office]
Led by Entikkan, I entered the office. Inside, there were traditional Yaken furnishings decorated with coarse leather and bones, and a few old photos and frames hung on the walls.
Among them was "Eric Tariq".
Yukia’s father, whom I had seen on the knight order's monitor.
Also, the older brother of Entikkan Tariq.
“.......”
I stopped in front of that photo.
As if steeped in melancholy, I stared at the man in the picture with eyes holding old memories.
I didn’t say anything. I merely looked at it.
Natural acting is important.
I must not show deliberate signs.
Emotion must be conveyed in silence.
If I stared long enough like this, Entikkan would inevitably approach first with curiosity.
“Knight sir, the photo... why...”
“......Ah.”
I withdrew my gaze, pretending to come to my senses belatedly, and smiled faintly.
“It’s nothing. Just, a memory came to mind for a moment.”
Since Yukia’s most important person is undoubtedly her father, I now plan to build a network I don’t actually have.
Because the dead don’t speak.
“Please, have a seat.”
Entikkan quietly poured tea into a wooden cup.
I asked him a question.
“Just in case, let me ask... Mr. Entikkan, have you ever smelled something like rotten fishy scent from a person?”
“Rotten... what?”
Entikkan blinked.
I asked again.
“A rotten, fishy smell, anything distinctly different, a scent that feels alien from other people.”
"Uh...... are you talking about body odor?"
I don’t know. Judging by Yukia’s reaction, that smell must be clearly different from ordinary stench.
Entikkan shook his head.
“I’m sorry. I have rhinitis, so my nose doesn’t work very well.”
How does a Yaken even get rhinitis...
“Are you perhaps thinking something like, ‘How can a Yaken get rhinitis’?”
“.......”
I was caught.
I silently raised the teacup and moistened my lips. Entikkan smiled bitterly and continued.
“Thank you for taking Yukia in. She’s got a bit of a rebellious streak, but she's definitely capable, so I’m sure she’ll be helpful.”
Clack.
As I set down the cup, I naturally shifted the topic.
“By the way, did Mr. Eric often communicate with either Yukia or yourself?”
I deliberately used the honorific “Mr.” As expected, Entikkan’s eyebrow twitched.
“......No. My brother wasn’t someone who talked much. Not about others, not even about himself. After sending Yukia to study in the Empire, he didn’t contact us for quite a while.”
That was fortunate, but it was also the typical stereotype of a Yaken guide. They are extremely taciturn and stoic.
Thanks to that, I have plenty of space I can fill in. It means I can proceed to the next step.
“......I see.”
Pretending to understand, I smiled faintly, at that moment.
“Are you acquainted with my brother?”
Entikkan asked, containing cautious certainty. It was the situation I had been waiting for.
However, I must not show too much.
I had to keep it as natural as possible.
I let out a small sigh and sank into the chair.
“To nobles, adventure is considered a virtue. They go on expeditions here and there from a young age to prove their strength. I too, whether by my will or not, went on expeditions at least once every year.”
To be honest, I don’t even know which guide I met back then.
But the exploration route preferred by Imperial nobles, the Western Border Region was set, and since most guides worked there, the chances of overlap were sufficient.
“Is that why... you helped us?”
Entikkan now looked as if he understood. His previously wolfish aura softened significantly.
I shook my head gravely.
“I don’t release someone reported as a suspect based on personal feelings alone.”
I was telling him to understand it as a knight's official duty.
Entikkan nodded.
“......Yes. I’ll take it that way.”
Suddenly, a small wooden horn on the desk caught my eye.
“Yakens always make things like these.”
Yakens mostly make handicrafts. From wood, stone, whatever. I don’t know the reason. It's supposedly a tradition passed down.
“Yes. This was something my brother made.”
Entikkan gave a bitter smile as he picked up the wooden horn.
“To a Yaken, this kind of item holds great meaning. They believe it proves one’s existence and soul, imbued with the mana of spirits.”
“Are they ever given as gifts?”
“Rarely. Only to siblings, or someone considered the same.”
I quietly listened to his words.
──Only gifted, occasionally, to siblings or someone of equivalent closeness.
Just now, I received a very big hint.
“Yes. Well then, since I’ve looked around the orphanage…”
I pulled out a checkbook from my coat.
“This is a donation.”
The moment he saw the amount, Entikkan’s eyes widened.
“This number... is this truly a donation with no strings attached?”
“Yes.”
He more than deserved it. Thanks to you, I just found a clear direction.
“It’s a donation with no conditions. Compared to what I’ve gained, this is nothing.”
I added a meaningfully loaded statement at the end.
Entikkan quietly looked at me and slowly nodded.
“......Thank you. I won’t refuse it.”
I smiled and stood up.
Entikkan and the orphanage staff saw me off, and I got into the driver’s seat of the car and called Schatz.
“Schatz. Something’s come up. We’re recovering a corpse.”
Eric Tariq.
His body was never recovered. It must still be buried somewhere in Aufaran Forest.
“Start with the noble who hired Eric Tariq two years ago. Dig around. I want every scrap of information brought to me.”
─Yes. Confirmed.
It would take some time, but it was a necessary process.
To obtain what is most needed, I will not spare any means or methods.
Chapter 75: Annoying Things
In the nameless orphanage of District 42.
Entikkan silently stared at a check placed on the desk.
A mere piece of paper donated by Maximilian Ebenholtz. With this money, they could fix the leaky roof. They could replace the boiler that turned freezing every winter with a state-of-the-art mana engine. They could feed the children plenty of special meals with meat and fruit, and furthermore, they could take in more children wandering the streets.
And even after all that, there would be plenty of money left.
“.......”
Entikkan quietly sank into thought.
The nobles of the Empire usually scorn all Subspecies indiscriminately. Among them, the Yaken are particularly discriminated against. It’s obvious even to the point that commoners show aversion.
However, Maximilian was different. He had gone out of his way to bring them back after they were taken by the police, and had gone out of his way to express goodwill toward the Yaken race.
No, even before that.
How did Maximilian even know that they had been 'arrested'?“......Was it you?”
Entikkan looked at Eric Tariq in an old picture frame.
Eric was a man of few words. The very embodiment of the silent and rough stereotype that comes to mind when one thinks of 'Yaken'. Just one of the many Yaken.
He was born in a nomadic tent in the wilderness, grew up feeling the winds of that land, met a wife who was also a shepherd, and wandered for his entire life.
To him, borders and the annexation by the Empire meant nothing, and after his wife died, they meant even less.
A man of the wild, whose whole life was about forging a path where there was none, someone who never blended into civilized society.
If such a man had moved a pure-blood noble of the Empire like Ebenholtz...
If he had instilled kindness toward the Yaken into such a high-born aristocrat...
“That would be one hell of a comedy.”
Entikkan muttered a self-deprecating sneer. Eric was a love-hate relationship for him. He loved him as a brother, but always resented his irresponsibility for wandering while ignoring reality and dying away from home.
And yet, is it people who ultimately open the hearts of others?
─Knock knock.
A knock broke his thoughts.
“Yes.”
An orphanage staff member entered hesitantly.
“Uh, Director. The food supplier’s credit is overdue again…”
Entikkan looked up as he put the check into the drawer. There was no longer any worry on his face.
“It’s alright. From now on, you won’t have to worry about money.”
“Sorry?”
“The salaries for this month were delayed a bit, weren’t they? I apologize. I'll not only pay the overdue wages but also give out generous bonuses for your hard work.”
He hadn’t originally intended to use this money.
Money from a noble, especially when the intention behind it was unclear, could be poison. Entikkan himself held an instinctive hostility and suspicion toward the Empire’s nobles.
But somehow, he felt that maybe Maximilian might be different.
In any case, there was nothing Maximilian could gain from him, and more importantly...
“If there are any children among them who seem to show Talent, please make a list.”
With this money, he could finally do more than just provide material things.
“Starting today, I plan to give them proper education.”
Even the children in the orphanage could now dream, and make those dreams come true.
It was far more important than something like his pride.
***
In a pitch-black space where vision was completely blocked. In this place, even the distinction between up and down was vague, this was the Veil. A ghost coordinate that didn’t exist on any map, crafted by an unknown wizard, and a secret point connecting to the cause. A place where only permitted shadows could set foot─
“Menshi has been selected as Maximilian’s personal secretary.”
A voice echoed.
Comrade Sensi, wearing a rabbit mask. She was not only the sole survivor of the Gigantes destruction operation, but also one of its key executors, and her status in the organization had been elevated by one level.
“That’s good news.”
A shadow responded.
Although it was unknown how long it would last, being able to grasp even part of the movements of Maximilian, the most important surveillance target, was valuable in itself.
“Is Menshi that woman? The one who kept sniffing around.”
“Yes.”
“I thought she was just an ordinary Yaken, but she's quite capable."
He nodded in satisfaction, then suddenly looked at Sensi.
"Sensi. How is your condition?"
“.......”
She remained silent for a long time. Instead of an answer, a faint suppressed groan escaped through her tightly clenched teeth.
“......Maybe it would’ve been better if I had died that day.”
The memory of that day was faint, but Sensi had received help from someone unknown. The destruction of Gigantes had been successful thanks to that man. However, Eagle had been a traitor, and Tagan, who had been with them for a long time, had died. Because of that, she was deeply wounded both psychologically and physically.
“Take some time to rest. So you don’t draw suspicion.”
“......Okay.”
Staggering, she stood and left the Veil.
“.......”
Left alone, the man, one of the administrators of the Veil, opened a desk drawer.
He created a new file labeled ‘Menshi – Yukia Tariq’ and slid it deep into a file cabinet.
***
I investigated the noble who had gone on an expedition with Eric Tariq in the past. By alternating between moderate pressure and persuasion, I obtained an accurate account of that day.
As expected, the noble had rejected the route Eric had suggested, and Eric, despite the noble’s unreasonable demands, fulfilled his duty as a guide and fell to his death.
The Empire had so many fucking bastards like this.
I secretly dispatched a search team, but it would take some time. Still, even if his body had perished, it would suffice to recover the artifacts he had possessed during his lifetime.
There’s a chance. Crafted items imbued with mana are not easily damaged by the passage of time, nor do they decay.
"......Is this the place."
In any case.
Today, I arrived at a premium auction held on the outskirts of the Imperial capital, dealing only in good-bloodline animals. Schatz accompanied me as a bodyguard.
“There are a lot of dogs. And horses too.”
Schatz’s expression was slightly flushed with excitement. I went straight to the large dog section. Among them, one breed clearly stood out.
Aran Shepherd.
As the name “Aran”, daringly borrowed from the Empire, suggests, it’s a hexagonal-balance breed beloved by the royal family and nobles alike. Supposedly, it didn't lack in any aspect, bravery, loyalty, intelligence, or physical ability.
Yip! Woof! Yipe!
Inside the fenced area where newborn large dogs were barking solemnly, my gaze locked on one particular pup.
A Shepherd with odd eyes─ one blue, the other golden. Sitting calmly, looking up at the sky.
It was the very one that had adorned the front page of the newspaper before my regression.
──[Special Feature: Meeting the Heroic Dog with Miraculous Eyes, 'Leo']──
......The story of the hero dog Leo, who precisely located State Secretary Emelton of the New Cabinet under the rubble during the recent terror attack and withstood the collapse using mana, is moving the hearts of the Republic......
────
Not only humans, but even beasts can wield mana. It’s rare, but those called Spirit Beasts instinctively use mana to enhance their bodies or expand their senses.
“Oh! Sir Knight!”
At that moment, the owner of the dogs ran up. He brushed back his blond hair and smiled.
“You have a good eye. These are top-grade Aran Shepherds guaranteed by pedigree documentation. All of them have exceptional mana sensitivity, and their intelligence is on par with children. They already understand basic commands.”
Sit! Stand! Jump!
The young dogs immediately understood and followed their master’s words. Schatz’s eyes widened.
“Ooh.”
I pointed to the odd-eyed one.
“What about that one?”
“Uh... Ah~ Sir Knight. That one is part of the auction.”
“That’s bothersome. Just write an appropriate amount yourself.”
I handed him a blank check. The owner’s eyes popped wide open, and Schatz had a face that looked like she wanted to take the other puppies too.
“Sir Knight. A few more of them would be good to keep as guard dogs at the Genen Branch.”
“Then do that. You choose.”
“Thank you!”
Schatz went right into the pen and began looking over the puppies, and the owner wrote down an appropriate price and returned the check to me.
“Yes. Let’s go with this.”
“O-oh, I’ll get everything ready immediately!”
Leo. I plan to raise this guy in the Ebenholtz way.
Which means I’ll be feeding him elixirs.
If he’s capable of using mana, then he should be able to fully absorb elixirs too.
“......Huh?”
Suddenly, I spotted a familiar face. It was Julian. Dressed in casual clothes, he had a bundle of fluff tucked at his side.
“Sir Julian?”
“Hm?”
Woof! Woof!
The white puffball tucked under Julian’s arm suddenly barked at me. It wasn’t an Aran Shepherd, or a Daybons, or even a hunting dog.
It was a small dog, purely cute and tiny, with no sign of combat ability whatsoever.
Julian spoke.
“Pomeranian. A guard dog with the bloodline of a lion. Excellent sense of smell and wide area detection, perfect for raising at a mansion.”
“Ah, I see.”
"What about you?"
“An Aran Shepherd. Name’s Leo. He’s got heterochromatic eyes.”
I showed him Leo.
Woof! Woof!
The Pomeranian barked.
"Did you like dogs?"
Julian asked, and I nodded with a smile.
“Doesn’t the Empire need hunting dogs too?”
From now on, I’ll start building the logic to protect Subspecies like the Yaken, treated like hunting dogs.
My power and wealth will be the foundation, and my words and actions will be the justification.
“I see. Well then, have a good weekend.”
“Yes. You too, Sir Julian. Raise it well.”
Julian left, stroking his Pomeranian, and before I knew it, Schatz returned with five Aran Shepherds. Her arms were full of squirming puppies.
“Schatz. Are there still people tailing us these days?”
I glanced at a car parked not far away. Some guys were following even on weekends.
“Yes. Probably from a direct agency. Shall I take care of them?”
“No. Don’t provoke them for no reason.”
I smiled as I petted Leo.
“Reutern II wants to see me?”
"Yes. It's probably about money. He was one of Gigantes's shareholders too."
“I know. Tell him I’ll meet him tonight.”
I have a gift for that bastard I’d love to beat to death.
Well, as the old saying goes, give an extra rice cake to the person you hate. (https://ktell.tistory.com/entry/Korean-Proverb-Give-an-Extra-Rice-Cake-to-the-One-You-Dislike)
“It’s about time I started the plan.”
......
Inside a private room in a luxury restaurant.
“Thanks to you, everyone’s jealous of me~ Even those palace knights were drooling~”
Reutern II boasted as he sliced into a rare steak dripping with blood. Hanging from his neck like an accessory was the master-grade mana stone cube I had sent him.
It looked utterly unsightly, but I pretended to admire it and nodded.
“It suits you well.”
“Doesn’t it? But hey. I heard you’re filling the vacancy at Gigantes?”
“Yes. It just happened that way.”
“You’ll make a lot of money... Ah, no, that’s right. I heard you lost a lot on that failed investment too?”
Though it was a face I wanted to kill, acting was necessary. There’s no easier pawn to move than this guy. Among the royal palace’s idiots, he’s the one with the best bloodline.
“Yes. It was quite a large sum.”
“Ah~ I’ve got a lot of expenses myself these days. Keeping up appearances costs a fortune.”
Reutern sent me a subtle look. It was a sign, he wanted something.
“You know, I really backed you hard during the Gigantes bid, right? Do you have any idea how much I spent drinking with those bureaucrats~”
“I know.”
To the bastard babbling bullshit, I smoothly pulled out a document envelope and placed it on the table.
“So I prepared this. A bearer bond designed just for you, Lord Reutern.”
“......Oh?”
Greedy sparkles appeared in his eyes.
I recited exactly what Dieter had explained to me.
“It’s a bond issued by a special-purpose company established in the Canilan Independent State. On the surface, it looks like a normal bond from a trading company, but it’s designed so that funds laundered through several shell companies all converge here.”
Basically, it meant handing over the entire profit earned from laundering and liquidating dirty money.
“If you just hold onto this bond, you can exchange it for cash at any bank in Canilan without any ID verification. In pure cash, this much should come in every year.”
I held up my fingers. Reutern’s eyes gleamed with greasy greed.
“......Heh.”
Gulp. The bastard swallowed hard. He set down his utensils and leaned forward.
“You’re giving this to me?”
“I came here from the beginning intending to give it to you, Lord Reutern. Thanks to you, I also won the military procurement contract.”
Reutern’s face lit up brightly.
“Wow, Max. You’ve really changed! Before, you couldn’t even look people in the eye properly, and you stammered when you talked. The first time I met you, I really thought you were an idiot! Hahaha!”
I forced a bitter smile.
This fucking son of a bitch talks like an asshole even when I’m giving him money.
“To think that same Max has grown this much! I’m proud of you~ Is there anything else I can help you with?”
“Nothing at all. I don’t have many acquaintances in the royal palace anyway, so just staying on good terms with you is more than enough.”
“Ah~ Listen to this guy, he speaks so nicely too. I like it, I really do. Then I’ll gladly accept this.”
Just as Reutern was about to snatch up the bond.
I firmly grabbed his wrist.
“But, Lord Reutern.”
“W-What is it?”
“There is something important.”
Lowering my gaze seriously, I spoke in a low voice.
“Please make sure to keep it secret. If word gets out that I gave you this bond, it’ll be a problem. You know how people in the palace are.”
“Ah, of course! You know I’m tight-lipped, right? Don’t worry.”
I gave a small nod and let go of his wrist. Reutern, now all excited, tucked the bond into his inner pocket and drank wine with glee.
“Max, if any other guys start causing trouble and asks for money, just tell me! I’ll shut them up right away!”
The shell company and bond now in Reutern’s possession will, before long, be leaked through an anonymous tip-off to one of the royal palace’s direct agencies.
The contents of the tip will probably go something like this:
“knight Maximilian, of the Ebenholtz family, is laundering funds embezzled from the military contracts.”
Lutz, department head of a palace's direct agency, will never overlook such an obvious and suspicious money trail. With his eyes fixed on me, he’ll tenaciously pursue the source, and at the end of that trail, he’ll find Reutern II, not me.
When that day comes... I will simply watch from afar.
“Max, have a drink too!”
“......Yes. Thank you.”
We clinked our wine glasses together with a smile.
Clink.
To burn away the annoying things, all it takes is a single matchstick.
~~~
Merry Christmas everyone!🎄
Chapter 76: Annoying things (2)
Yukia sat on the windowsill of her official residence, looking up at the Empire’s night sky. A cold wind stirred her clothes, and the moonlight shone on her silver hair.
Clatter. Clatter.
She fiddled with the small metal parts in her hand.
Assembling, disassembling, and reassembling again in a meaningless repetition. A ritual to quell her anxiety.
Ssshhk.
Suddenly, noise flickered in the artifact in her ear.
......These are the documents for approval.
Maximilian’s office. It was the voice of the administrative officer.
The dry sounds of papers flipping and a fountain pen scratching could be heard.
......Sir, may I ask you one thing?After a moment, along with the sound of the pen being set down, the administrative officer cautiously spoke.
......I’m curious why you accepted a Yaken. They can’t even communicate well, and considering the Empire’s sentiment, wouldn’t keeping a subspecies nearby harm your reputation?
......Well.
Maximilian’s voice was low. He murmured as if talking to himself.
......It might be out of sympathy.
Sympathy.
Yukia’s hand stopped at that moment. She clenched the metal parts tightly, as if to crush them.
Fury surged within her. She bit her lip in humiliation.
......It feels more like a promise, actually.
Yukia’s head shook slightly.
A promise?
With whom, and about what?
......So you should pay close attention, too. Yakens is certainly a subspecies that will be helpful to the Aran.
......Yes, understood.
“Help. A. Subspecies.”
Yukia spat out each word as if chewing on it. She took a shaky breath and picked up her pen. She wrote down today’s notes.
Every minor action of Maximilian’s, the verbal habits he let slip without thinking, even the intervals of his silences.
All of it was, to her, information for the future, and weapons to aim at his throat.
Scratch─ scratch─
She hated nobles. The ones who drove her father to his death and covered up even that death with deception, she despised them to her core.
To her, revolution is simply another name for revenge.
And the knight named Maximilian or rather, the man who stands at the very pinnacle of the noble system, is the most fitting target.
***
I came to the Canilan Independent State on a short business trip.
“This is Newrak Street.”
I was in the bustling city with Dieter. In other words, it was just the two of us men. I wasn’t particularly thrilled about it, but as a change of pace, it wasn’t bad.
After constantly inhaling the suffocating perfume of those noble bastards in the Empire, the stench of money mixed with pleasure and desire felt refreshingly different once in a while.
“Canilan has a variety of cultures.”
Dieter, who seemed to have become an expert on Canilan, drove the car and guided the area.
“There are many grand theaters on this street. The number of theaters has tripled in the past year.”
From classical plays to avant-garde modern theater, all kinds of performance posters covered the buildings.
“A massive amount of capital is also pouring into the film industry.”
The street of cinema. Posters of various genres, from romance to war, filled the surroundings. The overflowing liquidity seemed to gather and explode in every direction. This was truly Canilan’s golden age.
“Ah, and.”
Dieter suddenly stopped the car, ran to a street vendor, and bought some kind of dessert.
“You absolutely have to try this.”
It was a dessert with ice cream and chocolate in a crispy waffle cone, topped with stick-shaped cookies like chopsticks.
I took a bite.
“Mm.”
It was sweet. So stimulating it made my head spin, but not bad.
“Not bad.”
“Sir, would you like to take a walk around the street?”
“Let’s do that.”
I got out into the middle of the street.
Brilliant lights brightened the night sky like it was midday, people laughed while drinking champagne on restaurant balconies, and music flowed from various parts of the street.
For a world nearing its end, it sparkled quite brightly.
“Dieter. What do you think? I’m convinced all of this will soon collapse.”
To me, Dieter is still an enigma. He carries out every task flawlessly, yet his mind is as calm as a well. No agitation, inside or out.
From the very first meeting, it had been extremely ordinary, and it was still just as ordinary now. He was a man without change.
"I agree. Unsubstantial money is circulating here."
Dieter pushed up his rimless glasses with a finger.
“Companies in Canilan borrow money from banks to develop technology, and then use that technology as collateral to borrow money again. As this cycle repeats endlessly, the companies fall into severe moral hazard. Even if no technology is developed, or even if it's an unfeasible one, as long as they label it ‘innovative technology’, the loans get approved.”
If the Empire had collapsed due to war, then Canilan was crumbling under debt.
“They’re inflating a bubble with technologies that have no substance and no intention of ever completing.”
Even so, stock prices continued to hit new highs every day. That was because blind money was pouring in from the Empire and neighboring countries.
Accordingly, when Canilan eventually collapses, the resulting shockwave will crash down on the Empire and many other nations.
“But if this place explodes, the Empire will take massive damage as well. That’s because the Empire’s economy runs on ‘promissory notes’.”
“You mean Ken Steiner?”
“Yes.”
The Empire’s Chancellor and an extreme workaholic, Ken Steiner was forcibly propping up the Empire’s economy through promissory notes issued by ghost banks with no real substance.
That is the only reason why, at this very moment, the Empire still appears to be ‘functioning’.
“His goal is probably pure exploration and pioneering. He likely plans to procure military supplies using those notes and carve out new paths in unexplored regions.”
He would repay the borrowed future with the profits gained through exploration and expansion.
But the Emperor’s thinking is different.
“However, His Majesty wants something much safer and more certain than that.”
Plundering other nations. Completing a conquest that would be remembered as his great legacy.
That is why war is inevitable for the Empire. Without victory, there is no future.
“Yes. War will definitely happen.”
We passed through the bustling downtown area and arrived at a vacant plot of land. For now, it was just overgrown with weeds, an undeveloped site slated for future construction.
“Before that, we’ll build a bank here.”
It was Dieter’s proposal, and my decision.
Eventually, the ones I would hold by the leash through “risk insurance” would be Canilan’s insurance companies and banks. When Canilan’s economy crashes and its currency turns to worthless scraps of paper, I will file massive insurance claims and take over this country’s entire financial system.
“The motto of the bank is absolute neutrality.”
When borders collapse and dynasties are overturned in the war's sweep, money that has lost its owner and black money seeking survival will pour out. I plan to create a vault from now on that will absorb all those funds.
“Yes. I will make preparations.”
I silently watched Dieter as he took notes in his notebook.
“Dieter.”
“Yes.”
“What do you want?”
Dieter’s salary is far higher than one would expect. But he never spends money. He only buys multiple suits and glasses, lives in the official residence, and indulges in no luxuries.
“I consider myself to be an extremely hedonistic person.”
That was what Dieter said.
“...You?”
“Yes.”
Dieter looked out at the empty lot. His eyes seemed to envision the bank that would soon stand there.
“I feel ecstasy from numbers. Because numbers don’t lie. Even if someone manipulates or falsifies them as they please, the truth always comes out. That’s because numbers don’t exist in isolation.”
An expression resembling a smile appeared on Dieter's lips.
“To efficiently stack those numbers, to create a perfect flow, to consume them without waste... the completeness of pure logic, free of value judgments. Those are the kinds of things that bring me pleasure.”
I let out a hollow laugh. Dieter wasn’t a man who desired money. He seemed to be a rather unusual person, someone who loved the very order created by the flow called liquidity.
“What do you desire, Sir?”
It was an unexpected question. Dieter had something he was curious about regarding me as well.
“I...”
Suddenly, a vision of a ruined future, of a destroyed world, flashed through my mind.
“...I want the Empire to win. Only then will our world be able to stand properly.”
Dieter calmly adjusted his glasses and responded.
"Yes. I'll take note of that."
***
In the winter with large snowflakes gently falling. In the front yard of a house covered in white, I was training Aran Shepherd, Leo.
“Listen carefully. In the end, it’s about establishing your territory.”
Maximilian, Imitating Freya-style.
“You are the dog of Ebenholtz. That means you're the most noble dog.”
I couldn’t tell if this fellow actually understood me, but in any case, it quietly listened.
“So always keep your posture and grooming in order.”
Its posture was quite upright, definitely showed promise.
“Don’t bark or wag your tail recklessly and lower your dignity…”
After thoroughly instilling the ideology of Ebenholtz, I drew a 2-meter-radius circle in the snowy ground around it with my long sword.
“Set a circular boundary in your mind. And sense everything that comes into it. The wind, sounds, even the killing intent of enemies.”
I moved my foot close to the edge of the circle, just touching and pulling back. Leo’s gaze followed the tip of my foot.
“The moment something enters.”
Tap.
The instant my foot touched the line, Leo leapt up like a spring. Movement like a bullet. Even its braking, stopping just before biting my forearm, was perfect.
“Good. You must go straight for the throat. Answer.”
“Woof!”
“…You really are smart.”
No, it understood everything I said. Its expression said as much.
“Again. But this time, close your eyes.”
Leo obediently closed its eyes.
“Wait, do you really understand what I’m saying?”
Leo opened its eyes again.
“…Close them again.”
It closed them again.
Indeed, it was a true spirit beast, worth every bit of a blank check.
I picked up a stone rolling on the ground.
“This time, it’s a stone.”
Whoosh. Thud.
The sound of a stone sinking into the snow. In that moment, Leo dashed with its eyes still closed. It found the exact spot where the stone had landed.
It had reacted using pure senses, not sight.
“Good. Again…”
Thud. Thud. Thud.
The training that started with pebbles advanced to tree leaves that made almost no sound.
After finishing the training, I held Leo in my arms.
“Good work. Drink this.”
I placed an elixir to its mouth.
Just in case, I had consulted Lorenzo beforehand.
‘Elixirs are pure crystallizations of mana, not chemical compounds. So whether human or beast, they work the same. But… why are you asking me this?’
That meant no one had ever been crazy enough to feed an elixir to an animal.
Slurp, slurp, slurp, slurp.
Leo wagged its tail as it eagerly slurped down the elixir worth millions. Somehow, its fur seemed to grow shinier in real time.
"Grow big and strong."
A well-trained beast is better than ten men.
At least a dog doesn’t betray its master.
“Sir Knight. You have a guest.”
Just then, the butler announced a visitor.
“Ah. Let them in.”
“Yes.”
The reporters from the Jemion Daily came into the front yard.
Alphonse, and the editor-in-chief, Celine Dubois.
“Pleasure to see you, Sir Knight.”
Celine bowed politely. The Revolutionary forces executive who once wore a rabbit mask now stood before me in an elegant coat.
“I didn’t expect the editor-in-chief to come in person. And bringing that man too.”
I smirked and gestured at Alphonse. Celine shrugged.
“He insisted on coming himself.”
Alphonse yawned as he picked up the camera.
“Sir Knight. What do you want? Any particular composition you prefer?”
“Just get a shot of me from behind with this guy.”
“Got it~”
Click. Click.
He continuously pressed the shutter. Celine watched us with her arms crossed.
“‘A knight raising Aran Shepherd’... wouldn’t a headline like that be kind of nice?”
“Ah, yeah~”
Alphonse nodded absentmindedly and handed me a crumpled letter.
“What’s this now?”
“It’s nothing special, just... from the security workers at Gigantes. That commoner representative wrote it. He really wanted you to get it.”
I took the letter and unfolded it. From the very first line, I could feel the sincerity pressed into the paper so hard it was nearly torn.
────
To the honorable Sir Maximilian von Ebenholtz......
We were as good as dead. When Gigantes fell, we were trapped in iron cages as offerings. On that cold night, when we were waiting for nothing but a death sentence, on those days when our hands and feet wouldn't thaw, when we despaired at never being able to see our families again… we remember.......
Sir, you said it wasn’t a burden the commoners should bear. That, to us, was boundless grace. Now, I can sit with my seven-year-old child in front of me. As she eats her soup, her eyes wide and bright.......
────
Silently, I tucked the letter into my inner pocket. Alphonse looked at me with serious eyes.
“This time, I’ll admit it. You saved those people, Knight. Just like you said, it wasn’t something mere commoners could be held accountable for. But I’ll be keeping my eyes wide open on the labor conditions at the new factory.”
“Suit yourself.”
I quietly answered while stroking Leo’s head.
“Use your pen as much as you can while you still can.”
Once war breaks out, that pen’s the first thing that’ll snap.
Buzz─
At that moment, a message came through the terminal.
[We’ve successfully identified the body of Eric Tariq. However, recovery may take a bit more time.]
A smile spread across my lips.
Buzz─
Another message came immediately after.
[Direct agency has started tracking Reutern's corporation.]
They say good things come all at once.
The person I need most, and the most annoying bastard, both took the bait at the same time.
“What, good news or something?”
Alphonse asked with a smirk.
"Will you stay for a meal?"
“Nah. I mean, it’s not really─”
“No, no.”
Clap clap. I clapped my hands, summoning the servants.
"Have a meal before you go."
Celine Dubois. Might as well test her a bit too.
“My personal chef used to work at ‘Mepunjee’. You’ll be satisfied for sure.”
Mepunjee. A restaurant famous even in the Western Kingdom Artika, a region known for its abundance of gourmet spots.
I had hired a chef from there with a huge salary, and ordered the highest quality ingredients to be flown in fresh every morning.
"We never know when we'll die. We might die tomorrow."
I pushed Celine and Alphonse into the mansion.
“At least the three meals we get a day should be delicious, right?”
While struggling desperately to prevent destruction, this level of luxury is necessary for my mental health too.
In such a suffocating world, delicious food is one of the best reasons I have to look forward to tomorrow.
Chapter 77: Friend of a Friend
The imperial palace's direct agency oversees both the Intelligence Bureau and the Secret Police Bureau, but it is somewhat different in nature.
If the Intelligence Bureau is the hand that detects external enemies, and the Secret Police Bureau is the foot that strikes internal threats, then the direct agency is closer to the head that coordinates and controls both organizations.
"......I see."
Lutz Rozen. As the Department Head of the Special Inspection Division under the direct agency that tracks down impure elements harmful to the Empire, he had clearly detected a suspicious flow of funds.
"Clever. Very clever, but......."
Lutz scanned the fund-tracking report brought in by his subordinate.
"Yes. It’s the funds diverted from the munitions factory Maximilian established in Hermes."
It was a case of embezzlement and laundering. A portion of the funds disbursed under the pretext of factory equipment investment had been split and remitted to shell companies set up in the Western Kingdoms.
That money was then laundered into bearer bonds across several countries and flowed into untraceable accounts.
It was a meticulous route of embezzling private loans to create slush funds."Keep watching. Don't miss the flow of even a single dollar."
Lutz suppressed a laugh.
As expected, Maximilian too was ultimately nothing more than a greedy noble.
One of those many nobles who spouted hypocritical talk about serving the Empire, while behind the scenes sucking it dry to fill their own pockets.
"Will it be okay? He's an Ebenholtz......."
"The industrial complex is a national enterprise of the Empire. It was an order given directly by His Majesty."
When Maximilian had said, "We don't need tax-funded support" the Emperor had actually been moved and provided a certain amount of funding. The Emperor had been touched by Maximilian’s sincerity in claiming he would fill the void left by Gigantes with his personal fortune.
However, if all of that were a lie, and if it were revealed that the factory had been used for embezzlement and laundering?
"Keep a steady watch."
The crime of betraying the Emperor is grave. Not even the power of Sebestian would be able to cover it up.
"When the laundered amount builds up sufficiently."
A smile crept onto Lutz’s lips.
"We strike."
***
The dining room of my mansion. One by one, Mepunjee Chef's works of art are laid out on the table.
For the appetizer, a tartare topped with caviar and scallops flown in from the northern polar seas. For the main course, a steak of the finest veal tenderloin simmered in red wine, and steamed black abalone soaked in saffron cream sauce.
This was my rest day.
"Basically, people may rest, but factories do not."
I spoke about my factory while slicing the tender abalone.
"It was all a matter of efficiency. Gigantes certainly handled a large portion of the Empire's munitions, but their method was inefficient. They used human lives to make up for the lack of productivity."
The issue with Gigantes wasn't just exploitation.
"As a result, even young children were used, but we have no need for that."
My factory runs 24 hours with a three-shift system. It is governed by an intricate algorithm incomprehensible to me, one that Dieter personally designed. The security and oversight are stricter than anywhere else.
"Wouldn’t that reduce profits because of labor costs?"
Editor-in-Chief Celine Dubois voiced concern about profits. I simply smiled.
"It was never a business intended to generate profit."
"Then what?"
"It’s for the Empire."
At that moment, just as I brought a piece of abalone to my mouth.
"......Kuaaaagh─!"
Suddenly, Alphonse shot up.
"Guilt! No, more than that, rage is welling up so much I can't keep sitting! This kind of high-class cuisine prepared with the blood and sweat of the lower classes! Fuck!"
He hadn’t touched his food from the start, just fiddled with his fork with a sour face, and now he hurled his napkin and stormed out.
"......."
"......."
Celine and I blankly stared at his retreating figure.
In the silence, Celine let out a sigh.
"I’m sorry. He’s a rather peculiar friend. I’ve recommended psychiatric evaluations multiple times, but he never listens."
I raised an eyebrow and shook my head.
"No. I actually quite like him."
"......What?"
"Reporter Alphonse is at least consistent, isn’t he? Far from two-faced......."
He is the same in front and behind.
A person who has established his own firm beliefs, perhaps someone far better than the likes of me.
"Truly a noble behavior."
Celine let out a hollow laugh.
"Noble? Even throwing out curses at a meal and running off like that?"
"Behavior is ultimately just a shell. At least that's what I think. Editor-in-chief, you too must have smelled the stench of those countless nobles who are polished only on the surface."
"......No comment."
I looked at Celine quietly.
Suddenly, a question came to mind.
"Editor-in-chief. What kind of scent do I give off?"
I was assessing.
Tiger mask— though I willingly spared your life at the request of Thomas Wagner, if you prove to be a harm to me.
"I'm not particularly good at detecting a person's scent. Though I can certainly smell the scent of the incense here."
I gave a soft smile.
"Editor-in-chief. I heard you took a week of sick leave after the Gigantes destruction incident."
"Yes. I had a severe case of the flu. My bronchial tubes were damaged, so my voice is still a bit hoarse."
Celine responded nonchalantly.
Slice, slice.
I cut the remaining abalone. Gently, as though slicing someone’s throat.
"......I see."
With the dessert as the final course, the meal came to an end.
We rose from our seats and shook hands.
At that moment, I saw scratches on her hand. Marks still not fully healed, probably from using wire.
"Well then, Sir Knight. The meal was excellent."
In this Empire, surely there are skilled investigators who would grow suspicious of Celine for that alone.
"......Editor-in-chief Celine."
I stopped her for a moment as she was about to leave.
After the Gigantes terror attack, the rabbit mask had been identified as one of the perpetrators. The weapons and equipment used were fully disclosed.
That meant the investigation into her was already quite intense.
"Until those wounds heal."
For that reason, I willingly pointed out her carelessness left on her hand.
"It would be good to wear gloves."
For a moment, Celine’s pupils trembled faintly.
I added with a smile.
"So they don't get infected."
"......Yes. Thank you."
She gave a slight nod and left the mansion.
I coldly watched her retreating figure as she hurriedly shoved her hand into her pocket.
***
Winter before the New Year. Around this time every year, events are held. It feels as though they go on endlessly.
This year, the tone and extravagance remain unchanged, but most people now want to hold them as close to the Capital as possible. This is due to the Gigantes terror attack and the overall mood of insecurity in the Empire lately.
Of course, for now, it’s still a safe zone. According to my memories from before the Regression, there’s no major upheaval immediately.
But that doesn’t mean I can let my guard down. Beneath the surface, many things must already be slowly, but surely, beginning to twist.
......Then, one evening.
Unexpected guests visited my mansion.
"Lieutenant General Litruman?"
Lieutenant General Litruman, headmaster of Empire Point, stood there, and an unfamiliar general standing beside him.
"Brigadier General Hagen has come as well."
"Ah. You know my name? Well, we did introduce ourselves at Ebenholtz Castle, didn’t we?"
So we had met before.
Although, to be honest, I only recognized him after checking the name tag.
"What brings you both here......?"
"Ah, well. Knight Maximilian."
Lieutenant General Litruman cleared his throat awkwardly and gave a bitter smile.
"Let’s go inside first."
I guided them to the drawing room. As soon as Litruman and Hagen sat down, they wore deeply sullen expressions.
"It’s a bit embarrassing to say, but we were in charge of organizing this year’s ‘Imperial Solidarity Banquet’......"
The ‘Solidarity Banquet’ is, simply put, a dinner gathering for the generals and senior officers of the regular army. It’s an event with a tradition of over a hundred years, where regular army commanders gather to foster camaraderie and affirm unity.
"We were suddenly informed that the New Year’s banquet for noble entrepreneurs would be taking place at that time instead. Even though we had made the reservation far in advance."
Litruman’s face flushed with shame.
"I see."
This is the current state of the regular army. Nobles and entrepreneurs look down on them. Even when rumors of war begin to spread, no one thinks the regular army will become a central force. They only care about currying favor with the Emperor’s Imperial Guard.
It is a classic sign of a declining nation, where political officers rise to power, and field officers are marginalized.
I pretended to fall into brief thought before opening my mouth.
“You’re not seeking revenge, so you must need a venue for the banquet?”
“That’s one way to put it.”
“Yes. I’ll provide you with an appropriate venue.”
I own several buildings. Some, I built myself. Lately, as quick-witted foreigners and lower-ranked races begin leaving the Empire, I’ve been buying up every property put on the market at cheap prices.
“R-Really?”
Lieutenant General Litruman’s face lit up. It was an expression rare for a man well past middle age.
“Yes. But in return, please leave the actual management of the Solidarity Banquet to me. As you know, I have some expertise when it comes to cuisine and hosting events. I’ll prepare a gathering far more beautiful than their parties, and perfectly suited to the dignity of soldiers.”
This is for the future. A good opportunity to plant favor with the regular army.
“Can I trust this? We don’t have much of a budget......”
“Lieutenant General.”
I stood from my seat and opened the display cabinet in the study. Inside was Litruman’s command sword, which I had purchased at a previous charity auction for two million dollars.
I had considered throwing it away, but kept it just in case something came up.
I took it out and respectfully offered it to him.
“The Battle of Rostalon Hill on the Western Front. I heard that both you, Lieutenant General, and Brigadier General Hagen, defended the Empire in that hellish place.”
Litruman’s eyes widened. With trembling hands, he received his old sword. Hagen, too, had the look of someone returning back to his younger days.
Just like this, I must make those despised by the Empire feel that they are respected, at least by 'me', more than anyone else.
Because in the end, we must share in all the horrors together.
“Compared to the glory of that day, things like venue and food expenses are trivial. I’ll cover it all.”
If you have money and don’t hesitate to use it, winning someone’s favor is easy.
“......Thank you. Really, thank you.”
Litruman patted the medal on his chest firmly.
“Yes. Please look forward to it.”
At the very least, soldiers do not forget the gratitude of a single meal when they were at their lowest. That’s how the soldiering kind are.
“Well then, see you on the day.”
I saw the two of them all the way to the front entrance, then returned to the office.
“So the rough budget will be in several millions......”
If I don't hold back, that's about the range. Several million for one party. Close to squandering money, but if I can make a strong impression at a gathering of the so-called “heads” of the regular army, then it’s not a bad investment.
Wiiiiing─
My terminal buzzed. It was Zendo from the Genen branch.
─Sir Knight.
“What is it?”
─The atmosphere has been uneasy lately.
The situation in Genen has been worsening. The flames from Gigantes are now spreading to unrelated places.
“To what extent?”
─We ourselves are under surveillance. Right now, members of the Secret Police Bureau are pouring in.
The Secret Police Bureau. Even more sinister than the Intelligence Bureau, more vicious than the Imperial Guard. Whether they’re part of the Revolutionary forces or not, they bite down on any element that so much as rubs them the wrong way. Rabid dogs.
─Just last week, they arrested dozens of Genen citizens without any charges. I don’t know if they believe there are Revolutionary agents hiding in Genen, or if they’re deliberately provoking protests.
Probably Ezenheim are mixed among them too. Conversely, Ezenheim are probably mixed among the protesters filling Genen's streets too. Eventually the history called 'Genen's Spring' will arrive.
And in the middle of that storm, I am... still just an individual.
“......Zendo.”
The Ezenheim are everywhere. With faces indistinguishable from humans, blending among them, yet as a race, they share a single, apocalyptic cause.
“Even if a hierarchy exists between races.”
That is their greatest weapon.
They want to turn the Empire’s blade toward everything except the Empire itself. They want to fix the Empire as the axis of evil.
The schemes of those bastards are insidious and, above all, fucking despicable. There's no other way to describe it.
"Genen people can become friends of Aran people."
What I must do as an individual, what I can do, is to somehow straighten that blade.
Concentrating all the Empire's hatred and destruction on 'you'. (TL Note: 'You' here referes to 'Ezenheim')
“Trust me, and wait.”
Zendo responded with a low groan.
─......Yes. Understood.
***
Text embossed in silver on the finest parchment, and a premium-grade seal sealing the envelope.
Lieutenant General Litruman, along with the generals and field-grade officers of the regular army, received invitations to the 'Imperial Solidarity Banquet'.
─────
To you, the shield and spearhead of the Empire, we offer our deepest respect.
It is thanks to your devotion that the Empire’s present remains unshaken.
We humbly request your presence at this gathering, to enjoy a rest befitting your honor.
─────
“Is this the place?”
The designated location was a old-fashioned stone building situated in the heart of the Capital. However, there was no butler at the entrance. No security guards inspecting the invitations.
Litruman and the generals, though puzzled, pushed open the heavy door.
Creeeaaaak──
Beyond the door was only darkness.
“.......”
A few of the generals hesitated in alarm, while others’ faces stiffened.
“Lieutenant General Litruman.”
“Is this really the right place?”
“......No idea.”
“Hmmmm.”
Had they been tricked? Was this another cheap prank by the nobles? As if being ignored by the entrepreneurs wasn’t enough, now even a young knight was mocking them?
Just as shame and anger were beginning to surge─
Tap─ tap─ tap─!
With crisp sounds, the darkness lifted. From all sides of the room, soft lighting flicked on one after another like dominoes, illuminating the interior.
The scene revealed caused the soldiers to gasp.
There were no excessive decorations or vulgar displays of wealth. Instead, silver cutlery, intricately crafted, sparkled on pure white tablecloths as if bathed in moonlight. Portraits depicting the generals’ past glories were painted on the walls like classical artworks, and restrained classical melodies filled the space.
“Welcome.”
At the center stood a butler dressed in the formal uniform of the Ebenholtz household.
"We have been waiting, generals."
At his signal, attendants stepped forward in perfect rows. Trained at the main Ebenholtz estate, they were the Empire’s finest veterans. With precise, unflinching movements, they took the generals’ coats and guided them to their seats.
Everyone sat down with dazed expressions. Soon after, the waiters brought out the first course.
“For the appetizer, we have scallop carpaccio harvested from the cold seas of the North. On top is caviar infused with mountain herbs found only in the western highlands of the Empire.”
With a quiet explanation, the dishes were served. The plating was artistic.
The generals, who had recently only tasted barely passable banquet food due to budget constraints, cautiously picked up their forks.
And the moment it entered their mouths.
“......!”
"Uhup!"
"Hup!"
Cries of amazement, devoid of restraint, slipped out here and there. All their eyes widened. The intensity and refinement of the taste far surpassed anything they had imagined.
A flavor that melted on the tip of the tongue. A texture that struck the brainstem. It was as if all their past bitterness was washed away... a beautiful feast of beauty.
“Lieutenant General Litruman!”
Brigadier General Hagen called Litruman’s name with a voice choked with emotion. Several other generals also turned their gaze to him.
Litruman wiped the sauce from the corner of his mouth with a napkin and gave a faint smile.
“It wasn’t me. It was Maximilian─ the young, spirited knight─ who offered us this respect.”
Just then, sommeliers appeared and served the wine.
“Château de Luna9 '88. A top-tier vintage suited to all of you.”
Pop! Pop! The sound of corks echoed like fanfare. Crimson liquid soon filled the glasses.
“Château de Luna 88... year '88?”
"Huh...... You mean 988, right?"
“Yes, that’s correct.”
The soldiers had all heard of this wine. Not by the bottle, but by the glass, it was said to cost several hundreds of dollars. And yet, that precious liquor was being poured generously into the glasses of every one of the over one hundred soldiers present.
“Lieutenant General Litruman, how about a toast?”
Brigadier General Hagen suggested a toast. The other generals looked to him as well. Litruman rose from his seat and lifted his glass high.
“To the future of the Empire, to His Majesty’s eternal well-being, to the honor of our military. And...”
He slowly swept his gaze across the perfectly prepared setting.
A banquet that was not ostentatious, yet refined, imbued even with reverence for soldiers.
“To Knight Maximilian, who prepared this occasion.”
──To him.
The generals, maintaining the dignity befitting their rank, responded in voices deeper and more solemn than ever before.
Chapter 78: Before Spring Comes
“Catch that rat bastard──!”
Late at night, in a back alley of Genen.
Two agents wearing ash-gray jackets were sprinting through the narrow path. They fired pistols as they chased a man.
Bang─!
A bullet grazed his shoulder.
The man fell forward, and just as the agents were about to rush up to him—
Another group appeared and blocked their path.
“What the fuck! Who the hell are you guys?!”
“......We are investigators from Genen.”
Zendo, an investigator affiliated with the Genen Central Police Bureau.The brows of the Imperial Secret Police Bureau agents furrowed.
“What a bunch of shitty bastards. Get lost. We’re carrying out official duties!”
“This is Genen. It’s also under the jurisdiction of our Genen Police Bureau.”
“Hey─ you anteater-looking bastard. Don’t you know who I am? Do I really have to tell you who I am for you to get it?!”
He can tell just by looking at their damn faces. Imperial Secret Police Bureau agents. Ever since the Gigantes terror incident, they were bastards injected with excessive ideology and authority.
“If you don’t want to die—”
The moment the agent aimed his pistol at Zendo, the Genen investigators simultaneously drew their weapons. Among them were even the latest submachine guns.
The agents flinched and stepped back.
Zendo spoke again.
“This place is under the jurisdiction of the Genen Police Bureau.”
The agent glared at him and let out a hollow laugh.
“Hey. You. Say your name.”
“.......”
“I said state your rank and name, you bastards!”
“If you state your name as well, I’ll state mine too.”
The agent snorted. A murderous intent settled at the corner of his twisted mouth.
“The Genen vermin have grown bold. See you later. Watch your back at night, yeah?”
Men filled with unknowable madness and arrogance.
Tch! Spitting on the ground, they left the alley.
Zendo watched their retreating figures, then turned his gaze away.
“......You there.”
He looked at the man pretending to be collapsed in the corner of the alley.
“Get up. Don’t you know what curfew is?”
After the Gigantes terror incident, a nighttime curfew had been imposed on all autonomous regions of the Empire.
The man whose shoulder had been grazed by the bullet crawled out, trembling. He was clutching something precious in his arms.
“......I’m sorry. I’m really sorry.”
“Are you Revolutionary forces member? Or the Independence faction?”
Zendo approached while gripping his baton. The man’s face turned pale.
“N-no! Absolutely not! It’s just...... my child is sick. The fever suddenly rose so badly.......”
The man slightly opened his arms. In his chest were cradled a few red berries, used as fever reducers.
“I’m sorry. My child is in so much, so much pain. I just couldn’t stay still.......”
“.......”
Zendo was suddenly reminded of the past. His father had been killed by the Independence faction. It was a dog's death, caught up in violence done in the name of a greater cause.
This man before his eyes was also some child's father, and had nearly died a dog's death because of bastards running wild under the excuse of a greater cause.
"If your child is sick, you should give them medicine."
Zendo put his baton away again.
“Lexi. Give him some medicine, and take him home.”
“Yes.”
His subordinate helped the man up. The man’s expression brightened. Even as he left, he repeatedly bowed his head toward Zendo.
"Th-thank you! Investigator sir!"
“.......”
Zendo silently let out a sigh. Then, feeling the same lingering anger, he clenched his teeth again.
“All of this...... it’s because of those damn Revolutionary forces assholes.”
They will never know how many people their so-called greater cause kills, and how much suffering it generates.
Because they are nothing but morons blinded by ideals who have abandoned reality.
***
Before next year arrived, I began my full-scale 'operations'.
First of all, I established the 「Imperial Soldiers Foundation」.
It is a nonprofit organization that arranges jobs for retired soldiers with nowhere to go after discharge, and provides medical expenses and living costs to wounded veterans.
It was a move to draw in the hearts of the regular army.
Next, I carried out expropriation.
Should I even call it expropriation? In truth, it’s preemptive acquisition, getting ahead of the Imperial Guard bastards and securing assets first, a tactic of 'take it before it’s taken'.
Indeed, the Imperial Guard’s greed toward non-Aran asset holders within the Empire is becoming more blatant by the day. After Canilan collapsed, it will become far more severe.
Additionally, starting next year, a new law will be promulgated.
A bill that imposes punitive transfer taxes when non-Imperial Arans buy or sell real estate, companies, stocks, etc. within the Empire, and prohibits currency exchange.
The pus-like Imperial Guard bastards of the Empire naturally received that news first and put immigrant tycoons on their list of prey.
The fortunate thing is that they are very poor compared to me.
Those bastards were probably planning to wait until after the law takes effect, when asset prices crash or forced sale orders come down, and then buy everything up at dirt-cheap prices.
That is why it’s the tactic of “take it first”.
[Aurum Logistics]
A logistics transportation company connecting the eastern and western parts of the Empire. I sought out the representative of that place, which owns dozens of large warehouses and countless trucks across the Empire.
“But, Sir Knight. This is.......”
He broke out in a cold sweat as he took my proposal.
“These are unacceptable terms. You’re telling me to hand over the company I’ve built with my entire life, for just this price?”
It was understandable. Compared to the appraised value, it was set relatively low.
“Well, think it over carefully.”
But he was not an Imperial Aran. Nor was he a citizen of an autonomous region subordinated to the Empire.
The racial pyramid of the Empire is clear. Arans sit at the apex, directly below them are Westerners and autonomous region citizens, and at the bottom are minority races including Merin, Easterners, and subspecies.
“You are not an Aran.”
The representative was a Merin.
A race that the Imperial Guard would attack first because of their good business acumen. In their eyes, the most drool-worthy meat.
“The Imperial Guard already has their eye on you. Recently, haven’t you seen suspicious people loitering around your factories?”
The representative’s pupils wavered. He seemed to have some idea.
I smiled.
“Before long, new Imperial laws will be promulgated. When that happens, it won’t be a question of protecting your company, but whether you’ll even be able to leave the Empire alive.”
His mouth clamped shut.
Looking at him, I asked.
“How many family members do you have?”
“......Twenty-three.”
A slightly bewildering number. Wife, children, parents, siblings, and apparently many others.
“You have far too many weaknesses.”
Gulp. He swallowed.
I lightly placed my finger on the contract.
“It’s a reasonable price. Your family will be able to live comfortably for decades.”
“.......”
Even so, for this man who bit his lip and agonized.
“20 years.”
I held up two fingers.
“This contract includes a buyback clause. Twenty years. If, after 20 years, you and your family survive and are able to return to the Empire.”
If this world does not perish.
If all of us can survive.
“I will gladly return the business to you.”
I meant it sincerely.
The other party clearly did not look convinced, but my expropriation is ultimately safekeeping. Before long, the raging torrent called history will sweep over all of us.
In that process, it’s fine if I am demonized. Rather, that is sufficiently a good thing.
Because being robbed by a demon would be far better for you than being devoured by beasts.
“......Understood.”
I quietly watched him as he signed the contract with trembling hands.
The sorrowful face of a man who thinks he is letting go of his entire life.
I handed him one more document.
“This is a gift.”
A document stamped with the Ebenholtz seal on the finest parchment finished with Mana Stone.
On it, I had written a sentence in my own handwriting.
「I hereby acknowledge that this person is a businessman who has contributed to the prosperity of the Empire, and will hold appropriate parties accountable should any unjust infringement upon his person occur.」
At the very bottom, I did not forget the signature of Maximilian Albrecht von Ebenholtz.
"In the future, you will consider today's decision fortunate."
“......Yes.”
He rose from his seat, unable to even bring himself to say thank you.
“Mr. Jumaine.”
I called his name, and he turned back toward me.
“Let’s meet again in 20 years.”
This is also my wish.
May you and I, and everyone whose property was taken by me, be able to meet again on that day and face one another.
Please, let it be so.
“.......”
He nodded with effort and left.
I remained quietly seated in the now-empty CEO office of the company.
Knock knock. With the sound of knocking, Dieter came in.
“You’re finished.”
“Yeah.”
There were still many companies left to absorb.
Railways, logistics, transportation, textiles, communications, storage, and on top of that, food.
Dieter selects the prime targets, and I plunder them at prices that are as reasonable as possible. After that, the companies are innovated and strengthened with technologies developed at the Lorenzo Academy.
A very satisfying virtuous cycle.
“As always, I’ll leave the management to you.”
“Yes. Please leave it to me.”
Clap clap. Dieter applauded. At that, a group of employees came rushing in.
"These are employees I directly handpicked through public recruitment."
They all gave off an atmosphere similar to Dieter’s. Dry, meticulous, and with impressions that they looked strong with numbers. They even felt a bit like clones, which made me flinch slightly.
“...They look like they’ll work hard. Everyone, I’ll be counting on you.”
I received their greetings, stepped outside, and got into the car.
In the back seat, the Aran Shepherd, Leo, sat upright, and in the passenger seat was my secretary Yukia, wearing sunglasses.
“We’ll depart now.”
I stroked Leo's soft fur while picking up the vibrating terminal.
It was a call from Schatz.
─Sir Knight. An incident has occurred in Genen.
My expression hardened coldly as I listened to her words.
* * *
Is it that what is meant to happen will inevitably happen?
In the end, the spark of that incident occurred in Genen at a completely unexpected moment.
It was the kind of thing that could not be stopped even if I unleashed investigators to scour all of Genen like combing lice, and laid down wiretapping and surveillance densely everywhere. An act closer to an accident than to a plan.
For example, something like a high-ranking official of the Genen Governor-General's Office shooting and killing a Genen university student who got into an argument on the street. However, it was instantly concluded as simple self-defense, a dispute, and he received no punishment at all.
That became the fuse. The incident spread through Genen as if fire had been lit.
The autonomous region citizens held protests, and during the suppression process, three more innocent Genen university students were additionally killed. Too much happened in an instant, and naturally all of Genen was in an uproar.
Genen, which was a republic in the past, still hasn't broken that habit of 'protesting'.
─Sir Knight. Communications on the terminal will likely be cut off soon.
Schatz’s report continued.
─Mana barriers are being installed across all of Genen. It seems they intend to block all information from leaving.
“......Of course they would.”
For a moment, quite a lot of anger surged up. I was disgusted by the moronic official's idiotic actions and the Ezenheim who must have exploited that gap.
However── I recalled Freya's words.
Be diligent in conduct and in mindset.
Always, like a clear mirror.
Getting angry doesn't change anything. It is nothing more than the foolishness of revealing my own impatience.
I steadied my breathing and sank back into my seat.
“.......”
The Genen people, played by Ezenheim, gathered in plazas to hold assemblies, and the university students carried out protests and street marches.
It was extremely dangerous.
If left alone, thousands, or in a severe case, tens of thousands might die.
Genen's spring.
I must sever the connecting link that will end with that day when blood will rain down.
“Schatz.”
I wrote a business trip plan to submit to the knight order. However, the destination was not Genen. The place I would head to was the Imperial Army Headquarters.
It was time to make use of the line I had cultivated with the military up to now.
─Yes. Sir Knight.
What the Ezenheim bastards want is an outburst from the Imperial Army. Or they will hope that Ezenheim within the Imperial Army fires shots and the situation escalates further.
If that happens, the Emperor will order the 'suppression' of the unrest. He will try to send in the army and trample it mercilessly.
“Wait for me.”
Before that happens, I will go.
I will willingly become his head, and decide with my own hands the method of suppression.
“I’ll get there before it’s too late.”
Chapter 79: Before Spring Comes (2)
I arrived at the Imperial Army Headquarters.
They had already grasped the situation in Genen, and there was widespread expectation that a suppression force would be organized.
"Knight Maximilian!"
I visited the office of Major General Maut, the very man who had been in charge of suppressing Genen even before my regression.
“Good to see you. That regimental dinner last time was truly fantastic.”
Neatly groomed blond hair parted in a 2:8 ratio, and a mustache shaped like wings.
Despite the situation, he starts by talking about that banquet.
Once you feed someone well, it becomes this convenient.
“Yes. It’s good to see you, Major General Maut.”
I sat across from him. The corner of his mouth twisted into a sly grin."However, it seems you too have heard the news and are enraged?"
I quietly looked at him.
“A protest at a time like this. How dare Genen even think of opposing the Empire, tsk. That won’t do. Don’t you agree?”
“It’s probably not opposition.”
I casually looked around the office.
It seems luxurious, yet not quite. There are plenty of decorations scattered around, but in truth they lacked real substance. It had the feeling of someone trying to look as stylish as possible within the limits of having little money.
“The people of Genen likely know it themselves. How could Genen possibly oppose the Empire? They’re just venting their dissatisfaction.”
“Well, I suppose......”
“Do you happen to know who sparked this incident?”
“Sparked it?”
“Yes. The person who shot the Genen citizen dead on the street.”
That incident didn't exist before the regression. It was a complete random occurrence.
“Ah.”
Maut awkwardly brushed his hair back.
“He’s the Second Secretary of the Genen Governor-General's Office. The youngest son of the Vice Minister of the Imperial Palace’s Ministry of Interior.”
The reason he was released instantly under the excuse of self-defense even after killing someone.
The Imperial Palace again. If even a mere Vice Minister of Interior can manage this much, it’s beyond ridiculous.
“Where is he now?”
“I’ve heard he’s gone into the Imperial Palace.”
I nodded. As expected, he had already fled.
It doesn’t matter. I’ll definitely find him and cut off that bastard’s head.
“A suppression force will be organized soon. A support request has come in from the Governor-General's Office, so we’ll have to push them down decisively.”
“I see. May I accompany you as a commander?”
As I made a request that wasn’t quite a request, I took out a small box. Maut’s gaze was naturally drawn to it, as if he had been waiting for this moment.
“Ah, that would be most welcome. You really do seem angry as well...... But what is that?”
Maut showed interest.
“Ah. It’s nothing special.”
A small gift I brought along just in case he didn’t listen to me.
“It’s a music box.”
When the box is opened, a flower bud bloomed elegantly and a beautiful melody flowed out.
More than the music box itself, the components of the flower buds are what matters. They're all jewels and mana stones.
Maut’s eyes sparkled.
“I heard your daughter’s wedding is coming up soon.”
“Oh my. You remembered something like that? I’m honored, hahaha.”
Taking care of weddings and funerals is the best way to win someone’s favor.
It’s also the best excuse to offer a bribe.
“Thank you.”
Maut carefully placed the music box on his desk. Even during the various conversations that followed, his gaze remained fixed on the music box and wouldn't leave it.
He seemed to like it very much.
***
Kaimri Square in the Genen Autonomous Region.
Hundreds of thousands of people poured into the area. As if spewing out their suppressed anger, they marched toward the Governor-General's Office. At the very front of that wave stood a middle-aged man.
The father of a woman who had been killed by a high-ranking official of the Governor-General's Office on the street a few days earlier.
In his arms, he held a photograph of his daughter from when she was alive, and behind him, large written slogans surged like waves.
[Clarify the truth about Adeline's death!]
They were demanding the truth about his daughter’s unjust death, and punishment for the murderer. In their hands were candles instead of weapons.
“Stop──!”
The garrison troops blocked their path. Soldiers occupied the road and prevented the citizens from advancing.
“It’s an order from the Governor-General's Office! Disperse immediately──!”
It was a tense standoff. But there was no violence. The garrison soldiers were men who had lived in Genen for a long time, and therefore there was understanding and sympathy for this situation.
The protesters knew this as well. From the beginning, they had no intention of opposing the Empire. They were merely demanding the correction of injustice.
However, at some point.
From somewhere.
'Someone' seized this opportunity to drive in a wedge-like crack.
It could have been one of the protesters, or it could have been one of the soldiers.
Taang—!
A gunshot ringing through the sky.
Screams erupted, and that single bullet multiplied into dozens.
Bangbangbangbang─!
The young soldiers pulled their triggers without even realizing it. Some civilians responded by releasing Mana.
The unexpected gunfire, counterattack, and collision covered the area in chaos.
The flustered garrison troops hastily declared a retreat and.......
Clang─!
“......This really turned out well.”
In an old, timeworn mansion in the Genen Autonomous Region. In that place, which had stood tall in the same spot for four hundred years, imperialists clinked glasses and held a banquet.
“If it’s a riot, then the justification is clear.”
They laughed over the finest wine and extravagant food.
“Suppressing it will be easy enough.”
After suppressing this incident, they will use it as a pretext to demand even stronger inspection and the police authority from the Governor-General's Office to the Empire.
Since the Genen Governor-General's Office was the stronghold of the imperialists, it could solidify the power of the Imperial faction, and that would also be beneficial to the Empire──
“This is such a good thing that happened at just the right time.”
Erio, the Department Chief of Internal Affairs of the Governor-General's Office, lit his cigar.
“Those bastards who kept babbling about independence, autonomy, promises, and whatnot will all die out this time. It’s perfect weather for thinning them out.”
Smiles spread across their faces. Lips chewing and swallowing the finest steak glistened with grease, and their greedy faces flushed red, intoxicated with wine.
“Let’s call it a night here.”
"Let's do that."
“It was very~ entertaining. Hahaha.”
Tap, tap. Department Chief Erio crushed his cigar into the ashtray. The executives of the Governor-General's Office rose from their seats one by one.
After they all left and he remained alone in the room.
The Department Chief took out a vibrating terminal from his pocket.
As he listened to the code transmitted through the receiver, the corner of his mouth twisted into a deep smile.
.......
Genen Central University. That place, which had shared the republic's history since before the autonomous region, was now the headquarters of the resistance, with many university students and people gathered there.
Bonfires blazed up all over the campus, and classrooms had become temporary clinics for the wounded.
“We have to strike back too! How long are we just going to take it?”
In the student council room, heavy with shadows, student council executive Kasim shouted as he slammed the desk. His eyes were bloodshot red from days of sleeplessness and rage.
“Do you know how many people are dying outside right now? Those guys from the Secret Police Bureau or whatever are smashing kids’ heads in! Just yesterday, my friend......!”
“And what if the Empire flies into a rage? What if the Emperor brings in a suppression force? Are you saying we should all die, right now?”
Student Council President Elias let out a sigh.
“Who said we’re all going to die? That’s the only way negotiations even become possible. If we stay still, we’ll just die like dogs!”
A fire was being lit. The spark that began with the unjust death of a woman named Adeline is now gathering together the anger over discriminatory treatment of the Genen people and the exploitation by the Governor-General's Office, threatening to blaze out of control.
But can they really win this fight.
No, before that, can they even survive.
Elias looked around the meeting room. All of the executives wore exhausted expressions.
“......Let’s make one thing absolutely clear.”
Elias said firmly.
“We must not accept help from the Revolutionary forces. If we take their hand, we become terrorists. That’s exactly what the Empire wants. We have to remain citizens of Genen to the very end.”
The other executives seemed to agree with his words. Kasim quietly bit his lip.
That was when it happened.
Bang!
The door flew open as a messenger unit rushed in.
“President! An urgent report!”
Terminal communications were completely dead due to the Mana barrier, but this was a letter smuggled in from outside through a courier.
“A suppression force has been organized. It even includes the roster!”
Their worst fear had come true.
Elias took the document. As he read through the names revealed under the lamplight, his face turned pale.
“The suppression force commander is Major General Maut. And.......”
His voice trailed off. Kasim hurriedly asked.
“Who is it? Who’s coming?”
It was a name that no Genen university student could fail to recognize.
The knight who had cut down 'Sage', a former executive of the Genen Independence faction, in a single stroke. The owner of the Genen Branch, and at the same time one of the most notorious imperialists on the continent. (TL: Sage was killed in Chapter 17)
“......Maximilian Ebenholtz.”
The monster of Ebenholtz.
He was coming here.
.......
The protests in Genen were growing worse by the day.
It was utter chaos.
Among the protesters, especially the more violent ones—whether they were even truly protesters was unclear—have injured soldiers of the Governor-General's Office, and due to the soldiers’ ruthless suppression, the number of injured kept surging.
The problem was Mana. From the moment people capable of wielding Mana suddenly appeared, responses and suppression intensified, and pointless skirmishes increased exponentially.
It almost feels like guerrilla warfare.
Leaving behind the city center that was becoming a chaotic mess, Zendo returned to the Central Police Bureau. The monitors in the situation room reflected fires blazing throughout the city.
“......It’s fucking chaotic, Zendo.”
The Deputy Director approached and placed a hand on Zendo’s shoulder. Zendo let out a small snort of laughter.
“It really is.”
Since Maximilian's order was only to wait, he was just waiting.
Bang──!
At that moment, the main entrance of the police bureau opened as if it would break. Agents in plain clothes rushed in en masse.
Reeking of the Empire—the Secret Police Bureau.
“Wh-what is this!”
“Who are you people!”
“Quiet──!”
The police officers stood up in alarm, but were overwhelmed by the pressure and retreated backward.
The leader of the Secret Police Bureau presented some documents to everyone.
“An Imperial Special Security Act has been issued. As of this moment, command authority and all investigative powers of the Genen Central Police Bureau fall under the jurisdiction of our Secret Police Bureau.”
It was a unilateral notification.
“That means from now on, you’ll be following our orders as well.”
From among their group, someone stepped forward. With his hands shoved into his pockets, he swaggered up and stopped right in front of Zendo’s nose.
"......So it's you. You were here."
It was a familiar face. The bastard he had run into in a back alley, the one who told him to watch his back at night.
"You anteater-looking bastard. I told you, didn't I? That I'd remember your face."
The man poked Zendo’s shoulder, tap, tap, grinning mockingly. It was an unpleasant taunt.
“Well, now that it’s come to this, let’s try working together properly. You'll have a hard time crawling under me though."
Smack!
He struck the back of Zendo’s head hard. Zendo clenched his eyes shut and swallowed his anger as dozens of agents streamed in and occupied the Central Police Bureau.
“Haa.......”
For now, he waited.
Because waiting was the order.
***
An order came down from the Regular Army Supreme Headquarters—that is, from ‘Sebestian’.
The Genen suppression operation was finalized.
The Imperial Army moved swiftly. All land and water routes leading into the Genen Autonomous Region were thoroughly sealed off. Checkpoints were set up at every major junction, and heavily armed troops were deployed.
"It's an honor. I'm Operations Officer Major Osman. I'll begin the briefing."
The temporary operations situation room. I sat there in my capacity as a suppression force commander.
Originally, knights are the sword of the Empire. Therefore, in terms of rank hierarchy, they receive the treatment of a major, but in any situation, authority befitting the role can be delegated.
“The current situation in Genen is extremely unstable, and.......”
However, the air in the conference room was strangely warped.
Those seated around the table were generals with stars on their shoulders. Brigadier Generals and Major Generals. They were officers who had already achieved quite a bit within the military, yet their gazes were fixed on my face, which bore not a single star.
Even as the operations officer delivered the briefing, and even when someone voiced an opinion, they kept glancing over, gauging my reaction.
When I furrowed my brow, they changed the subject, and when I nodded, they looked relieved.
I understand. To them, suppressing Genen is merely a 'job', and my name, my 'connections', are a tangible reward.
“Knight Maximilian. What do you think?”
Suppression force commander Major General Maut finally asked me. All eyes in the room focused on me.
“A half-baked suppression will only backfire. To prevent unnecessary clashes, we must completely crush them as a whole.”
"Mm. What's the specific method?"
I thought of the ‘Genen's Spring’ before my regression. Back then, the Imperial Army had entered mainly with infantry. As a result, protesters and soldiers became directly entangled, and eventually the soldiers began firing indiscriminately, turning the scene into a hellscape.
After that came a chain of retaliation.
As Ezenheim had desired, a massacre erupted in Genen.
“We will deploy tanks.”
To prevent that horrific spring from coming, I assert my will.
“Deploy tanks?”
Maut asked back in puzzlement. Even before my regression, tanks had been included, but there had been only three or four at most. Even those were not for intimidation, but reserve forces waiting in the rear.
The Empire has always overestimated human power.
“Right now, violent protests are breaking out in Genen. Citizens who have lost their reason do not feel fear even when they see soldiers. They only see enemies in uniform.”
It was the wrong approach. Human anger cannot be calmed by humans. If you try to suppress it with guns and swords, all you do is ignite an even greater blaze.
“Perhaps it’s because we don’t look as massive as we think we do.”
Therefore—one must not face them human to human.
“And also because we are not sufficiently vicious or terrifying.”
The generals held their breath and watched me.
"Coincidentally, my factory, Aternum's new model tanks are waiting to be deployed."
Tanks are a core asset of modern warfare, and especially effective against ordinary crowds.
My factory’s facilities had been designed around tanks from the beginning, and the skilled craftsmen of Gigantes quickly adapted and produced them day and night.
“Oh ho, that will also serve as publicity for the new factory. Then how many do you plan to bring along? Would one or two companies be enough?”
Maut asked positively. The other generals also seemed to be expecting at most around ten to twenty units.
“At present, there are about 200 tanks at our factory that can be deployed immediately. If we also make use of the older tanks under headquarters’ command.......”
I calmly threw out the ‘minimum’ number.
“We should be able to mobilize around 300 tanks.”
“......?”
“Th-three hundred?”
The generals were momentarily struck dumb. Their eyes went unfocused, their lips parted wordlessly. Some even fidgeted with their ears.
Normally, three tanks make up a platoon. Ten make up a company, and a single knight is evaluated as having power equivalent to a company.
In other words, a force of 300 tanks is equivalent to thirty knights, or, when converted into infantry strength, more than several divisions of tens of thousands of soldiers combined.
“T-that many?”
“Yes. Is there any need to be stingy? We should use this opportunity to demonstrate the Empire’s majesty.”
Deploying such an enormous army to Genen.
For mere riot suppression, it borders on insanity—an excessive show of force—but I know how this protest will end if we do not go this far.
“We must instill overwhelming fear in them.”
No matter how many people gather, people are still just people.
Beings made of flesh and blood will instinctively shrink before steel that is larger and harder than themselves. If hundreds of such colossal machines line up, merely seeing them will instill a sense of powerlessness, the feeling that 'we cannot resist them'.
At the very least, the souls of ordinary people will be broken. As for those who are not ordinary—the Ezenheims—I will personally kill them.
“That is the Empire’s way.”
I looked around at the generals and smiled faintly.
“Do you all agree?”
They exchanged glances. Their expressions were quite amusing. Fully grown men suddenly become like little children.
But I did not expect any objections. After all, my father Sebestian was present in this headquarters.
"Please answer."
At last, they all nodded.
Stronger than the strong.
Before spring even arrives, I will subdue them by the most powerful means.
Chapter 80: Before Spring Comes (3)
The suppression of Genen was an imperial order. The Emperor personally expressed his concern, and Sebestian Ebenholtz, the Supreme Commander of the Empire, delivered that intent to the headquarters.
Sebestian did not place restrictions on the method of suppression, but the fact that Maximilian had volunteered for the operation as a knight was unexpected.
“.......”
He quietly skimmed through the operation report bearing Maximilian’s name.
[Suppression Plan]
The key point is a comprehensive suppression through overwhelming force. Mobilize hundreds of tanks to surround and pressure the Genen Autonomous Region, instilling in them a sense of helplessness that makes resistance impossible.
In Sebestian’s eyes, it was not bad at all.
It was surprising that the newly established factories in the south had already produced this volume of tanks, but more than that, he liked the idea itself.
The Empire does not tolerate unrest in autonomous regions. The strength of the Empire must be absolute—something that cannot be challenged or dealt with. Therefore, completely crushing them suits the situation far better than negotiation or compromise. It would also serve as a good propaganda tool to demonstrate the Empire’s continued stability to neighboring countries and internal subversive elements who had been spouting all kinds of talk since the destruction of Gigantes.
Scratch—Sebestian scrawled the Supreme Commander’s signature. Colonel Edmon Bruindol received the document.
“Loyalty.”
After saluting, Edmon stepped out into the corridor and thought about the contents of the operation plan.
Maximilian intended to deploy enough power to crush an entire front line for nothing more than riot suppression. What on earth was he thinking, and what was he trying to do?
“You seem worried.”
A voice suddenly cut in from the side. It was Major Goetz.
“It’s about Genen. Won’t there be heavy civilian casualties?”
Goetz deliberately put on a concerned expression. Edmon quietly looked at him, the approval documents tucked under his arm.
"Knight Maximilian will handle it well."
“Haha...... Yes. I suppose so.”
Goetz laughed awkwardly and backed off. Edmon resumed walking. Goetz watched his back for a moment, then quickly scurried after him.
“Let’s go together, Colonel.”
Goetz is fairly good at reading people. More precisely, he prides himself on being quite adept at catching the invisible aura of those whose intentions differ from the Empire’s.
Thus, he was suspicious of Edmon.
More precisely, he harbored an inexplicable sense of unease regarding Edmon’s ‘ideology’.
***
Hermes Province, in the southern Empire, a land of especially vast plains and mountain ranges where red clay and green grasslands harmonize.
Kuuuuuu──
Via transport ships, the Imperial mechanized division forces arrived one after another at Hermes Airport.
Before their eyes, 200 new-model tanks were lined up in formation.
“The overall operating system is the same as the older models, but it will be much more intuitive and smooth. If there are any soldiers who can handle Mana, please try infusing Mana into this Mana Stone condenser. It will increase mobility speed by over 30%.”
A designer from Canilan personally explained the tanks to the tank crews. Boarding the interior half in doubt, they soon exclaimed in amazement. Unlike the old models that were cramped and stifling like a steam room, the interior was comfortable, and the control system had been innovatively simplified.
Goooooo──
The suppression force, having quickly adapted, deployed to the ground in the middle of the night.
The vibrations caused by hundreds of tanks shook the land.......
Meanwhile, I boarded a separate transport ship together with Major General Maut, the commander of the suppression force, and other key commanders.
“......This is a transport ship?”
Major General Maut’s eyes widened.
“Yes.”
It was, in effect, a private aircraft custom-ordered at an extra cost from an aviation manufacturing company in Canilan. Plush top-grade leather sofas, tables finished with Marcana hardwood, and soft lighting.
The interior was a complete recreation of a suite from Canilan’s finest five-star hotel, or something like that.
I'm planning to acquire this company later when Canilan collapses.
“Everyone, please take a seat.”
The commanders swallowed dryly as they took their seats. They seemed fascinated by everything, but refrained from showing it for the sake of decorum.
Click.
I snapped my fingers. Dedicated attendants placed luxurious boxes in front of the guests.
“These are welcome gifts for my distinguished guests who are boarding my private aircraft for the first time.”
An attendant opened the box halfway. Through the gap, a bottle of amber-colored liquid sloshing gently and crystal glasses were revealed.
"It's 'Royal Amber 21-year vintage'. Please take it with you when you leave Genen."
It was a famous liquor priced at over 200,000 dollars per bottle. Even the crystal glasses, if one were to appraise their value, were worth more than 50,000 dollars.
The corners of the generals’ mouths twitched. They tried hard to maintain solemn expressions, but they could not stop the smiles from leaking out.
Hahahahaha. Hahahaha. Hahahahaha.
As their laughter mingled with the sound of the aircraft, before long we landed on the runway of the Genen garrison base.
“Let’s go.”
Major General Maut and the other commanders disembarked first, and I followed after them.
At the end of the runway, senior officials from the Governor-General's Office who had come out in advance to greet us came into view. They were standing there smiling.
Thump.
At the same time, my heart gave a hard jolt.
It was a familiar sensation.
Evidence of the Ezenheim.
“Welcome. I am Erio, Department Chief of Internal Affairs of the Governor-General's Office.”
A greasy-faced man offered a handshake to Major General Maut, then approached me as well and extended his hand.
I stared at him and suppressed my smile.
“Nice to meet you, Knight Maximilian.”
Found you.
As expected, you were hiding here.
“Let us proceed to the situation room first. We have everything prepared.”
The department chiefs of the Governor-General's Office naturally guided us into the garrison base. As if it were only natural, they attempted to sit in on the meeting.
“Ah.”
I stopped them at the entrance to the conference room.
“From here on, military secrets will be discussed. Those of you who are civilians, please step aside.”
The expression on Department Chief Erio’s face stiffened.
“Knight. We are from the Governor-General's—”
“This is wartime, Department Chief.”
There was no need to hear any more.
Thud.
I closed the door.
After that, Major General Maut took the seat of honor, but the air in the conference room was subtle.
The command structure naturally became tangled.
“Hmm.......”
Major General Maut, the commander of the suppression force, was watching my expression.
That was only natural. Sebestian, the Supreme Commander of the Empire, is my father, and the tanks that would soon arrive are all mine, and—
“.......”
The moment I sat down, I remained silent with a blank expression.
The generals waited for me without saying a word, and the silence dragged on.
“......Knight Maximilian? Is there some problem?”
At last, Major General Maut asked cautiously.
I neatly adjusted my cuffs and gestured toward the outside with my eyes.
“They were smiling.”
"Hmm? Who?"
There was no need to deliberately flash intensity in my eyes. No need to raise my voice either.
Because in situations like this, I already knew the perfect teaching material to lead the other side along.
"Those people from the Governor-General's Office."
The person who dominated space with just his presence and aroused unknowable fear in me.
He never made grand gestures. He never used an unnecessarily forceful tone. He never twisted his expression into something frightening.
Rather, he was always consistent, yet imbued every word and action with the weight of a great mountain.
That's why he was uncertain, and from that uncertainty bloomed the greatest fear.
“Despite the fact that this incident broke out due to their unstable control.”
My father, Sebestian, was like that.
“Despite the fact that the prestige of the Empire was shaken due to their incompetence.”
Recalling the image of Sebestian that still remained like trauma within me, I recited quietly.
The lower I kept my voice, the more the generals leaned forward to listen to my words.
“They were smiling.”
I spat out a single, cold phrase.
“As if it were someone else’s problem.”
Major General Maut’s expression hardened stiffly. The same was true for the other generals. My thoughts and the atmosphere spread like a contagion.
"......It seems that the targets we need to suppress here."
I looked around the room and drew my conclusion.
"Are not just the rioters."
All of them nodded heavily.
From now on, it is wartime.
I, as a knight of the Empire, possess the authority for immediate judgment. However, that blade is not directed only at enemies. It also applies to incompetent and corrupt allies, or enemies disguised as allies.
Pacify Genen, and overturn the Governor-General's Office.
Seat a new figure in that position to rearm Genen’s ideology.
That is my plan.
***
Kugugugugung──
A thunderous sound reverberated through the streets. Countless tanks, a wave of steel, crossed Hermes and entered Genen. The sight of them pouring in endlessly was something that could hardly be put into words. It was as if they themselves embodied destruction itself......
The protesters who had occupied the roads froze before that bizarre and overwhelming presence.
─By imperial decree. Disperse all protests and assemblies immediately.
TThe tanks passed through the city. The barricades that students had piled up overnight crumbled helplessly, and cracks formed in the roads trampled by the monstrosities.
─By imperial decree. Disperse all protests and assemblies immediately.
However, they did not fire rashly. They simply stood before those reckless enough to resist without backing down.
“Target confirmed.”
The rules of engagement handed down were clear. The objective was not killing.
“Fire.”
Kwaaaaaa───!
The muzzles spewed fire. The shells struck empty building walls or asphalt surfaces right next to the protesters. Storms of blasts and fragments scattered in all directions. A statue in the square collapsed, and glass and chunks of stone from buildings flew everywhere.
Only then did the citizens grasp reality, screaming as they scattered.
─By imperial decree. Disperse all protests and assemblies immediately.
As the tanks seized Genen’s key points, agents of the Secret Police Bureau and soldiers seeped in from the shadows. It was the full-scale movement to hunt down the wanted ringleaders.
─By imperial decree. Disperse all protests and assemblies immediately.......
Genen Central University.
“......Maximilian is a crazy man.”
Student council executive Kasim muttered with an enraged face. Their meeting was focused on only one person.
Knight Maximilian, who brought hundreds of tank units to Genen.
Elias murmured like a sigh.
“We have no choice but to stop now. From the start, it was far too impulsive—”
"You're going to surrender like this?!"
Kasim shouted in a fit. Elias shot back, looking frustrated.
“Then what are we supposed to do! At this rate, thousands—no, tens of thousands of people could die!”
"Since they brought tanks, we should ask for help from the Independence faction or the Revolutionary forces! The world changes when people die!"
“Don’t spout crazy bullshit.”
Elias pointed at Kasim, his complexion hardening.
“I'd die if it were me who had to die. But that's not it, is it? We're the ones who are going to run away. And after we escape, you're saying innocent people should die so the world can change?”
“.......”
Kasim also calmed down for a moment.
Everyone already knew it. In a situation where hundreds of tanks had flooded into Genen, resistance or negotiation was impossible.
“......Then if we surrender, will Maximilian stop? Will he coddle us and let it slide?”
No one could answer.
That much was true. Injured people from shelling were already cropping up all over the city, and agents, police, and soldiers ran rampant in the gaps.
─By imperial decree. Disperse all protests and assemblies immediately.
The faint voices of the tanks still echoed.
“For now, everyone disperse for today. If you have letters to write to your family or friends, write them now.”
Elias got up from the conference room and returned to his dormitory.
“Fuck.......”
He sat at his desk, venting the swelling frustration with a curse, when he noticed a single note lying on it.
“......?”
[ I have urgent information to deliver. Many people will die. Come to contact point 3 as soon as possible. ]
It was the handwriting of a reliable informant.
“People will die.......”
It was a dangerous situation, but an even more dangerous urgent report. After hesitating, Elias quietly slipped out of the dormitory.
The moment he arrived at the back alley, contact point number 3, and looked around the area.
“Ah~ there you are.”
Along with a greasy voice, black shadows pounced on him.
Thud─!
A powerful blow struck the back of his head.
His consciousness was cut off.
.......
When he opened his eyes, he was in an unfamiliar underground space. The smell of blood lingered at the tip of his nose, and his hands and feet were tightly bound to a chair.
“Hey~ you Revolutionary forces bastard. We finally caught the big one.”
A sinister-looking man looked down at Elias and grinned. He roughly grabbed Elias by the hair and forced his head back.
“Don’t worry. I’ll send you off with as little pain as possible.”
Beside him, agents of the Secret Police Bureau were lined up. The man took out a syringe and jabbed it into the back of Elias’s neck.
“......Ugh.”
“Hang in there a bit. It’s a painkiller and an anesthetic. It’d be troublesome if you died of shock from the pain, right? You’ve got to be alive when you get beaten so the marks stay nice and clear on the body.”
Gradually, his consciousness grew hazy. His vision wobbled wildly, and the man slammed Elias’s torso straight down onto the floor.
Thud.
Just as the merciless beating was about to begin.
“─Stop.”
Through Elias’s half-closed eyes, someone came into view. The agents’ movements also faltered.
Everyone turned to look.
"Ah~ You fucking anteater-looking bastard."
The agent irritably cracked his neck.
An investigator from the Genen Police Bureau, the guy who looked like an anteater. He was standing there with a stiff expression.
“Is this bastard crazy? Can’t you see I’m in the middle of official business?”
The agent asked, tapping a bloodstained baton against his palm. The anteater replied quietly.
“Agent. What is your name?”
“Huh? Ah~ now that you mention it. Come to think of it, we never even introduced ourselves.”
He chuckled and brushed his hair back.
“Anteater. I’m Billy. Billy Frezeul. Remember it when I send you to afterlife.”
Billy jerked his chin at the other agents.
“Hey. Just kill this bastard too. A Genen punk who doesn’t know his place and is acting up. In this kind of chaos, even if a guy like that dies, nobody’s going to care.”
The agents drew their guns, but Zendo did not step back. Instead, he smiled.
──Step. Step.
From behind him, from the passageway in the underground, came another set of footsteps.
──Step. Step.
Very constant and regular boot heel strides.
──Step. Step.
Slowly the darkness split, and silver air currents rose like a heat haze.
In that place where flickering Mana clung like moonlight was......
“......Huh?”
Billy's eye sockets sank deeply.
“Secret Police Bureau.”
The blonde knight, Maximilian.
“You’ve been up to some pointless nonsense.”
With his appearance, the air froze. The agents trembled, their hands gripping their guns as they stumbled backward.
“K-Knight? How did you get here......”
“Zendo.”
Maximilian gestured to Zendo.
“Kill him.”
A cold smile crept onto Zendo’s lips. In contrast, Billy’s face twisted in shock.
“K-Knight! I'm from the central—”
"In this chaos, no one will care if one guy like you dies."
Thump.
The virus in his heart writhed violently. Billy was the target it pointed to.
“Because you’re a Subspecies.”
The moment Maximilian smiled— a submachine gun appeared from Zendo’s arms.
“Ah, this fucking—”
Billy hurriedly raised his own gun, but it was already too late.
Kwadadadada───!
Deafening gunfire echoed through the cramped underground. Billy’s body jerked as if dancing before collapsing to the floor. From the body riddled with holes, fresh blood trickled out. Amid the stench of blood filling the air, the other agents dropped to their knees.
“.......”
Without even looking at them, Maximilian simply walked toward the student council president of Genen Central University.
Happy New Year, Everyone!!! 🎊🎉🎊🎉
Chapter 81: Before Spring Comes (4)
The rules that the military received for this Genen suppression were as follows.
[Threatening with batons is permitted, but striking vital points that could endanger life or direct firing toward civilians is prohibited. Tank shelling is also limited to the most conspicuous surrounding structures, not to human lives.]
The logic was simple.
The Imperial Army is an excellent group with perfect control. Therefore, it must not wield force indiscriminately. Excessive violence would instead lower the dignity of the Empire.
However, punishment of the protest ringleaders was consistently severe.
The more urgent the situation became, the more the ‘impure elements’ had no choice but to take risks to contact one another, and such communications were caught in the dense wiretapping and surveillance net laid out by the Genen branch office. The moment coordinates were identified, investigators pounced like wolves.
Their treatment would later be determined according to their status, background, and the severity of their reactionary actions.
Kurrurung──! Kurrurung──!
The tanks patrolled the streets of Genen both morning and night. The rumbling tracks that shook the ground became the city’s only sound.
Shops and companies closed their doors, and factories stopped. All economic activity in Genen came to a halt. The city was thoroughly sealed off, cut off from the outside world, becoming isolated and helpless.Like being strangled, like being submerged in water, they were being slowly suppressed......
***
In an interrogation room where pale lighting flickered faintly.
I looked at Elias across from me.
“Elias.”
His grandfather was a fallen noble of the Empire, his grandmother a Genen native. After that, he had lived only in Genen with his parents, a true local born and raised in Genen. A primary surveillance target of Zendo, the student council president of Genen Central University, and a talent with elite-level insight despite still being a student.
He was a candidate for an ideological criminal, but he was not Ezenheim.
“Do you know why you were brought in?”
Elias quietly raised his gaze. I placed the note found on his person on the table.
[ I have urgent information to deliver. Come to contact point 3 as soon as possible. ]
“Someone betrayed you. Probably one of the people around you.”
He bit his lip hard, and his eyes wavered slightly.
“It’s probably the work of someone who wants to blow this situation up even further. If you’re killed in some way, you’ll become a martyr of Genen and ignite an even more vast wildfire here.”
“......What is it you’re trying to say?”
I looked deeply into his eyes.
“I’ll ask. Do you want Genen’s independence?”
“Ha. You Imperials always say things like that.”
Elias let out a snort as if it were absurd.
“Most Genen people aren’t interested in something as grand as independence. Everyone knows it’s impossible as long as the Empire continues to exist. In fact, many people look at the demonstrations of the independence faction with disdain. But.......”
He took a brief breath.
He poured out words that he had long kept in his chest, words he had prepared for a long time.
“Those so-called Imperial nobles buy high-ranking positions in the Governor-General’s Office as if at an auction. Those bastards who obtain posts with money plunder Genen’s industries and commercial rights to recoup their investment and line their pockets during their terms. In other words, Genen people are always paying taxes of unknown origin.”
I listened quietly.
“Genen was a republic in the past, but from ancient times it has used the Imperial language as its common tongue. The roots of our cultures also touched one another. That’s why, when the Empire proposed annexation, the imperial family explicitly stated that Genen people would be treated not as a subjugated population, but as ‘friends of Aran’.”
Heat entered Elias’s voice.
“At the time, the Empire needed stability in the rear due to the Western War, and Genen joined the Empire, providing rear garrison forces in exchange for being promised autonomy and citizenship. That is the historical basis and contract of the annexation. That’s why the slogan ‘Keep your promise’ always appears in Genen’s protests.”
He handled most majors at the level of a scholar, and indeed, he knows a great deal.
It is accurate history.
“However, no one treats a friend like this.”
Elias glared at me. A gaze filled with his distinctive spirit. It was the look that corrupt nobles hated most.
I smiled slightly and asked back.
“Then, in your eyes, do I look like an enemy?”
“A friend doesn’t bring hundreds of tanks with him.”
“No. You’re wrong.”
I quietly leaned forward and looked into Elias’s golden eyes.
“Your real enemy is the one trying to provoke meaningless resistance and drag external forces into Genen.”
All of a sudden, Elias’s expression stiffened.
“The ones who, even while looking at this procession of tanks, are determined to turn Genen into a bloodbath.”
Clearly, someone's face had come to his mind.
“They are your enemy.”
“.......”
He shook his head as if trying desperately to deny it.
“The idea that only with bloodbath can we finally sit at the negotiation table isn’t entirely wrong. Because our opponent is you, you specifically."
Elias’s voice trembled.
He was feeling fear as he faced me. Forcing himself to endure his wavering heart, he confronted me.
I let out a small chuckle.
“You’ve drawn me in, so your resistance has already succeeded. Thanks to that, I learned of the incompetence of the trash in the Governor-General’s Office. This incident will become a good justification.”
"......Justification?"
“Yes. A justification changes its outcome depending on who interprets it and how.”
Justification. The most important yet arbitrary value in this Empire.
I watched Elias with the posture of a noble.
“Some may use this riot as an excuse to strengthen the authority of the Governor-General’s Office and tighten their grip on Genen even further, while others may do the opposite—emphasize the incompetence of the Governor-General’s Office and use it to tear them down.”
In the end, everything follows the will of the strong.
“From your perspective, what kind of person do you think I am?”
My reflection appeared in Elias's golden pupils.
“Do I really look like someone who would merely accommodate the convenience of those Governor-General’s Office bastards?”
Ebenholtz. A family far greater and nobler than something like Genen's Governor-General's Office.
I spoke calmly—as if laying out my daily routine.
"I will cut off their heads. There's no need to explain their crimes one by one. In an era where incompetence itself is a crime, their incompetence caused this situation."
Elias swallowed silently.
“And into the vacuum of the Governor-General’s Office left by their disappearance, I will also be deeply involved. As the commander who suppressed this riot.”
To the corrupt nobles of the Empire, Genen is practically a honeypot. Everything Elias just said was correct.
“And yet, who would dare try to bribe Ebenholtz? What kind of bribe would ever work on Ebenholtz?”
It was laughable. No one can even attempt to offer a bribe to Ebenholtz.
When the Genen Governor-General’s Office is newly reorganized, I will establish standards of my own alone.
“Elias.”
I met Elias’s gaze and formed a faint smile.
“I am Maximilian of Ebenholtz.”
A true noble, qualitatively distinct from every fake you have seen until now.
“If you trust me, Genen will be filled with better people.”
However, Elias still could not let go of his doubt. That was only natural. Too much trash had committed far too many acts.
“Now return to where you came from.”
Still, I am willing to wait.
I have more than enough patience for that.
“By now, the ones who betrayed you are probably inciting a fight to the death, claiming you were kidnapped or tortured to death. Praying more fervently than anyone that your corpse will be found in the most horrific state.”
Thud.
I took out an artifact box and placed it on the table.
“If you return alive, they’ll be quite flustered. They’ll grow extremely impatient. If you even speak about me there, they’ll try to turn you into a real corpse. I guarantee it.”
Inside were a silver necklace and a terminal.
“The necklace is an artifact containing a defensive Aura, and the terminal is equipped with a signal transmission device. Just press the button, and my people will come to you.”
“.......”
I'm certain. The Ezenheim on that side will try to kill Elias by any means necessary.
“The choice is yours. If the people around you truly are the righteous comrades you want to believe in, then there will be no need to use this.”
I stood up from my seat. I stretched out my arm and helped Elias to his feet as well.
“But── listen carefully. Elias Walter, son of Ernst Walter.”
Walter is an Imperial surname.
Therefore, I placed my hand on his shoulder. I looked closely into his face.
“You have Imperial noble blood mixed within you.”
Though he was from a fallen noble line, he too was a person who bore the traces of the Empire.
“An enemy of the Empire can never become a friend of Genen.”
With my own hands, I straightened his disheveled clothes, fixed his collar, and whispered softly.
“I believe that you, of all people, know what path truly serves Genen......”
***
Elias got out of the car.
Step─.
As he stepped onto the pavement, Zendo spoke to him.
“We’ll stay nearby. If anything dangerous happens, signal us. Don’t forget.”
“.......”
As Elias staggered forward, his eyes suddenly caught sight of the line of tanks blocking the university’s main gate. He stared up at them blankly, then lowered his gaze with difficulty.
Instead of the main gate, he entered the university grounds through a small hole that had been prepared in advance, and approached the entrance of the central building.
"Who's there!"
Students standing guard raised swords and guns and aimed them at him. Their eyes were filled with killing intent, but as soon as they recognized Elias’s face, they recoiled in shock.
“P-President?!”
“You were alive!”
It was a reaction as if they had seen a ghost. Probably because rumors had spread that I had been kidnapped and killed.
“Where are the other executives?”
“They’re in the main building conference room right now. We, we thought the president had been taken and killed......”
Elias entered the main building and climbed the stairs.
Outside the conference room door, heated voices spilled out loudly.
-It’s definitely the Secret Police Bureau, those Imperial bastards!
-If the president doesn’t come back.......
-......We still can’t confirm the location, fuck!
Elias gently pushed open the door to the room.
Creeeak.
In an instant, all voices cut off. Dozens of eyes fixed on Elias at once.
Surprise, joy, or confusion.
Among those standing there with their mouths agape, Elias sensed a few who showed particularly discordant reactions.
Bender, Loren...... and Kasim.
“President!”
“P-President! You were alive!”
Everyone rushed toward Elias. What happened, why did you suddenly disappear—amid the flood of questions, Elias patted their shoulders.
In his ears, Maximilian’s voice echoed coldly.
‘The ones who, even while looking at this procession of tanks, are determined to turn Genen into a bloodbath. They are your enemy.’
Elias shook his head to drive away the stray thoughts.
“......Everyone.”
Taking a deep breath, he declared clearly.
"Prepare to disband now."
A heavy silence settled over the conference room.
“What?”
“We can’t shed any more blood. Stop the assembly and clear out of the campus.”
Elias looked at the student council executives. They all seemed to have much to say, but he did not allow it.
“By the authority of the student council president.”
This wasn't because he trusted Maximilian.
Rather, it was because he trusted them who were beside him.
To save them.
“Please disband the assembly. If we don’t leave, more people will die tonight.”
They were together. They united for Genen's solidarity, for a better tomorrow.
That's why he hoped. Please let their intentions still be pure, so that they could be together longer and plan for the distant future......
“Trust me and follow me.”
.......
Night grew deep.
While the students prepared to leave, Elias sat in the student council room, where candlelight flickered, covering his face with his hands.
“Haa.......”
Knock knock.
A knock overlapped with his sigh. As if he had been waiting for it, Elias stood up and opened the door. Kasim was standing on the other side.
“Elias.”
Kasim stepped inside and closed the door.
“No, seriously, who on earth did you go meet?”
Elias looked at him intently.
For some reason, his tone was tinged with impatience. His eyes wavered anxiously.
“I didn’t meet anyone.”
"What? Then, you just suddenly disappeared and appeared?"
“Yeah.”
Elias gave a bitter smile.
“I hid for a bit to see what kind of thoughts you’d have without me.”
Kasim blinked, then let out a hollow laugh.
"Ha. Are you joking now? Tell me honestly."
From him, Elias saw an overlap with the Kasim of long ago, when they were children.
“Kasim. How many years has it been since we’ve known each other?”
"......About 13 years."
“That’s a really long time.”
13 years. A long time. Now, the years he had known Kasim were longer than the years he had lived without knowing him. Perhaps they were no different from brothers to each other.
"I'll only tell you."
Hoping that Kasim’s heart felt the same,
Elias lowered his voice.
"I received a promise. That they'll hold the current Governor-General's Office responsible for this demonstration and overturn them all."
In an instant, Kasim stiffened.
“From whom?”
“......From Sir Maximilian.”
“.......”
Kasim’s gaze went cold. The tip of his nose trembled slightly, then the corners of his mouth twisted.
“So you met Maximilian.”
“Yes.”
“......I see.”
Kasim slipped his hand inside his coat. Elias made an effort not to erase his smile. Because he did not want to doubt him—his comrade and his friend.
“So you believed the words of that monster.”
Suddenly, a fragment of sneer bloomed at the corner of Kasim’s lips.
“Disgusting.”
“......What?”
Shk.
He drew a pistol and aimed it at Elias's heart.
“Elias.”
It was a clerical firearm. The kind often used by Secret Police Bureau agents...... probably a trick to disguise the perpetrator.
“You should have died there.”
——
A mana bullet fired through the suppressor struck his heart. Elias collapsed with a groan, curling his body like a shrimp.
“You traitorous bastard.”
Kasim looked down at Elias with cold eyes, then approached the window.
“Come in.”
As he gestured with his chin toward the inside, and just as his ‘comrades’ who had been waiting outside were about to rush in—
──Beep.
Elias pressed the button on the terminal.
~~~
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──Beep.
The signal on the terminal flashed red.
"It's the signal."
The moment it was detected, on the rooftop of a high-rise building beyond the university. Schatz's body lowered.
Tzzuzzt!
Blue Mana currents rose like a heat haze from her entire body. Her retinas focused on the window of the student council room hundreds of meters away like a zoom lens.
“Target confirmed. Crisis detected.”
Pazzzzik──!
The air did not even have time to scream. She crossed the void like a flash of lightning. She burst into the student council room before the sound of glass shattering.
Kwaaaak──!Sparks surged violently. Schatz struck the back of the heads of Kasim and the other enemies with high-voltage current.
“──!”
“Ueub─!”
Short circuit. Those whose nervous systems were electrocuted rolled on the floor like insects. Residual current crackled like static electricity across the area.
The situation was resolved in an instant.
“......Are you all right.”
Schatz asked indifferently as she looked at Elias on the ground. He belatedly let out rough breaths.
“Huff, huff.......”
With trembling hands, he groped at his chest. His clothes were charred black, but his skin was intact with only bruises. Maximilian’s silver necklace. The artifact’s protective force had defended against the Mana bullet.
Elias staggered to his feet.
“.......”
Blankly, he looked down at the floor.
The unconscious Kasim. And the armed assailants who had burst in from outside the window.
Schatz asked.
“Do you know them.”
“......No.”
"Then, you need to know now."
Schatz continued coldly.
“These people have no interest in the safety of Genen. They thoroughly used and deceived even you.”
She brushed her hands off and spilled out items from the fallen men’s pockets.
Clatter.
Suicide vests, Imperial military communication network interceptors, high-performance compact bombs, blades, firearms. They were not items a student or civic activist would carry. All had already been burned out and rendered useless by the Mana field Schatz had released, but their purposes were unmistakable.
“Mr. Elias. If you had died, one of these people would have pretended to be captured by Kasim.”
Most of the items the assailants carried were military issue. Thus, their identities would have been specified as the Imperial military.
Kasim would have taken over as a student activist who captured the military’s lackey who murdered Elias.
“These people want the chaos of the Empire and the collapse of society more than Genen’s independence. They do not care how many Genen citizens die. Rather, they want them to die."
Schatz relayed Maximilian’s words.
“It means they are the kind of people who would welcome Genen’s deaths, as long as it gives them a pretext to attack the Empire.”
“Haah.......”
Elias covered his face with both hands.
The pain stabbing into his chest now was not only from the Mana bullet. Friendship that returned like a blade. It felt as though thorns were sprouting from his heart.
“Are you going to stay collapsed like this?”
Schatz asked as she looked down at him.
“Or will you get up and do what you need to do.”
“.......”
Elias raised his head and stared at Schatz. No, he faced the shimmering illusion of ‘Maximilian’ behind her.
“How far you will climb, and where you will stop─”
Maximilian said.
─Elias Walter. From now on, it depends on your heart.......
***
The day after Student Council President Elias ordered the dispersal of the rally.
People poured out of the school. After checking their identities, the military released some, detained some, and left the rest at the school.
To those who refused every order from the military to the very end and held out──
Chaeeaeng!
Smoke grenades were dropped, smashing through the windows.
Pishuuuuuuuu!
In an instant, gray fog billowed up, and beyond it, a small elite armed force moved in.
Cough! Cough!
The students resisted as they fled. Among them were even people who attempted suicide by police. However, the suppression unit was seasoned. With practiced skill, they twisted the students’ arms and subdued their joints.
The students who were forced to their knees trembled with resentment, but the investigators’ gazes were emotionless. Because the orders from above were clear, no emotion was to be involved. They simply escorted them away swiftly, as if moving luggage.
“Here you are.”
And so, in the deepest part of the university.
The student council room.
“Student Council President Elias. You are under arrest.”
There, Elias was sitting in a chair as the representative.
Click. Click.
Handcuffs were fastened around his wrists.
.......
Genen Central Police Bureau.
“......What kind of university is this, anyway?”
Looking at the students filling the corridor from the detention cells to the offices, the Deputy Director let out a sigh. Zendo, standing beside him, snickered.
“Just hang in there a bit. From what I hear, Deputy Director, it sounds like you'll be Director soon.”
At the sudden remark, the Deputy Director tilted his head.
“......Me? Where’d you hear that?”
“That kind of rumor’s been going around among the tank crews.”
“Tanks? You mean actual tanks?”
The Deputy Director made a blank face, and Zendo walked past him into the holding area.
The students were extremely tense.
They were probably imagining harsh interrogations. The Imperial police’s notorious torture rooms, blood-splattering beatings, water torture, screams and groans, that sort of thing.
Their grim eyes glared at Zendo. Zendo smirked.
“If it were the old days, I might’ve done that too...... hey.”
At Zendo’s gesture, investigators wheeled carts inside.
Clack. Clack. Clack.
Bowls were placed one by one in front of the students.
A red-broth soup with steam rising from it. Genen-style stew with big chunks of meat thrown in generously.
“......What is this?”
One student asked suspiciously.
“What do you think. Aren’t you hungry?”
Zendo pulled over a chair and sat crookedly in front of the bars.
“Eat. It’s not poisoned. Interrogating brats like you just means more paperwork.”
“I won’t eat it! Don’t try to placate us!”
“What fucking bullshit. Hey.”
Zendo jerked his chin at the one who looked most like a leader among the students.
“You. Didn’t your leader get shot?”
“......What did you say?”
The students’ gazes focused all at once.
“Shot? The president? By you people?!”
“I’m talking about that student council executive, Kasim Ekin or whatever. That guy was an ideological criminal. A real scum hiding behind you lot.”
Zendo clicked his tongue.
“He shot the student council president. Because he told to disperse the rally. That kid barely survived after almost getting a hole in his heart.”
The students’ eyes wavered. Their expressions said they couldn’t believe it.
“Don’t spout nonsense!”
“We don’t believe you!”
“You’re trying to sow discord!”
They shouted, veins bulging. Zendo shook his head back and forth.
“You little shits. Whether you believe it or not is up to you.”
He signaled to the investigators. The investigators tossed over a bottle of water, white paper, and pens.
“Eat up and write letters of reflection. We’ll replace the interrogation reports with what you write. Your parents are waiting outside, so hurry up if you can.”
“.......”
Then everyone stared wordlessly at the steaming stew. They had to be hungry. They were kids who had held out at the school for nearly two weeks.
When one person cautiously lifted a spoon and took a sip of the broth, the others began moving their utensils one by one.
Zendo watched, then slipped his hand into his coat.
“Oops.”
He dropped a document, pretending it was a mistake. The paper fluttered and slid through the bars to the feet of a student.
As expected, the student at the very front picked it up and...... quickly skimmed it.
[ Incident Report: Elias Walter ]
[ Contents: The undersigned hereby takes full responsibility for this protest and voluntarily surrenders as its instigator. Please take into consideration that the remaining students are merely simple participants who were swept up in the situation and grant them leniency.
However, during the dispersal process, an armed group consisting of ‘Kasim Ekin’ and three others acted against Elias’s wishes, attacked him, and opened fire, and...... Elias is currently undergoing treatment for aftereffects at the hospital, and ‘Kasim Ekin’ is presumed to be a puppet of a criminal organization....... ]
“......This.”
The student clutching the report had his hands trembling violently. Zendo hurriedly reached out, pretending to panic, and snatched it away.
“Give it here, kid! It’s classified!”
“I, is this really true?”
The kid waved his hand outside the bars.
“What is it? What is?”
“What is it? What do you mean?”
At the commotion, the other students gathered again. Zendo shook the papers as if annoyed and stood up.
“You can ask him when he recovers later. So noisy.”
“Re, recovers?”
“W-what did you do that he needs to recover! Did you torture him?!”
At the word “recover”, they were about to go into another fit.
Zendo quickly left the holding cells.
“Hm.......”
Walking down the corridor, he fell into thought for a moment.
The “power of people” was truly fascinating. Just a university student, yet he had built up this much goodwill and support.
Anyway, Elias would become a hero. A hero who was betrayed, shot, and yet returned alive for Genen.
Zendo envisioned the not-so-distant future.
Elias had now realized reality. He had clearly recognized the cruelty and cunning of ideological criminals.
If someone like that received only a small punishment, compromised moderately with the trends of the times, and built his career. If he grabbed onto the line called Maximilian with all his might.
Could he not become the Governor of the Genen Autonomous Region.
***
The innermost part of the Genen branch office, an interrogation room surrounded by soundproof walls.
I sat facing a man.
He was Adeline’s father, and the party directly involved in the incident that became the starting point of the Genen situation. His name was Ben Roth.
His complexion, after being safely escorted here by Genen’s investigators amid the chaos, looked as desolate as burnt-out firewood.
“.......”
“.......”
He did not speak. With a face that seemed to have aged decades beyond his actual years, he merely stared at the floor.
Perhaps he was blaming himself. Or perhaps he was in despair. Not only had his daughter been unjustly killed, but that death had become the fuse that.......
“My condolences.”
At the dry words of comfort, his shoulders flinched.
“The rallies and protests that occurred in various places, including Genen Central University.......”
In a businesslike manner, I recited the current situation.
“The violent riots that arose from them.”
Human casualties were reduced to a minimum. Impure elements that would become a cancer to Genen were apprehended as much as possible.
However, regardless of the process, many were injured, and Genen was wounded.
Among those who tried to kill military or police using Mana, or who injured police with blades and firearms, there were many ordinary Genen citizens who were not Ezenheim, but were swept up in anger. Most of them would be transferred to detention camps in the north.
“What do you think.”
At my question, he lowered his head even further. His cracked lips moved, but words did not come easily. He merely curled in on himself like a sinner.
“I’m sorry.”
A completely worn-out tone. A voice that barely even sounded like a voice.
“......Yes. I know as well.”
I leaned back against the chair.
“To you, this must be an unfair and unreasonable world.”
An era where too many things are decided before one is even born. An era where bloodline determines status, and status grips unjust privileges.
If the Empire were to collapse, the frequency of injustice would decrease. However, in exchange, the very species called humanity would be exterminated.
The Empire is not an axis of evil that must inevitably be destroyed, but a necessary evil that supports our world.
“However, those who are alive must go on living.”
I, and all of us, merely chose the lesser evil.
Even if it is unfair, one must simply go on living.
Even if it is not for the sake of living, even if one merely barely manages to live.
“Please take it.”
I placed a suitcase on the table.
Thud.
At the heavy sound, the man’s gaze wavered.
“It is compensation.”
A bag filled with Imperial dollars.
Can a daughter’s life truly be converted into nothing more than a piece of paper. Can an appropriate price even be set.
I do not know the answer. I do not dare to know it.
“.......”
A quiet breath leaked out of him. It sounded like a groan, or like the cry of a beast, a low reverberation that filled the interrogation room.
“And.”
Gazing steadily at him like that, I took a sheet of paper from my breast pocket. I placed it atop the suitcase.
“It is a chance for you to fight the world one more time.”
The man’s swollen eyes stared at the paper.
[ Petition for Retrial ]
At the very first line, his pupils widened as if they were about to tear apart.
──────
Case Number: 1038 - Criminal (G) - No. 0914
Case Name: Death of Adeline in the Genen Autonomous Region
Recipient: Imperial Genen Autonomous Court, Criminal Collegiate Division
1. Petitioner (Accuser)
Name: Maximilian Albrecht von Ebenholtz
Affiliation: Imperial Sentinel Knight
Position: Knight......
──────
"As the Empire's sword and watchdog, a knight has the right to demand strict law enforcement."
The Governor-General's Office secretary, the youngest son of the Vice Minister of the Imperial Palace’s Ministry of Interior. The bastard who killed Adeline, was released under a slapdash ruling of self-defense, caused this entire mess, and has now hidden himself inside the Imperial Palace.
As far as I know, such vermin was never given the Empire's power over life and death.
“Of course.”
I added, interlacing my fingers.
“To win at trial, you will need a very expensive lawyer.”
“......”
He stared at me blankly.
“Noble status. Someone who knows the Imperial law code down to every single character, perhaps a former high official who once served as the Imperial Minister of Justice would suffice.”
If he were to think that such a giant figure would never dare move for the sake of a small commoner like himself, that would be a reasonable thought.
It will change if my intentions are involved.
“Their incompetence caused the Genen incident.”
For the sake of the Empire, those nobles who are not even worthy of being called nobles must be hunted down and killed. If some Vice Minister of the Imperial Palace protects his youngest son, then the more he protects him, the better. I will take that as a hostage and grab hold of them, shaking them to their core.
“They must receive punishment commensurate with that.”
Not for your daughter Adeline who was murdered, but for the price of tarnishing the dignity of the Empire.
My logic must be so.
“Take it.”
I gestured with my eyes at the suitcase and the document.
“It is the duty of those who survived.”
He reached out with trembling hands.
Eyes that had turned red at some point. From a face that looked as though there might be nothing left to come out, tears fell with a plop onto the petition, as if squeezing out every last drop of moisture remaining in his body.
“Thank...... you.”
The words he said to me, who brought hundreds of tanks to trample Genen.
“.......”
Is there anything to be thankful for?
My actions like these were ultimately selective.
In this Empire, countless Adelines die, and countless fathers and mothers grow old while shuddering with injustice.
I cannot save them all. I do not even wish to save them all. I merely extend my hand to those who stand before my eyes and suit my purposes.
You were merely the luckiest among the unluckiest people.
Therefore.......
“There is no need to thank me.”
It was nothing more than that.
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The Genen Autonomous Region was still surrounded by layers by tanks. The Department Chiefs of the Governor-General's Office drafted a letter to be sent to the Imperial royal family.
[......As the suppression of the riot that broke out in Genen has been successfully concluded, we hereby request that the military forces and tanks be withdrawn. Furthermore, this incident stemmed from the Governor-General's Office’s lack of authority and manpower, as well as the absence of inspection, and in order to prevent such unfortunate events in the future, we respectfully ask that the Governor-General's Office’s control authority be further strengthened......]
Erio, the Department Chief of Internal Affairs, had his secretary send a courier.
A single vehicle left the Governor-General's Office and sped down the road.
However, it did not get far before they came to a stop. It was because of the military barricades set up at every junction.
“Stop.”
Soldiers stepped in front of the car. The secretary rolled down the window and spoke in an irritated tone.
“Ah, yes. We’re couriers from the Governor-General's Office. We’re on our way to deliver a confidential letter to the Imperial family, so please open the way.”
“.......”
The soldiers did not respond for a moment. Instead, they stared intently into the car."Hello?"
"No passage allowed."
“No, what do you mean? We’re from the Governor-General's Office. With the Mana Barrier completely blocking communications right now, that’s why we’re going in person. Move aside.”
“.......”
Despite the secretary’s urging, the soldier silently entered the guard post and transmitted a message somewhere.
It was a ‘wide-band resonance communicator’, the only device that still functioned even when the Mana Barrier had rendered all radio waves and Mana Waves across Genen useless. By finely crushing Mana Stones whose frequencies and Mana wavelengths had been perfectly synchronized from the manufacturing stage and embedding them inside, it was a short-range military communicator designed to resonate only between mutually designated devices.
After a short while, the soldier came back out.
“Hey? Can you hear me? We have to go quickly!”
The secretary shouted, tapping his wristwatch repeatedly. The soldier gestured somewhere, and nearby troops came rushing in.
Bang!
They flung the car doors open without warning.
“Get out.”
“No, what is this? I told you, we’re people from the Governor-General's Office! Do you have any idea how important this letter is─”
“Get out!”
A soldier grabbed the secretary by the collar and roughly dragged him out.
“Urgh, hey, you bastard, what’s your name! I’m a secretary of the Governor-General's Office! How dare you lay hands on─!”
“Drag him out─!”
After subduing the secretary and the driver, the soldiers confiscated their letter.
.......
On the outskirts of the Genen Autonomous Region, inside a shabby private house.
Alphonse was sitting at the dining table with the family who lived there. They were kind people who had allowed them to stay for several days and nights.
“Thank you. For taking such good care of us.”
However, it was now time to leave. Alphonse took out an envelope he had prepared in advance from his bosom and slid it to the corner of the table.
"No, no. That's not necessary-"
“We’ll be going now!”
Hoping that this small amount of money would help their household, Alphonse hurriedly stood up from his seat before the family could even finish refusing.
“Let’s go.”
Alphonse looked at his companion. He was a Genen man who had acted as their guide from the Empire.
“Ugh, it’s cold.”
He wrapped his coat tightly. Deep in the inner pocket, the film canister at the position touching his heart gave a heavy sensation.
Roads crushed under tank treads, bleeding students, an interview with Adeline’s father, photographs taken during her lifetime, the situation in Genen that the Imperial media was trying to hide, and everything about that shooting incident, all of it was contained within this small roll of film.
“......As when we came, please take care of us on the way back as well.”
Alphonse bowed his head slightly to the man.
“Yes. Let’s go quickly.”
They got into a truck. The engine noise felt unusually loud, but fortunately there were no people on the streets. The truck sped through the darkness where not even streetlights were lit.
A winding path along a mountainside, bypassing the city center. It was a rough route known only to locals of Genen.
Clunk. Clunk.
Each time the vehicle shook, Alphonse tightly clutched the camera in his arms.
How many hours passed as he broke out in cold sweat from the tension.
“......We’re almost there. Once we get over that ridge-”
At the moment the driver smiled in relief.
Fwaaaaaak──!
A powerful searchlight burst forth. A wave of white light struck the truck’s front windshield.
Screeeech!
The driver hurriedly slammed on the brakes.
“Stop.”
Solid silhouettes walked out from beyond the light.
Imperial regular army troops, wearing steel helmets and armed with rifles.
Step. Step.
One of the soldiers approached and knocked on the truck’s window.
Knock knock.
"This is an inspection."
Alphonse swallowed dryly. His heart pounded wildly, but he forced himself to hide his trembling hands and rolled down the window.
“Please present your identification.”
In a businesslike tone. His emotionless gaze calmly swept through the interior of the truck.
“Sir. Your identification.”
“Ah, y-yes.”
Alphonse slowly slipped his hand into his bosom. Past the film canister brushing his fingertips, he pulled out a leather wallet.
“Here.......”
The identification card of Imperial noble Alphonse von Stauffen was handed to the soldier.
The soldier’s eyes narrowed slightly as he checked it.
“......Just a moment. S-sir, please come over here!”
The soldier called another soldier. One of slightly higher rank. They alternated between comparing the ID and Alphonse’s face, murmuring in low voices.
─Seems like the right one?
─Yes. It looks that way. The appearance matches too.
─Hmm. Then.......
Those sounds were ominous.
Alphonse secretly took out the film canister and subtly slid it toward the driver’s thigh.
“Hey. If we get held up, I’ll draw their attention. You know what to do, right?”
If he caused a commotion, the soldiers’ attention would focus on him. In that gap, at least the film had to be sent away safely.
Thump. Thump.
Hoo. He took a deep breath and warmed up his Mana. It had been so long that the sensation felt unfamiliar. His heart pounded.
Thump. Thump.
In the meantime, the soldiers who had adjusted their rifles stepped right up in front of the truck and......
Knock knock.
They knocked on the front door of the truck.
Thump. Thump.
Alphonse prepared himself to fling the door open and bolt at any moment.
For a noble, Mana was a basic skill. At the very least, he can run at a very fast pace using it.
"Yes. You're good to go."
Just as they were about to return Alphonse’s identification.
Slam!
"You may pass."
Alphonse swung the door wide open.
But, go ahead?
The timing between what he heard and his own action went awry, and his entire body bounced across the ground like a skipping stone.
“......Kuhuk!”
Roll. Roll. He tumbled about four or five times.
“Khuheok! Hukkeeeok!”
“What are you doing?”
“Kyaaaak!”
“.......”
The soldiers stared at Alphonse as if dumbfounded. Alphonse chuckled awkwardly and quickly scrambled to his feet.
“Ahem. I, uh, missed my footing. So, um, what did you say? You’re letting us go?”
“Yes.”
It did not seem like a joke. The soldiers actually opened the barricade.
“Go. But why would an Imperial noble come to a place like this?”
“Well, you see...... I had some business. There was someone I needed to meet.”
“Ah~ yes. As it happens, we received a radio transmission about you from the garrison base.”
“......About me?”
Alphonse tilted his head and asked back.
“Yes. He said it’s cold at night, so why hurry so much, and told us to pass along that you should go comfortably.”
At that moment, Alphonse’s expression stiffened.
He did not need to ask who that person was. A familiar voice replayed in his ears.
─It’s cold at night, why the hurry. Go comfortably.......
The knight of Ebenholtz, Maximilian von Ebenholtz.
.......
Before the Department Chiefs of the Governor-General's Office could even begin to question the lack of a reply, the suppression forces requested a meeting first. However, the location was not the Governor’s residence, but the garrison base.
“The garrison base.......”
“Well. I suppose their security would be more reliable.”
Seeing no particular reason to refuse, the high-ranking officials of the Governor-General's Office moved there.
“Welcome.”
Genen garrison base.
The Department Chiefs who entered the conference room were greeted by Maximilian, seated at the place of honor. Around him sat generals, including Major General Maut, the commander of the suppression forces.
“Please, have a seat.”
The Department Chiefs smiled leisurely and took their seats.
Maximilian spoke first.
"It seems the suppression is now in its final stages."
"Haha. Yes. Thanks to your tank unit, Knight."
Kalz, the Department Chief of Finance, replied.
A noble who had embezzled taxes through shell corporations during a term obtained by bribery, and exploited loopholes in the law to prey upon the real estate of the common people.
“You really swept them away thoroughly.”
Molt, the Department Chief of Land. A villain who drove Genen’s residents out under the pretext of redevelopment and privatized the land at dirt-cheap prices.
──Hahahaha.
The Department Chiefs laughed, but the soldiers did not.
The gazes of the generals were instead bleak.
“......?”
A chill suddenly ran down their spines. Before they knew it, the laughter died down, and a heavy silence filled the conference room.
“Then.”
Maximilian’s golden eyes were devoid of emotion. That gaze, resembling scorching sand, quietly fixed itself upon the officials.
“One final matter remains.”
Having built up justification, now it was time to swing the sword.
──Bang!
The conference room doors closed. The sound of locks clicking shut rang out unusually loud.
The flustered Department Chiefs glanced around the room.
“Now, you must take responsibility for the conclusion of this riot.”
The silence sank heavily.
The Department Chiefs twitched their eyes, noses, and mouths as if trying to comprehend the voice they had just heard. Yet, as though the thought itself was unacceptable, hollow, almost laughing smiles spread across the lips of everyone except Erio.
“......Haha. Sir Knight, you certainly have a sense of humor. Haha.”
Even in the face of someone’s words denying reality, Maximilian remained calm. The generals remained frozen, not moving an inch. This was not a situation for exchanging jokes or maintaining an atmosphere.
Realizing the situation, the Department Chiefs’ complexions gradually turned ashen.
“You are taking this joke too far, Sir Knight. Responsibility for the riot? That lies with the rioters outside─”
“─You.”
Maximilian coldly cut them off.
“You have smeared the Empire’s honor. Your lowly, plebeian desires ran out of control, and your incompetence, stupidity and filthy corruption shook the dignity of the Empire. Therefore, you must be placed upon the judgment stand.”
“W-what!”
Vango, the Department Chief of Justice, sprang to his feet.
His face flushed red, he was the very culprit who had forced a hasty verdict in the Adeline case.
“This cannot be! We are Department Chiefs of the Genen Governor-General's Office, appointed by the Imperial family! We did our utmost to contain this situation, but the rioters went beyond control! And yet you say we are to stand trial?!”
Maximilian shifted his gaze to Erio, the Department Chief of Internal Affairs. He may have anticipated this to some extent. He must have lost contact with the surrounding Ezenheims.
“......You seem to be mistaken. There will be no trial.”
Whatever those damned Ezenheim might be thinking,
and whatever thoughts these Department Chiefs might harbor, it does not matter.
"This place where I stand is the judgment stand itself."
Since they wouldn't last long anyway.
──Tick.
Time slowed. Maximilian grasped the sword at his back. In a single instant, the blade bloomed and traced an elegant arc. Moonlight shattered like fragments, scattering vivid red streaks in a cascading spray.
***
Blood pooled across the conference room. Bodies that had lost their heads lay sprawled across the floor, and severed heads rolled about in the corners.
A space reeking of blood.
Yet not a single drop of blood stained Maximilian, who stood at its center. He merely surveyed the room upright, mysterious in his calm, immaculately clean.
Szzzt.
Major General Maut took a cigarette from his pocket and put it in his mouth. Exhaling thick smoke, he asked Maximilian,
“Care for one?”
“No. I’m fine.”
Maximilian shook his head. The generals exchanged glances with one another. Apart from immediate execution in wartime, there was a palpable sense of realistic concern about the aftermath.
“However......”
Maut spoke up.
“These are officials appointed by the Imperial family. Will this be all right?”
Maximilian calmly shrugged his shoulders.
“Do not worry. An autopsy will produce results.”
As he said that, he jerked his chin toward the corpses.
“Some will be subspecies.”
The corner of Major General Maut’s mouth twisted. Well, if it was Ebenholtz, this would naturally be something he could handle.
“Some will be traitors who tried to seize their own interests by using the Revolutionary forces.”
Some, no, all of them were simply criminals who deserved to die......
A faint sneer formed on Maximilian’s lips.
“This execution is all for the Empire.”
Creak.
Maximilian opened the window slightly. The night air flowed in, cool and sharp.
“His Majesty will also understand our intentions.”
Major General Maut watched him while slowly exhaling cigarette smoke.
The silhouette of the young knight standing with the moonlight at his back.
It was not unfamiliar. Rather, it felt as though he had seen it somewhere before. It overlapped with the back of a certain giant he had encountered when he was very young, long ago.
Sebestian.
So his son had grown this much already.
"Now, let's go."
Maximilian stepped over the pooled blood, walked forward, and opened the door of the conference room.
“To the place we must go.”
.......
By the time morning came, the commanders emerged outside the garrison base.
It was a spectacle. Hundreds of tanks occupying the streets of Genen growled as their engines rumbled, and beside them armed soldiers stood in endless formation.
Snap!
To the generals, the soldiers saluted in unison.
Loyalty─!
A road formed by tens of thousands of soldiers and hundreds of tanks.
Down the exact center of the empty road, which the citizens of Genen would be watching from hiding, Maximilian walked forward. Major General Maut and the other generals followed behind him.
Thud. Thud. Thud.
The sound of military boots echoed against the asphalt. Advancing through the gaps between the soldiers’ salutes, Major General Maut felt an unknown emotion welling up from deep within his chest.
Thud. Thud. Thud.
It was not just him. In the eyes of the generals following behind, traces of their youth had also begun to surface.
A certain exhilaration long forgotten, or temporarily worn down after being pushed aside by the unfamiliar bastards called the Imperial Guard.
Thud. Thud. Thud.
They looked at Maximilian’s back as he stood before them.
He was clearly a young knight, yet there was not the slightest hesitation in following behind him. Their pride was not wounded.
Thud. Thud. Thud.
Decisive resolve. The strength to stop at nothing in method or means for the sake of purpose.
Above all, a perfect bloodline and dignity, as if the very ideal of the Imperial Aran people had been molded into form.
Thud. Thud. Thud.
Rather, it would feel strange for them to stand in front of him. Following behind him feels like the natural order, and merely being able to match steps alongside him is regarded as a privilege.
And so── they arrived at the Governor’s Office of Genen.
There, a single man was standing.
The Governor of the Genen Autonomous Region. A high-ranking position equivalent to a vice minister in the Imperial bureaucratic system.
To the stiff-faced man, who seemed to have already received the news, Maximilian approached and extended his hand.
Chapter 84
Crackle crackle.
The Governor-General's Office building, where the bonfire inside the fireplace burned away the silence.
I looked at Governor Fabian sitting across from me. It was a private meeting with only the two of us in the space. However, a longsword was leaning diagonally against the side of my chair, and Fabian was unarmed.
Even if he had been armed, it would not have been meaningful.
“......I hear all the Department Chiefs were executed.”
Fabian opened his mouth heavily.
“Yes. It was an unavoidable matter.”
Putting on a deliberately regretful expression, I set a clipped newspaper down on the table.
“This is the Jemion Daily that will soon be distributed throughout the Empire.”
Paper that still hadn't lost the smell of ink. The governor’s gaze swept across the front page. There was a photograph taken by Alphonse.A procession of tanks filling the main boulevard of Genen. Soldiers standing at attention in perfect order. A formation controlled with extreme strictness.
Perfect discipline, very far removed from chaos or disorganized rabble.
Moreover, Alphonse’s own ‘tone’ was extremely restrained. Therefore, these photographs revealed only the still-intact military power and status of the Empire. They were also the product of censorship, thoroughly emphasizing bold suppression and the restoration of order.
However, on the very next page.
[ Incompetence and Corruption of the Governor-General's Office! ]
The full story of the Adeline incident. The murder committed by a secretary of the Governor-General's Office. And the various criminal charges against officials of the Governor-General's Office.
Alphonse’s characteristic scathing criticism, not diminished in the slightest, filled the pages.
“As such, the punishment of the Department Chiefs was absolutely necessary.”
I tossed the stack of documents I had prepared next to the newspaper as if throwing them down. They were evidence of the embezzlement, exploitation, and abuse of authority that the executed Department Chiefs had committed up until now.
“They were far too unbearable to tolerate...... yes. they were people too much like commoners.”
On the front page, the dignity of the Empire is set straight, and on the second page, the corruption of the Governor-General's Office is exposed.
This contrast justifies the deaths of the Department Chiefs as ‘the punishment of incompetence and corruption.’
“.......”
The governor let out a deep sigh. With a bitter expression, he fiddled with his mustache.
I asked the governor.
“What is it that you want, Governor-General.”
The governor said nothing. He only stared at me with deep eyes.
No, this silence itself was his action.
He was truly a smart man.
“Yes.”
I smiled while looking at Fabian.
“That will be enough.”
The governor just needs to stay still.
Just like now, all he needs to do is keep his position while waiting for the person who will replace him in the future.
“Then.”
I snapped my fingers. Schatz came in and handed him a small gift.
A statue made of Mana Stone. It would be enough money to heal his wounded heart.
“I look forward to your continued cooperation, Governor Fabian.”
Threats or coercion should not remain at just that level. It is not such a great act of generosity for me, but with this, I can avoid inviting unnecessary hostility.
***
Genen Prison. Elias nodded as he looked at the Student Council executives who had come to visit.
“That’s right. Kasim was a ideological criminal.”
Elias showed his chest. Although he had been protected by the defensive artifact of his necklace, the pitch-black bruise marks were still left behind.
“Then.......”
“Kasim wanted Genen to be reduced to ashes. He tried to contact armed organizations to drive a wedge between Genen and the Empire. Their intent was to inflict severe damage on the Empire’s prestige and finances.”
As he spoke about Kasim, who had already betrayed him, Elias felt a heart-wrenching pain.
"President...... what will happen to you?"
“I’m fine. I’m saying this just in case, but don’t protest.”
“What about a petition?”
Elias let out a small laugh.
“That might work.”
“Ah. Right. But did you hear that news? It says all the Department Chiefs at the Governor-General's Office got their heads chopped off!”
“.......”
Elias quietly listened to their words.
“Those Assholes, it’s not that they lost their jobs, their heads were completely taken off!”
His face brightened as he babbled on indiscriminately. He was barely twenty, twenty-one years old, Elias found him simply adorable.
“What was it they said? That they’re holding them accountable for the incompetence of neglecting the situation until Genen ended up like this? That they were unworthy of the Empire or something? Anyway! There are tons of rumors that Maximilian personally cut off their heads.”
This is using enemies to kill enemies! Something like! Killing with a borrowed knife!
“The problem is the next appointment for the Governor-General's Office, though.......”
Even so, the students were afraid. Afraid that the exact same thing would happen again, that the same kind of noble would take over the top of Genen’s leadership.
“Guys.”
Elias quietly gestured with his hand. To those who came closer, he softly whispered his plans for his future path.
Everyone's faces were colored with surprise and shock.
“......A lot of people might be disappointed in me. They might curse me. No, they definitely will. But.”
Elias clenched his fist while meeting their eyes.
“Genen has to become a friend of the Empire. By doing that, Genen can definitely become better.”
***
──Before spring came, I suppressed Genen.
Before the history from before my Regression could repeat itself, I trampled its sprouts with steel.
However, a world that does not know my true circumstances now evaluates me as one of the ‘most dangerous imperialists’.
Beyond the Empire, professors from many countries and many universities analyze my actions and write papers about them, and Imperial weekly magazines that received orders pour out commentaries praising me.
A knight who mobilized hundreds of tanks to suppress protests in an Autonomous Region.
Maximilian, who poured out the Empire’s rage over the Gigantes terror and suppressed the Autonomous Region to display the Empire’s might.
The bloody spring breeze no longer blows.
Instead, the image of a man called me was carved out of extremity and fear.
That is probably because they do not know that spring day when tens of thousands of lives were lost.
Because they do not know the massacre that took place in the past Genen, which has now disappeared.
The number of deaths that occurred during this suppression was merely a few hundred. Since the majority of them were political offenders, the Ezenheim who had seeped into that place like a cancer were also completely devastated.
I gained the opportunity to place Genen under my sphere of influence.
Genen is a very important region for future wars. Because it is positioned ideally to strike the Eastern Alliance.......
Tap. Tap.
Meanwhile, I am walking down the long marble corridor of the Imperial Palace.
The high ceiling, the splendid decorations, the cold air. A place that makes people tense just by walking through it.
“Some idiots who don’t know anything were making a bit of noise. Personally, I think everything you say is absolutely right, Max.”
There was, however, a person beside me whom I wished would just go away.
Reutern II.
"You did well, very well. And even that general affairs chief guy or whatever, wasn’t he a Subspecies?”
“Yes. According to the autopsy results, the Department Chief of Internal Affairs, Erio, was a Subspecies. There were also Subspecies within the Secret Police Bureau.”
Soon, the execution of the Ezenheim, including Kasim Ekin, will be carried out, and an announcement that they were Subspecies will be made.
However, among the radical faction, there were quite a few who were not Ezenheim. Whether they had been brainwashed or harbored revolutionary intentions.
They will either be executed together with the Ezenheim, or if their crimes are at least somewhat tolerable, they will be sent to the northern camps for forced labor.
Unfortunately, I do not have the time to take all of their circumstances into consideration.
“That’s right! Ha, those bastards were kind of filthy anyway. Just looking at them. How dare a Subspecies bastard even go as far as falsifying their status...... The nobles who sold their status to that bastard are a problem too. They should be caught and killed.”
Reutern actively defended me regarding the immediate judgments carried out in this Genen suppression incident. Of course, it was not free. The bearer bonds and Mana Stone cubes I handed over were likely the driving force that made his tongue move.
“......Max. I have some people in mind for the appointments to the Governor-General's Office.”
Once again, Reutern brought up the main point in a subtly lowered voice.
“No. It’s fine.”
“Hey, don’t be like that. They’re really good people, I’m telling you. I guarantee it.”
As Reutern’s expression was about to crumple, I changed the subject.
“Lord Reutern. I hear a pink diamond will be coming up at this Yanuk Auction.”
Reutern still had value to be used. At the very least, he was the kind of guy who gave back as much as he took.
“......Huh, Max. You knew about that too? I had my eye on it as well.”
Diamonds are natural Mana Stones. Among Mana Stones, they belong to the highest tier. However, unlike Mana Stones, their processing methods are not versatile, so they cannot be used as cubes, and are usually utilized as the core of an artifact.
“Why? Are you planning to buy it and use it as an artifact?”
Reutern asked with an impatient look.
“It seemed not bad as a New Year’s gift.”
His face slowly spread as he understood what I meant. It twitched brightly, and then his lips curled into a filthy grin.
Reutern went hemm- and cleared his throat, then quietly stepped back.
“Wow, Max has really become a proper noble~ Right! Something like Genen, well. You’ll handle it yourself~ Don’t get scared, do well! I'm leaving!”
I looked ahead.
Before the enormous doors lined by the imperial household's stewards. Those who had been waiting for me opened the double doors with solemn faces.
Creeeak──.
Beyond them, the ministers of the Empire were lined up. The attention of the entire space focused on me.
It's the imperial household's medal award ceremony.
I approached the Emperor’s representative and bowed my head.
Kurt von Eus Grossman. The Emperor’s closest confidant, and a sycophant who would become very famous in the future.
“His Majesty has seen your achievements. He was deeply impressed by the march of tanks that covered Genen and the orderly appearance of the army.”
Kurt placed his hand on my shoulder.
“He says that your display of force has washed away his worries caused by the destruction of Gigantes.”
The Emperor liked performances that showed off the Empire’s continued strength. He would also love strictly maintained discipline and military order.
The Emperor I knew was that kind of man.
“It is my honor.”
"......Indeed, you are Maximilian, son of Sebestian."
Kurt took out the medal contained in its case. I turned my back to him, and he placed the medal around my neck.
Empire's Golden Lion Medal, 2nd Class.
It was the youngest record after Sebestian.
***
Meanwhile, at a high-end restaurant in the Canilan Independent State.
Ren, the commander of the Akarius mercenary group, read the morning newspaper with a dumbfounded expression.
“Wow. This guy’s a complete crazy bastard.”
On the front page, hundreds of tanks occupying Genen’s main boulevard. With just that single photograph, it was overwhelmingly violent.
“The Empire was already worked up because of that Gigantes thing, and the Genen guys just got caught at the wrong time, I guess. I mean, why protest or demonstrate? They could just immigrate.”
Across from him, Russell, the vice president of a securities firm, drank his wine as if it were nothing. Ren frowned.
“Hey, you idiot. Don’t you know the Empire? If you want to immigrate, they tell you to hand over half your assets. That place is f#cking shitty.”
“Anyway. Don’t worry about those barbaric brothers over there. Making money is more important for us, right?”
“......True enough.”
Ren snorted and folded the newspaper.
“It’s the Empire’s problem anyway.”
“Yeah, yeah. Ren, how many years has it been since you immigrated?”
“Ten-something years? I don’t really remember.”
“That~ choice right there was the best.”
Russell pointed at Ren with his fork and chuckled.
“How do people even live in such a suffocating place? Well, in a way, it is very Empire-like. Dropping hundreds of tanks into an Autonomous Region...... whew. As expected, civilization is right here in Canilan.”
He chewed his steak, then as if something suddenly came to mind, set his fork down.
“Oh, and.......”
He glanced around and leaned his upper body forward. Ren leaned in as well.
“This spring.”
Russell whispered in a secretive tone.
“A technology of unprecedented scale will be demonstrated.”
“Unprecedented?”
“Yeah. A technology that will remain in the history of the continent. A technology that will raise Canilan to rival the Empire....no, to become a nation even greater than it.”
Russell pulled a small object out from inside his clothes.
A transparent rectangular crystal about the size of a thumb. Inside, golden Mana Circuits thinner than a strand of hair were densely engraved, emitting light.
Canilan’s latest information storage medium, a Mana Chip.
“The blueprint is in here.”
“......What is it. Explain it properly.”
“Hah. I don’t usually tell people stuff like this...... but you’ve helped me out before, so I’ll tell you just this once.”
Russell lowered his voice even further.
“It’s the ‘Community Land Protocol’ led by Ransom.”
“What? Pato-col?”
“Land Protocol. Simply put, it’s a technology that creates land.”
Ren tilted his head.
A technology that creates land. The words were far too broad.
“Land?”
“Yeah. What’s Canilan’s biggest weakness? Landmass. We’re inherently narrow in territory. Compared to the Empire, it’s not even a handful. Because of that, no matter how advanced technology gets, if there’s not enough physical space, growth has its limits. So.”
Russell tapped the crystal chip lightly.
“An artificial continent creation technology where magic studies, magi-engineering, and magi-theory are perfectly harmonized. Stabilize the seabed with Mana, and build cities on top of it. Infinite expansion of territory.”
Ren blankly mulled over his words.
Creating a continent artificially. It sounded like nonsense, but this was Canilan. A miracle nation that makes the impossible real.
"Fu#k...... can't I invest?"
“You already are.”
Russell snickered as he put another piece of steak into his mouth.
Ren was startled.
“What? Me? When did I?”
“CDO, idiot. Ransom’s in there too. All you have to do is sit tight and wait.”
A smile spread across Ren’s lips.
Canilan really is Canilan, and this guy who looks like a scammer on the outside is also quite capable.
Still, Ren grew a bit more greedy.
“But still. Can’t I do more with individual stocks?”
“Hm? Your cash is all tied up in our CDO.”
“......There are banks.”
Ren’s eyes gleamed.
“Hey. You know that bank that was newly established this time, right? I went and asked, and they said they even count mercenaries as human assets for a mercenary group.”
“Ohh~? Then don’t tell me?”
"I take out loans with our mercenaries as collateral."
Russell clapped as if impressed.
“You’ve gotten smart, Commander Ren?”
“I was smart to begin with.”
“Make sure you buy the stocks through our firm, alright? I'll pull the leverage nice and hard for you.”
“Got it. Let’s have a drink.”
The two clinked their wine glasses with a laugh.
Clink─
A clear, cheerful sound. Hahaha. Hohoho. Laughter echoing as if dreaming of becoming billionaires. Inside the restaurant, out on the streets, and further still, in nearly every securities firm and bank.
They take on debt to make more debt and suck in performance bonuses, pull leverage on those bonuses to invest and speculate yet again, and atop that endlessly swelling bubble─
They are dancing.
Chapter 85
The Prozen Republic in the west. A nation separated from the Empire by three countries, it is the center of art and culture.
Professor ‘Jean Pierre’ of the Department of Political Sociology at Prozen National University pointed at a single photograph displayed on the projection screen.
“The Adeline murder case. A secretary from the Governor-General's Office picked a fight on the street with an ordinary college student from Genen. Perhaps the secretary made an advance, and Adeline may have rejected it. Either way, a clash occurred between the two parties in the process, and the secretary pulled out a pistol from his waist and fired a single shot.”
Bang.
He mimicked the gunshot with his mouth.
“This single shot pulled the trigger for a show of force.”
The topic of today’s lecture was the ‘Genen suppression incident’, which had become a fairly major issue across the continent.
Hundreds of students filling the tiered lecture hall listened with bated breath.
“Genen burned in extreme chaos for a short period of time.”
The professor drew a circle in the air with the tip of his pen.“As I always say, mana is a ‘human power’ more dangerous than firearms. The nature and attributes of mana differ from person to person, but there is one thing they all have in common. Mana whose emotions are not controlled always spreads like wildfire.”
Srrrk. Mana flowed out from the professor’s fingertips.
“College students of Genen, wizards who had been living in hiding, and others who studied mana rose up against the garrison forces, and the city fell into chaos in an instant.”
The mana wriggled as if alive and formed numbers.
59 and 187.
“According to the Empire’s official announcement, in the initial suppression process, 59 military and police personnel died, and 187 people were killed, including protesters and civilians. Even this may be a reduced figure, but for now.”
It was not a small number. The Republic’s students frowned as they imagined the scene of that day.
“If things had continued in this direction, Genen would surely have burned until it turned to ashes. The garrison’s incompetent response effectively placed the autonomous region onto a furnace. However, immediately after that.”
The professor’s gaze sharpened.
“Tanks.”
This time, his mana boldly engraved a single word.
“Hundreds of armored units, a mix of new and old models, suddenly deployed and entered all across Genen.”
The students began to murmur.
“With this level of force, you could easily wipe out an autonomous region. It’s a scale capable of conducting a full-scale war.”
Tanks are not mere vehicles, so even those who can handle mana to some extent cannot help but fear them. That is because they fire high-performance shells condensed with mana and Mana Stones.
“If tanks of this number had struck the city, several thousand people would have died without difficulty. With a single shell, dozens of bodies would have been blown apart.”
The students expected as much as well. The Empire would thoroughly crush Genen as an example for the Gigantes terror incident, without caring how many died or in what manner.
“However, here is where another strange thing happens.”
Jean Pierre flipped the projection screen. They were photographs taken by the Empire’s reporter Alphonse. There were many destroyed structures and buildings here and there, but there were no scenes of damaged human bodies.
“The result: zero civilian deaths caused by tank bombardment. However, 23 military and police personnel were immediately executed due to their sudden actions. Among the protesters as well, 103 were executed.”
The professor circled the number [0 civilian deaths].
“The Empire announced that all reasons for immediate execution were either excessive violent force exercised as protesters, being external forces not from Genen, or individuals whose identities could not be determined. Well, setting aside that this is an Empire-style announcement……”
It seemed that at least the claim of zero civilian deaths was true. Even reporters inside Genen were saying that “the tanks did not touch civilians”.
“In the incident itself, one could say that several hundred people died, but as a result, Genen, which was on the verge of boiling over, cooled down in an instant. A situation where it would not have been strange for thousands or tens of thousands to die was brought to a close like this.”
The professor flipped the projection screen one more page.
“Therefore, we need to look at the individual who led this suppression.”
[ Maximilian von Albrecht Ebenholtz ]
“The heir of the great Ebenholtz family.”
There has never been a photograph of his face accurately taken and released outside the Empire. Perhaps in preparation for assassination or other threats, most images show only his back.
Well, he's such a famous face within the Empire that portraits are apparently circulating through word of mouth.
“He moved this massive army as precisely and efficiently as a single machine. He exercised extremely meticulous control over hundreds of tanks and tens of thousands of troops, extinguishing the flames of the autonomous region at an early stage, and wielded only rigorously restrained force. He crushed only the core of the protests and riots.”
The professor continued.
“He also had no hesitation in killing military and police personnel. The greatest enemy on the battlefield is a stupid ally. If some deranged soldier had fired a machine gun, or if a tank crewman had slightly turned the muzzle, far more casualties would have occurred in Genen.”
Maximilian cut down such people without mercy.
“He used the fear of tanks as a means. But he handled it with extreme strictness. There was even a sense of order in the way the tanks were maneuvered.”
Therefore, if one were to describe this Genen suppression in a single phrase.
“It was very imperial, but in some ways, very aristocratic.”
Both the word ‘Empire’ and the word ‘aristocrat’ describe a knight who appears quite rarely in the present age, where their once brilliant etymologies are fading.
Maximilian was a very interesting figure.
“Huh, is it already 3 o’clock?”
In the meantime, the lecture time had come to an end. Professor Jean Pierre banged on the lectern.
“Today’s assignment. Describe in more than 10,000 characters the cause of the outbreak of this Genen incident, its development, the suppression process, and the repercussions it will have on continental affairs.”
Aaaaaah. Groans echoed. Jean Pierre waved his hand with a smile, and the students gathered their bags and filed out of the lecture hall.
“……Hmm.”
Before he knew it, the lecture hall was completely empty.
Professor Jean Pierre quietly gazed at the projection screen. He stared at Maximilian’s back as he stood there.
According to rumors, a knight with golden hair and golden eyes possessing very handsome features.
However, he had never actually seen him.
But Jean Pierre, as a professor who expands from 'points' called individuals to 'planes' called history, knows Sebestian.
“Sebestian’s son.”
Sebestian, the Supreme Commander of the Empire, was already old. Once a man who dominated the continent and left a powerful impression, he had now become nothing more than a sword for the Emperor alone. A loyalist who does not defy the Emperor’s will, who merely carries it out.
That too was a kind of downfall.
The Ebenholtz family had originally been such a house, but a predictable man was academically uninteresting.
Could his son be different?
“Hoo.”
Jean Pierre let out a light sigh.
Through this Genen incident, he understood.
War was a fait accompli.
Therefore, the Prozen Republic, both this university and I, who lecture about ‘individuals’ while believing the Empire to be far away─
Someday, I too may come face to face with the golden eyes of the knight called Maximilian.
……That is, if he does not get assassinated first.
***
The New Year.
The streets of the Empire were dyed in festival colors. Fireworks embroidered the night sky, and the citizens greeted the new year’s wind while wishing for each other’s well-being.
In that season when everyone was excited, I received news that Yukia’s father, Eric’s body had been recovered.
I immediately flew to the Western Border Region.
“……This way.”
A place that could hardly even be called a morgue, merely a freezer where refrigerant Mana Stones kept the temperature low.
There, my attendants and the guides who had assisted them were gathered.
“The body is reduced to bones, but the personal belongings are intact.”
An attendant held out a tray. I picked up a certain accessory from among the miscellaneous items.
A necklace made by thinly carving wood. It was a distinctive article of the Yaken race.
“.......”
This alone was enough.
I slipped the necklace into my chest and gave instructions to the attendant.
“Collect the rest and bury them in the sunniest place in the Empire.”
“Yes.”
......After that, I boarded a plane again and returned home, and just as I was about to get some rest.
An unexpected guest came to see me.
“Ah. Hello, Sir Knight. I apologize for the discourtesy of visiting at such a late hour.”
It was Inspector Josef from the Imperial Central Police Bureau. He came inside with a face full of tension.
Perhaps because rumors of the Genen incident had spread, quite a few people these days were excessively afraid of me.
“What is the matter.”
"The thing is...... a strange serial killer has appeared in our jurisdiction lately."
Josef handed over an investigation file.
“It’s too personal to be called terrorism, and to call it simple mur...... the culprit is marking them.”
I opened the file. They were photographs of the murder scenes.
All of the victims’ bodies had their chests opened like a cross, and a clear mark [†] had been left in blood at the exact center of their foreheads.
A serial killer who leaves his own mark, in other words, one who asserts himself.
“There are mana residues left behind, but they are so subtle that...... I’m sorry, but with our abilities, we can’t get any grasp on it at all.”
The police inspector watched my reaction carefully.
“You are the knight who solved the brain-eater case, and there are many rumors that you are among the top in the Empire when it comes to analyzing residue mana, so......”
“Many rumors?”
“Ah, yes! Of course! You’re an authority, an authority!”
I had only been dealing with the accumulated workload, but it seemed I had earned quite a good reputation before I knew it. Thanks to the virus.
“If you are too busy with official duties─”
“No.”
I shook my head as I closed the file.
“I’ll take it.”
Josef’s face brightened. I tapped the date of the incident written on the front of the file.
A murderer who draws crosses.
There was such an incident from before my regression, and I remembered it.
It was a mission well worth taking.
***
A certain day in mid-January.
Without delay, Genen’s new appointments were announced. I personally placed selected individuals into the vacant positions left by the executed department chiefs.
The criteria were clear.
It didn’t matter whether they were commoners or nobles. Background or family lineage was not a consideration.
Tracing back my memories from before regression, I selected particularly competent working-level officials from the New Cabinet, or talented individuals who had been outstanding but had never seen the light of day due to being blocked by those above them, and for financial matters, I took recommendations from Dieter.
"Then, we will now hold the inauguration ceremony for the newly appointed officials of the Genen Autonomous Region."
The grand hall of the Governor-General's Office building. In this place filled with people, Governor Fabian stood on the podium.
I stood two or three steps behind him, slightly to the side.
“New Department Chief of Internal Affairs. Hermann Krauss.”
As his name was called, a man with a small frame walked up with trembling steps.
An administrator who had graduated second in his class from the Imperial University’s Department of Public Administration, but had remained merely an official in the 30-something district because he came from the lower district. Coincidentally, he was someone who had completed his studies with a scholarship sponsored by the Ebenholtz Foundation in the past.
He had the ability to restore Genen’s administrative network.
“I hereby appoint you as Department Chief of Internal Affairs of the Genen Governor-General's Office.”
The governor extended his hand for a handshake. Hermann clasped it.
Receiving the letter of appointment and the inauguration plaque, he came toward me.
I gave him a small nod with my eyes. I could see his legs trembling.
“H, Hermann Krauss.”
“I know. You received support from Ebenholtz.”
“Y, yes. Thanks to that, I was able to graduate from university...... safely.”
I patted his shoulder a few times, and he stepped down from the podium with a face that looked as though it might melt away.
“New Department Chief of Land. Erika Giono.”
Next was Erika Giono. She had been recommended by Dieter. That meant she was an employee Dieter trusted quite a bit.
“New Department Chief of Industry. Harman Hein.......”
Like that, one by one, key positions were filled.
The atmosphere among the audience was strange. The bewilderment was especially evident on the faces of the reporters.
The reason was simple.
They didn’t know who these people were.
Nevertheless, the appointments continued in that manner, and finally.
“Second Secretary.”
Second Secretary. The very position once held by the culprit of this incident, the one who murdered Adeline. A title positioned close to the Governor, positioned just below the department chiefs.
“.......”
The Governor paused for a moment. He knew the name written on that paper. It would probably be a highly controversial appointment.
However, he soon opened his mouth.
“Elias Walter.”
At that moment, the hall stirred.
The Student Council President of the recent Genen protests. The man who had ordered the peaceful dispersal of the rally, only to be shot down by an ideological criminal who refused to comply.
Elias returned dressed in a perfectly tailored suit.
Step. Step.
He walked confidently. The bandages wrapped around his chest protruded out over his shirt, and there was no hesitation in his stride.
As he came up onto the podium, the Governor spoke.
“Elias Walter. I hereby appoint you as the Second Secretary of the Genen Governor-General's Office.”
A emotionless handshake. After receiving the letter of appointment and the inauguration plaque, he took a few more steps and stood before me.
Elias looked at me. I looked at him in return.
Eyes that had been coldly refined, the eyes of someone who had faced reality.
I liked it quite a lot.
“You got out of prison faster than I expected.”
“......Thanks to you.”
The meaning contained in his brief reply was deep.
“Keep the necklace from now on as well. It’s not a disposable item.”
“Yes.”
Smiling, I extended my hand toward Elias, who had bowed his head.
“Congratulations. Secretary of Genen, Elias Walter.”
He willingly took my hand.
~~~
Merry Christmas everyone!🎄
~~~
Chapter 86
Sonnet Kandel.
She was fitting together the scattered fragments of a case spread across her desk. They were records concerning the Genen incident.
Due to the strict control and blockade, there wasn't much material worth preserving as historical records.
However, the photographs that reporter Alphonse risked his life to smuggle out of Genen. The words delivered by internal informants within Genen. Testimonies from citizens on the streets and written statements from university students.
Gathering those fragments together, Sonnet painted a picture of Genen’s scenery.
“.......”
She closed her eyes.
As a historian who loves records, she imagined the human being called Maximilian within the Genen incident.
With her eyes quietly closed, she traced his figure, his words and actions, and his principles......
Knock knock─A knocking sound broke her concentration.
Sonnet turned around, pressing firmly at the edge of her brows.
"Come in."
This was the law office she had opened, called ‘Sol’.
Creeeak.
As the door opened, a man entered. A middle-aged man holding a crude-looking gift box carefully in his arms, wearing a suit that was faded but neatly pressed.
"Uh...... Hello."
He seemed intimidated by the office’s refined interior and hesitated near the doorway. Sonnet gestured lightly with her hand.
“Come in. Please.”
“Th, um...... I was introduced by Attorney Setian.......”
“Yes. That’s right.”
The man’s name was Ben Roth. Adeline’s father.
Sonnet bowed politely to him.
“I will become your attorney.”
She had partially disrupted Maximilian’s plan. She had gone directly to the lawyer Maximilian had recommended and asked for the case to be transferred.
“Don’t worry. This trial will have a completely different outcome from last time.”
She would devote herself wholeheartedly to ensuring a proper verdict in the Adeline case. Of course, in that process she might obtain some information about Maximilian, but Sonnet’s intentions had not gone beyond that yet.
***
......Genen was damaged in many ways. Roads, infrastructure, shops, corporations, several weeks of blockade had completely frozen the economy of the autonomous region.
Genen’s own losses were that severe.
“Reconstruction is proceeding smoothly.”
However, that reconstruction was handled by my companies. Various civil engineering, construction, and materials firms that I had acquired in advance were deployed simultaneously, and the taxes that corrupt officials of the Governor-General's Office had been embezzling were used transparently.
“Budget execution is within the margin of error, and there are no leaks.”
The new appointments to the Governor-General's Office had no need to commit embezzlement, and my companies also left only minimal profits. Not a single coin of the Genen people’s taxes was wasted; all of it was invested wholly back into Genen.
“The destruction of Genen’s city center by the armored tanks actually turned out to be a blessing in disguise.”
Genen’s old downtown had been notorious for its inefficient structure. Transportation was especially inconvenient, causing severe fatigue among the floating population, but the armored tanks trampled everything. They forcibly widened the area by knocking down decrepit buildings and walls.
“The demolition costs and time required for urban district reorganization were drastically reduced.”
Thanks to that, Genen’s city center would definitely change.
As a military base that could accommodate hundreds of tanks, and simultaneously as a core artery of logistics connecting the Empire and the eastern front.
“......Hah.”
In the study of the mansion, I flipped through the report and let out a hollow laugh.
“Those people at the Governor-General's Office did all this and still received imperial financial support?”
I also came to realize just how much tax money the Governor-General's Office had been abusing all this time.
“Yes. It seems it will continue to proceed smoothly. Since our companies can handle most of it, there is no need for additional costs such as lobbying.”
“Hmm. But-.”
I pushed the stack of documents aside and tilted my head.
“......Why do I have so much money, Dieter?”
The numbers in my personal account aren't decreasing. No, they're actually increasing.
I understand the Mana Stones. The Mana Stone mines in the Lomilton region were certainly deep. With the ‘Kitten’ invented by Armand, mining efficiency had also increased greatly.
But the amount of money spent must have been enormous as well.
“The profit structure has improved significantly. In particular, the aggressive acquisition of raw material mines and forests was extremely helpful.”
From metal minerals such as steel and copper, to special timber, rubber, and chemical raw materials. The order to 'roughly acquire everything related to raw materials' was something Dieter concretized and acquired.
In other words, until the war breaks out, I am effectively earning money with infinite momentum.
“Hmm...... good. You did well.”
“Yes.”
Dieter is definitely an irreplaceable resource. That is why I have assigned not only highest-grade defensive artifacts, but also multiple layers of guards to him.
“There is also something else I must report.”
Dieter said as he adjusted his glasses.
“An investigation has begun into the bearer bonds.”
“Faster than expected?”
“It seems they are feeling impatient as well.”
The department head of an organization directly under the Imperial Palace, Lutz Rozen.
He has begun tracking my flow of funds.
“As expected, they suspect the creation of slush funds or embezzlement.”
The accusation is that I siphoned off funds from the munitions factory, a national policy project of the Empire.
If true, even Ebenholtz would be in danger. Embezzlement itself could be overlooked, but the 'words I've spoken' would return as blades.
“Yeah. Good work.”
However, this is not embezzlement or anything of the sort. I injected my personal assets into Aternum in the form of temporary funds, then, through lawful procedures, remitted them under the pretext of overseas investment.
In other words, the money merely ‘passed through’ a corporation.
From the outside, the flow of funds looks extremely complex, but from the inside, where the starting point is known, it can be proven very simply.
I simply put in my money and then took it back out. The only thing is that the final destination being bearer bonds that Reutern II would come to own makes it look exactly like an elaborate slush fund laundering scheme.
"Then, take a break."
“Yes.”
There was no need for me to take any countermeasures.
The moment Lutz becomes convinced of this charge and pounces, he will face not me but Reutern II.
From then on, Reutern will take care of things himself.
“......Leo?”
After Dieter left, I called out to Leo, who was yawning at the doorway.
“Woof!”
Leo came running over, wagging his tail. The pup, who had grown quite a bit before I knew it, seemed to have already digested many elixirs. His muscles were hard like armor, and his fur gleamed with luster.
“You’ve grown well. But yawning doesn’t suit your dignity. Yawn inwardly.”
“Woof!”
He really understands what I say. If he could talk too, that would be incredible.
I gently stroked his mane.
“......When it’s just the two of us, it’s fine.”
“Woof!”
I plan to give him one more bottle of elixir before his growth is complete.
A ten-million-dollar puppy, become the strongest dog on the earth, Leo.
“Let’s eat.”
I held out a special meal prepared by the chef. A menu that balances both taste and health, made by combining top-grade beef and mana herbs. I hired a dedicated chef exclusively for Leo.
──Chomp chomp.
Leo eat his meal.
──Chomp chomp.
As I quietly watched him eat without getting a single speck of dust on his fur, as if maintaining his dignity, suddenly......
*
“......Hmm.”
Inside the car on the way to work at the Knight Order. I studied Yukia’s face carefully through the rearview mirror.
For some reason, she resembled Leo.
No, perhaps Leo resembled her.
The Yaken race really does seem to resemble beasts.
I fiddled with the necklace on my neck. The Yaken race’s wooden necklace. It’s annoying, but I’m wearing it for now. Not too ostentatiously. Someday, it will surely come in handy.
“We’ve arrived.”
I got out of the car and walked through the corridors of the Knight Order. The way the knights looked at me was different from before. There was a bit more wariness, and their faces were a bit more tense.
Genen was certainly a major incident.
“Max!”
Leon, a fellow cadet, came waving his hand as he approached from the other end of the corridor. Unlike the other knights, he was the same as ever. A smile briefly spread to my lips as well.
Leon is a lunatic. An unchanging truth since time immemorial, guys who look that frail and smile that easily tend to have terrifyingly strong spirit.
“You came at the perfect time. Want to come check out our flight research club?”
“......Flight research club?”
“Yeah. We just made it. It’s a group that studies aerial maneuvers.”
Tiana, who had followed behind, chimed in while tucking her helmet under her arm.
“Mana Wing. We’ve gotten pretty good at it now. So we decided to hold a competition too. We’ll give scores for artistic merit, practical performance, things like that.”
Tiana’s eyebrows twitched as she looked at me.
“Ah, right. Do you want to be a judge? I think everyone would acknowledge you.”
It seems they're trying to acknowledge the authority of being the ‘first’.
"Ah, really? Then......."
I don’t really have time to spectate or judge.
“I’ll put this up as the prize.”
Premium Mana Stone purchase reservation ticket. A ticket that even the nobles of the Imperial Palace come with money in hand, begging to please sell to them. And there were two of them.
“.......”
“.......”
Both of their faces froze.
I placed the tickets into their hands as they blinked blankly.
“.......”
“.......”
The two stared at the tickets that had suddenly appeared, blinking rapidly.
“I’m going.”
I went into my office.
“......I’m tired. So tired.”
There was too much going on these days. Haa. Letting out a shallow sigh, I leaned against the window.
──Rustle, rustle.
Snow fell from the sky. The morning still held the bluish light of dawn.
The season when the world is covered in white. By the time this snow melts, I’ll probably be making even more money.
And then the next winter, and the winter after that, and the winter after that......
Just how many winters will I be able to face.
And how far can I go.
How long can we survive.
“.......”
I was briefly immersed in sentiment, but soon sat in my office chair. I picked up a rather thick file.
[Case File: Cross Killer]
Various genres of madmen exist in this world. There are lunatics obsessed with warped religions, monsters that went berserk after their brains were fried by uncontrollable Mana, and armed organizations like ‘Zentra’ that form groups to terrorize the Empire.
But this crazy bastard...... is particularly unique.
Bzzz.
At that moment, the terminal vibrated. It was inspector Josef.
─Knight sir. Another murder has occurred. It’s that Cross Killer again.
“Location?”
─It's a furniture workshop in District 23. The scene is currently being preserved.
“Understood. I'll be right there.”
I stood up. I grabbed my coat and put it on as I went outside.
.......
I arrived at District 23 through the falling snow.
A cordon had been set up in front of a fairly antique workshop, just off the main road.
“Loyalty. You’ve arrived.”
Inspector Josef greeted me.
“It’s here. We haven’t touched the scene.”
“Alright. Let’s take a look.”
I went inside with my secretary, Yukia.
“.......”
The interior was drenched in blood. The walls, the floor, even the ceiling. Bloodstains splattered in every direction, distorted like some abstract painting.
The victim was laid out on a table in the workshop.
The rib cage had been pried open left and right, and the abdomen split vertically. A cross-shaped incision. Through the gaps, the internal organs spilled out.
I asked my secretary.
“Yukia. Do you smell anything? That familiar fishy smell.”
“......Not a fishy smell. I smell Mana.”
That casual speech.
I wanted to point it out, but I held back. She was doing it on purpose. If I got angry, I lose.
“Yeah.”
I quietly stared at the cross carved into the corpse. There was no need to search for mana residue. Deep within the wound, in the place where the heart should have been, a dark crimson mass of Mana had congealed.
It was a high-density Magic Circle.
───Tick.
My soul pulsed.
Time slowed down.
Thoughts lengthened.
──Tick.
Information that I had taken charge of this case had leaked. Whether it was the Ezenheim race or the Revolutionary forces, they had discovered this crime scene first and, using the corpse as a medium, had planted some kind of ‘magic bomb’.
─Tick.
I could see Mana rising from the corpse. Sparks flared as the magic activated.
I tilted my gaze slightly.
Yukia.
Most likely, you were the one who leaked my information. My enemies must have used the information you gave without you even realizing it.
However, I will willingly allow it.
This is something I decided to bear. If it is to possess a person, this level of risk must be accepted.
You do not know it, but you are someone who resembles the most important part of me.
Originally, the one who wants more is the one who must step in deeper.
Tick.
I turned my body and snatched Yukia’s arm. Pulling her in as if embracing her, at the same time I drew up the Mana within my body.
Wiiiiing──.
Centered on my body, a translucent defensive Aura, 「Aura Sphere」, unfolded and enveloped the two of us.
Kwaaaaaa───!
The magic within the corpse detonated. The cramped workshop was instantly filled to the brim with Mana.
***
A private dining room in the Imperial Palace. In that place where an elegant melody flowed, Reutern II was cutting his steak with a pleased expression. Hm-hmm-hmm hm-hmm. Hoo-roong hm-hmm. A hum slipped out on its own. Because today was payday.
Slice, slice.
Perhaps because of the day, the meat cut especially smoothly. It sliced cleanly with a single stroke.
“Mmm~”
The moment he put the top-grade, juice-filled meat into his mouth.
Wiiing.
The terminal on the table vibrated.
It was a call from the staff member in charge of collections.
“Huh. What is it.”
Reutern accepted the call while swirling his wine glass. This time, he had even planned to go directly to Canilan to receive it, partly to enjoy a vacation.
“......What?”
The stiff words flowing from beyond the terminal.
Reutern’s hand stopped. The piece of meat speared on his fork trembled in midair.
“Wh, what did you say? Say that again.”
In fragments of the voice, the words ‘direct-affiliated organization’ and the name ‘Lutz’ drifted through.
“......Alright. For now...... got it. Hang up.”
He ended the call.
“.......”
Reutern stared blankly at the terminal. His brain had stopped for a moment. The collector’s words flickered in his ears.
If things went wrong, the account could be frozen, and an investigation by the Intelligence Bureau could begin.
“.......”
My money. My salary. My Canilan vacation.
“No, what the hell, you asshole!”
Bang!
Reutern slammed the dining table. Plates jumped, and a wine glass toppled over.
He sprang to his feet. Thud thud, he rushed out of the dining room.
His eyes bloodshot, the dignity of an Imperial Palace noble was already nowhere in his mind.
He practically sprinted down the corridor and reached someone’s detached palace. He barged straight in and shouted with a deep breath.
“Dad───!”
The attendants of the detached palace came down as if used to it and received Reutern.
“Dad──!”
Compared to the degree of his anger, it was quite a cute action.
“Where did my dad go─?!”
Reutern II had never been more serious.
Chapter 87
Thud. Thud-thud-thud.
Corpses and debris slid down like mud. Charred flesh covered every direction, and smoke from the explosion drifted through the air.
Fsssshhhh.......
Ashes scattered like dust particles. A pungent smell stung my nostrils.
Unlike the interior, which had become a complete mess, I was perfectly fine. The same went for Yukia.
Wiiiiing.
The Aura Sphere, translucent like a silver curtain, did not have a single scratch, and only about 3% of the core’s Mana had been reduced.
“.......”
I looked at Yukia in my arms. Her gaze was fixed around my neck. A fragment of a wooden necklace, faintly visible beyond my disheveled uniform.
“A-Are you all right!”Just then, police officers rushed in frantically. I pulled Yukia away from me.
“It’s nothing serious. It seems a trap was hidden in the corpse, but...... since the entire scene has disappeared, there’s no longer any reason for me to stay here.”
I raised my eyebrows nonchalantly. Thanks to those bastards, all traces had been completely burned away.
“Hah, hah. We’re relieved you’re safe. To think they would do something like this to a corpse.”
“No. The murderer and this magic bomb are not the work of the same person.”
The Mana left behind at the scene by the murderer and the traces of Mana that crushed this workshop were clearly distinct.
“Huh? Then.......”
“That's the police's job. Investigate everyone who passed through this area around the estimated time of death.”
“Ah, yes. Yes. Understood.”
I brushed the dirt and dust off my clothes and stepped outside the workshop.
I asked Yukia, who followed silently.
“......Are you okay?”
Yukia nodded.
“Things like this will happen frequently from now on.”
“.......”
“Always be careful, and strive for your own growth.”
You must never die.
“Yukia. You may not know this, but.”
However, I cannot honestly tell you that reason.
“I have a debt I need to repay to you.”
So I will make something up, appropriately.
***
The newly established bank in Canilan Independent State─「Kronen Schatzinsel Bank」.
Dieter, who had come on a business trip, first admired the bank’s exterior.
A smooth marble outer wall without ornamentation, straight lines so precise they felt cold, and a massive bronze main gate. All the materials had Mana Circuits embedded within them, making the structure sturdy even against potential terrorist attacks.
This was the result of commissioning Lorenzo Academy, as Dieter had no confidence in aesthetics or architecture. It was also their first project.
"Secretary Dieter. This way, please."
“......Yes.”
Dieter stepped inside.
The colors that entered his field of view were based on calm, dark tones. Smooth stone extended from floor to ceiling, unified in a neat palette.
Yet it did not look impoverished or empty.
By stripping away all unnecessary decoration, it paradoxically created a silence filled with mass. Like the dignity of true nobility, it looked luxurious without the need for gilding.
“Hmm.”
Dieter was very satisfied. To the request, 'lease create the most trustworthy space', the architects of the Lorenzo Academy had provided a perfect answer.
A bank decorated too excessively would feel as though it had put the cart before the horse.
“It has already been about four weeks since operations began.”
Historically, finance was the industry with the highest barriers to entry. Only when the invisible asset called trust accumulated did money finally gather.
However, present-day Canilan was special.
Regulations had been abolished, and oversight had disappeared. Mutual trust was no longer a consideration.
As long as there was a rumor that money existed, people overflowed asking to borrow it.
“What about the list of collateral?”
At Dieter’s question, the employee handed over a thick file.
“Here it is. As instructed, we secured mainly tangible assets.”
He skimmed through the list. Among the numerous real estate collaterals, there was a particularly eye-catching item.
[Akarius Mercenary Group - Rights to mercenary contracts and profit distribution rights]
A contract stating that if Commander Ren fails to repay the debt, the bank will own the rights to the mercenary group’s manpower and the profits they generate.
In peaceful times, it would be a bad debt with high risk, but if war were to arrive, the story would change. In wartime, mercenaries, especially highly skilled mercenaries, are resources as precious as Mana Stones.
At that point, the value of this bond would skyrocket beyond imagination.
“How is the situation with the safe deposit vaults?”
“Currently, only about 5% is filled. They are mostly slush funds deposited by nobles of the Empire.”
However, the core product of 「Kronen Schatzinsel 」 is not deposits. In the first place, in Canilan, there are only people looking to spend money, so they do not even consider entrusting it.
Instead, Kronen operates an ‘ultra-high-performance secret vault’ that distinguishes it from other banks. It is a vault zone built like a fortress deep within the rugged mountain range of the southern Empire. Any valuable item can be stored indefinitely, as long as the storage fee is paid.
“There still aren’t many customers.”
The employee wore a worried expression, but Dieter shook his head while adjusting his glasses.
“It doesn’t matter. We can wait.”
Soon, when the bubble bursts and Canilan collapses, they will come to distrust the entire financial system that brought them down. They will despair in front of securities reduced to scraps of paper and tightly shut bank doors.
That is when our time will finally come.
A bank that never wavers. Absolute neutrality, free from the interference of any nation.
"Let me reconfirm our principles."
Dieter swept his gaze over the employees. They were the ironclad rules of 「Kronen Schatzinsel」 that he had devised himself.
“Never, ever ask about the source of assets.”
It does not matter whether the money is soaked in blood, earned from selling drugs, or embezzled. A bank is not a place that judges morality.
“However, the identity of the depositor must be identified accurately and thoroughly.”
Even so, the owner of the money must be certain. If possible, even digging up their genealogy, it must be made clear who the person entrusting their assets is.
“For that purpose.”
Dieter took out a small box. Inside was a blue cube about the size of two finger joints.
“This is an identity authentication cube.”
A scaled-down version of the 「Aura Sphere」 cubes used by knights, and a security device that embodies Lorenzo's magical engineering.
“This artifact records a human’s unique Mana wavelength.”
A security key utilizing Mana, a fingerprint of the soul that cannot be forged or altered.
Even ordinary people who cannot handle Mana can use it by extracting it from their blood.
“Customers who wish to use a safe deposit vault with an asset valuation of 3 million dollars or more must purchase this without exception.”
“Yes. Understood.”
“How is the situation with public recruitment?”
“The competition rate is extremely high.”
Thousands to one. That is how high the annual salary set by Kronen is, even within Canilan.
One of the reasons there has been no embezzlement or slacking off in Maximilian’s enterprises so far is because the system of compensating according to performance is firmly established.
Maximilian could have possessed assets more than ten times what he has now. However, he kept only what he needed and willingly shared the rest.
“As for people from securities firms, reject them at the document screening stage if possible.”
“Yes. Understood.”
Dieter was wary of moral hazard. Those who lean toward emotion rather than numbers, who are blinded by greed and underestimate risk. He created an examination to filter out such people.
“These are the employment exam papers. Seal them and keep them stored.”
“Yes.”
After that, he entered his office prepared in one corner of the bank. In that wooden room devoid of any decoration, he looked out the window.
The splendid night view of Canilan flooded in.
“.......”
When those dazzling lights go out one by one, we will shine like a lighthouse.
We will rise as the most dazzling numbers.
Dieter sat in his chair and opened the documents.
An ocean of countless numbers endlessly filled his view. These innumerable figures poured down as if to drown him, yet instead, pleasure welled up in his heart. Mana overflowed between the synapses of his brain.
I am handling such vast liquidity. I am shaping numbers according to my will.
That fact itself─ is an indescribable indulgence and ecstasy.
Dieter was currently living in a dream.
The name of that dream was Maximilian.
***
As the warm breeze from the south was beginning to blow, someone reported me to the Imperial Court. The charge was that I had created enormous slush funds at the military factory Aternum and funneled them overseas.
“I apologize for troubling you, but...... this is a sensitive matter, so there is no helping it.”
The Imperial Audit Bureau of the Empire visited my estate in person. It was an imperial decree demanding not only an explanation of the sources, flows, and uses of the funds, but also the submission of all tax payment records up to this point.
Yes, it was an order issued ‘directly’ by the Emperor.
“First. These are the documents related to Aternum.”
As I had been waiting for this, I stacked the prepared documents on the table.
The Director of the Audit Bureau flinched for a moment, but then accepted them and conveyed another matter.
“Are you aware that Lutz Rozen, the head of the Special Audit Department of our direct-affiliate agency, has gone missing?”
“......Missing?”
“Yes. His whereabouts have been unknown for several days.”
It was nothing to be surprised about. It must have been the work of Reutern II.
“I see.”
In truth, I had imagined something like a trial.
A situation where I was cornered by charges of embezzlement and slush fund creation, Lutz wearing a triumphant expression, and Reutern steeped in anxiety and rage, then I would submit these materials and turn the tables in one stroke......
It seemed I still did not fully understand how the Imperial Palace worked.
“That is unfortunate.”
“.......”
The Director looked suspicious of me, but Reutern would not have handled things so cleanly. The direct-affiliate agencies would soon identify Reutern as a suspect.
I pointed to the ledger.
“As you can see, there is no embezzlement. My personal assets merely passed through the corporation and were handled as bearer bonds.”
The Director examined the ledger closely.
The funds had come from my personal account and were converted into bonds through lawful procedures.
“Hm...... but is there a reason you went out of your way to convert them into bearer bonds in such a complicated manner?”
“.......”
I paused for a moment, then shrugged.
“There are many people in the Imperial Palace who place great importance on saving face. I simply took care of a bit of pocket money for such people. If I were to hand over cash directly, the recipient’s pride would be hurt, and it would not look good for me either...... I merely borrowed the form of a financial product.”
Packaging it as consideration, not a bribe.
The department head seemed to gain a hint about the culprit from my words, and his gaze drooped slightly.
“Additionally.”
Click. I snapped my fingers. The servants brought in stacks of documents that had been stored until now.
“These are the tax filing records.”
The eyes of the Director and his subordinates widened.
“That is an enormous volume.”
“Yes. Since I have never evaded even a hair’s breadth of taxes, it could not help but be this much.”
That was truly the case. Although nobles have lower tax rates than commoners to begin with, most of them try not to pay even that, whereas I was exceedingly exemplary.
In particular, even the ‘Mana Stone Special Consumption Tax’ and ‘Mining Tax’, which nobles who owned Mana Stone mines habitually evaded, were paid in full and precisely.
“......You seem confident.”
“Think of it as a necessary process. Without doubt, how could I prove myself?”
I smiled leisurely.
“I only hope that my devotion to the Empire reaches His Majesty.”
A hollow chuckle appeared at the corner of the Director’s mouth.
“If that is the case.”
He stood up from his seat. The bureau’s agents each picked up the stacks of documents.
“We will investigate thoroughly and return them to you.”
“Yes. Please take care on your way.”
The bureau personnel departed in a rush, like the ebbing tide.
Feeling a strange emptiness, I ran a hand through my hair.
Whoooosh.
The wind flowed in through the gap of the open window.
It had already become February, and it was gradually getting warmer.
Spring was approaching.
“......No, but seriously. These thieving bastards.”
I picked up the letters sent from securities firms in Canilan. Most were warnings laced with concern, but in effect they were little different from mockery.
[ Notice of risk level readjustment for your products ]
[ Notification of increase in margin requirements and fees due to expanded market volatility ]
[ Request for additional margin deposit ]
“The margin is more than enough, but they keep f#cking telling me to put in more.”
They arbitrarily cite their own internal regulations to raise the risk level, and use that as a pretext to demand additional margin. They make such an infuriating fuss just to squeeze out more fees that I am memorizing the names of these companies one by one. Anyway, once spring is over, I plan to kill them all.
“Endure it.......”
That day was not far off, and I picked up an invitation sent by one particular company.
[ Canilan Tech Summit: Land Protocol Technology Demonstration ]
Artificial continent creation technology. A delusional dream that promises Canilan’s eternal prosperity.
I fully intend to go watch the demonstration of this technology.
They will put on a dazzling display of magic, and then be utterly ruined. Underestimating variables, reckless Mana calculations. And on top of that, the price they will pay for ignoring the power of nature.
I have already finished preparing a short position against that company.
“......The future won’t change, will it.”
A sudden unease passed through me. The possibility that history had been twisted by my intervention was, to be honest, something even I feared.
However, according to the economics newspaper that I had definitely read before my Regression.
“No party lasts forever.”
When the party ends, a bill must inevitably be paid.
Now the moment of reckoning has simply arrived, and delightfully so.
I am the one who ‘collects’ the bill.
Chapter 88
The records room of the Imperial Audit Bureau.
Dozens of accountants and investigators were analyzing piles of documents. It was to uncover any possible tax evasion charges involving the Aternum factory and the Lomilton mine.
Scritch─ scritch─
The sound of pages being turned was loud.
Scritch─ scritch─
Mana Stones are a major material across the entire world. As a mineral that supports human civilization, it would not be an exaggeration to call it the most important resource.
However, Mana Stones also have grades.
Magic Towers use high-grade Mana Stones for magic development and research. High-grade Mana Stones are also required for various complex magi-tech technologies. Going a step further, the recently popular “Aura Spheres”, including high-tier artifacts, absolutely requires the highest-purity Mana Stones.
On the other hand, what is used as a power source for trains or factories is low-purity Mana Stone residue mixed with impurities.
Scritch─ scritch─Accordingly, under tax law, the tax rates differ between high-purity and low-purity Mana Stones. Families that own multiple Mana Stone mines evade taxes by underreporting high-purity Mana Stones as low-purity, or by reporting them as damaged during the mining process and treating them as losses.
Among Imperial nobles, it was an open secret. Even the Imperial family tolerated this level of tax saving.
In that sense, this audit had in fact originated from lobbying by other Mana Stone families trying to keep Maximilian in check.
But.
“......Director.”
The hand of an inspector reviewing the ledgers came to a halt.
“It’s astonishingly clean.”
“......Ha.”
Director Dietmar let out a hollow laugh.
“This is the first time I’ve seen ledgers like this.”
The inspector made a gesture of shaking the ledger. Literally not a single speck of dust fell out. It was to the point of being absurd.
“What do you think?”
Dietmar looked toward a corner of the records room. A woman wearing round glasses was thoroughly reading through the documents.
“Miss Kandel.”
Sonnet of the Kandel family. She lifted her head.
“......I have no objections.”
Thud. She removed her glasses and placed them on the table.
“Maximilian von Ebenholtz is.......”
Chew chew.
Rolling the gum she chewed when concentrating around in her mouth, Sonnet reached her conclusion.
“He is a loyalist of the Empire whose words and actions are in accord.”
“Yes. The documents make it certain. And as for the disappearance of Department Head Lutz Rozen, the circumstances suggest it was the doing of Reutern II.”
“Yes. That seems to be the case.”
Sonnet neatly folded a tissue and spat out the gum.
"Reutern was too hasty in meddling with the agency."
A direct institution is the Emperor’s limbs, possessing an independent system of its own. It wasn’t for nothing that a mere department head had been digging into Ebenholtz’s background. As long as they have a solid justification, they possess the power to leave scars even on great families.
“No matter how much Reutern is a key power holder of the Imperial Palace, if he killed an executive of an institution without justification, he crossed the line.”
Now the institution would watch Reutern like a pack of hyenas. The focus had shifted from Maximilian to Reutern.
Reutern II would be torn apart when he was at his weakest.
"Maximilian...... could he have anticipated even this?"
The corner of Sonnet’s mouth twisted slightly.
“......Huh?”
Making Reutern an ally to eliminate Lutz, then turning him into an enemy of the agency and isolating him.
Using one to kill another, eliminating two people who stood in his way at the same time. It was so clean to the point of being contrived, creating a sense of unease.
“No.”
Sonnet adjusted her attire and left the records room.
In her mind’s eye, the shadow of the figure named Maximilian grew one shade darker.
***
At the end of February, waiting for spring, in a penthouse in the Canilan Independent State.
I set up a new office there. It seemed like I would be coming and going quite often from now on.
─Ah, yes. Sir~ This is Russell, Vice President of KNSE. You remember me, right? Lately I’ve only been meeting your agent.
It was a call from Russell.
“I remember.”
─That’s a relief~ How have you been lately? Canilan has been posting! favorable results! day after day.
His voice is quite pleasant to listen to.
He has no manners, but he has so little manners that it makes me want to give him a chance at least once.
"Would you perhaps consider taking a position with me?"
─Ehehe~ I’m fine with that. I’ll politely! decline. Ah, but I heard you’ll be participating in the Land Protocol demonstration this time? I heard your agent picked up the invitation.
Russell still thinks of me as the Empire’s “Ebert”. Since exporting photographs of Imperial nobles overseas is a very serious crime, and since I am famous for my blond hair and golden eyes, if I only change my hair and iris color, it is not easy to recognize me.
“I’m rather skeptical about that technology, so I’m thinking of short selling.”
─Short sell, puhahahaha!
The laughter was extremely hearty.
Nice to hear, very nice to hear.
─Ah, I’m sorry. Your thinking is just so apocalyptic. Hahaha.
An apocalyptic thinker, huh...... Financial people really do have a sharp sense for things.
“Yes. I’ve been thinking a bit about the end of the world as well.”
Thanks to Russell, something I needed to do came to mind. I took out paper and a fountain pen out of my bag and placed them on the desk.
One of the tasks absolutely necessary for my purpose.
I had been completely busy at the end of the year and couldn’t find the time, but these days, having gained some breathing room, I was planning to seriously try my hand at “writing”. It was the first draft of an autobiography that would spread my intentions throughout the Empire, something I had always thought about but never quite gotten used to putting into practice.
─Wow~ That’s impressive. If you short sell the entire continent, you’ll make a fortune.
Scratch. Scratch.
The nib of the fountain pen scraped across the paper.
─Still, if you have that level of confidence...... very well! I’ll bet 100 dollars!
“What’s the payout ratio?”
─Hmm. About 1,000 times, I suppose. Anyway, let’s see each other on March 3rd. I’ll give you the 100 dollars then.
“Sounds good.”
─Yes~ Hanging up now!
Russell hung up, and I scrawled some random sentence on the blank page.
[ I was born in the main Ebenholtz Castle at the center of the Empire. My father is Sebestian, and my mother is Cecilia...... ]
─Pause.
I froze from the very first page.
Cecilia. My mother whom I loved most in the world, whom I lost far too quickly because I loved her so much.
Thinking about you was always painful. Your death left a tremendous scar on me, and perhaps on Sebestian as well.
“.......”
I closed my eyes for a moment, then moved the pen again.
I reduced the sentimentality and simply lined up the words.
This manuscript is only a draft, after all. I plan to find a ghostwriter later. I know someone who will later gain notoriety as a war criminal, but whose writing ability is unrivaled.
What matters is the content.
[ ......The Aran are the purest master race and the leading driving force of civilization. Therefore, we have the duty to quell the chaos of the continent and establish a new order. ]
Aran. The most superior race proclaimed by the Emperor and the Empire.
However, because the Empire failed to clearly establish the subsequent “hierarchy”, it created far too many enemies.
[ The people of Genen are historically the undeniable friends of the Aran. They are qualified to go to the battlefield together with us....... ]
[ In addition, the many nations of the west can be considered collateral branches of the Aran, and thus must one day gather again under a single banner. ]
A sentence hinting at the unification of the west, which the Emperor so strongly advocates and fervently desires.
[ On the other hand, the east is inferior. They are unassimilated barbarians, and subjects that must inevitably be dominated by the Empire....... ]
The Eastern Union that I will face someday will probably be the main stronghold of the Ezenheim race. I might even encounter countless Ezenheim just walking down the street.
[ And, subspecies. ]
My thoughts on subspecies are firm.
[ Subspecies may be impurities of the continent. However, the characteristics of each race are too different to lump all of them together as the same subspecies. ]
We must not antagonize all Subspecies. There must be "exceptions" as needed.
[ Especially the Yaken, who are like ferocious beasts, but if one holds the leash and tames them, they can become the most loyal hunting dogs of the Aran....... ]
Scratch. Scratch.
Words filled the paper densely. My sentences are crude. I am merely spewing out the thoughts in my head, but once they meet a professional, they will be refined closer to what I intend.
Scratch-
[ Ezenheim. ]
At the enemy of humanity, the Ezenheim, my hand paused for a moment.
Unfortunately, I cannot write the truth that they are an otherworldly race that will bring about the destruction of the world. I would only be treated as a madman. Instead, I must clothe them in a logic of hatred that perfectly suits the tastes of the Emperor and the Empire.
[ ......The Ezenheim are despicable. They are the most dangerous parasites on this continent. They wear the form of humans, but their essence touches upon emptiness and destruction. ]
[ The ideological criminal Kasim, who caused chaos in Genen and tried to burn down the entire Autonomous Region...... ]
By citing real cases as examples, I allocated the greatest amount of space to the Ezenheim. These cases will accumulate more and more as time goes on.
[ They contaminate the purity of the continent, are incapable of assimilation, and compromise means self-destruction. ]
"......Contaminating the purity."
I was impressed by the sentence I had written without realizing it.
Since the Ezenheim are an otherworldly species, they are certainly contaminating the purity of us humans.
.......
The nights of Canilan cannot even be compared to those of the Empire. In this independent state, night is “real”.
Those words are so famous even among Imperial nobles that I came out to relieve some stress. There had been so many headache-inducing matters, from Gigantes in autumn to Genen in winter...... I also wanted to let my guard down at least once.
─Ah, of course~ There just happens to be a top-class VVIP party today.
I asked Russell. Whether he could recommend a good party.
─It’s a place only VVIPs of the same caliber can enter, plutocrats like yourself. I’ll send you an invitation right away. What’s the address?
Russell willingly sent me a VVIP invitation.
「Luminous Hall」
It was a strangely twisted-looking building, like a braided pastry. The basement seemed to be a club, blasting bizarre music, and at the entrance countless people were lined up trying to get in.
“Hey, don’t cut in line!”
“Hey! Aren’t you managing this? What the hell is that guy!”
I passed them and held out the VVIP invitation to the guard. At that moment, the guard shouted at the person complaining about line-cutting.
“Shut up! How dare you speak so carelessly!”
Then he turned to me with a bright smile.
“Please follow me.”
They say Canilan is a capitalist place where status is money, and it truly is so.
“You may take this elevator. Have a pleasant night.”
The rooftop reached via the VVIP-only elevator was──
Splendid.
Thousands of Mana Stone chandeliers flowed across the ceiling like the Milky Way, and the floor was transparent crystal. Men and women in casual attire burst into laughter while holding champagne glasses.
When a man and a woman’s eyes meet, they go into a room together. Some people gamble with cards, others dance on stage.
Glug glug glug. The glasses were endlessly refilled with alcohol. Occasionally, strange bubbles rose into the air.
Everyone was enjoying the party like that. As if there were no tomorrow, or as if today would last forever.
“.......”
I did not find it laughable. I had no right to find anything laughable. I too was once like them─ no, even more steeped in indulgence than they are.
However, now an even greater weight seemed to press down on my entire body.
The destruction of the world.
That "fact" which only I knew as an regressor, which no one in this world could believe.......
“Hm? You look like someone I’ve seen somewhere.”
At that moment, someone trudged over to my side. A waft of alcohol hit me.
I turned my head to look. Flaming red hair. A woman with a solid build, wearing a leather jacket. Holding a champagne glass, she examined me from head to toe with slightly unfocused eyes.
If it were her, she might recognize my face even though I was disguised with black hair and brown eyes. I was wondering whether I should move elsewhere when,
“Oh~ you’re handsome?”
My concern was unfounded.
“......Nice to meet you.”
“Mmm~ do I know you?”
“Yes. Akarius Mercenary Corps Commander, Ren.”
“Am I that famous?”
“I’m rather good at remembering faces.”
Once I see a face, I cannot forget it even if I want to, because of the virus.
“I see. Then what’s your name?”
Her voice was slurred from alcohol. She seemed to be in a very good mood these days. Well, the immediate returns must be astronomical.
“Ebert.”
I had heard the news from Dieter. That all the contracts and profit rights of the Akarius Mercenary Corps had been taken as collateral by my bank.
From my perspective, I felt sorry.
The loss itself was due to Ren’s own greed, but before the regression, there had never been a case where the Akarius Mercenary Corps itself was put up as collateral.
“I run a small fund.”
“Ebert...... huh? Ebert?”
She didn’t recognize my face, but it seemed she knew the name Ebert.
“I heard your name from Russell! Hey~ this is nice! Really nice to meet you. I’d wanted to meet you at least once.”
In any case, we got entangled in a rather strange way.
"......I'm honored then."
“Well. I heard you bet on Canilan’s decline.”
“Yes. Would you like to join me?”
At my words, she snorted a laugh and shook her head. As if she sobered up instantly, she straightened her posture and scanned me with sharp eyes.
“But you, you really give off the air of a noble.”
Her booze-soaked voice quickly corrected itself.
“Anyone can tell you’re an Imperial noble. Not some nobody, either.”
In truth, the same applied to her as well. Even if she deliberately tried to present herself as rough and tough, the dignity of an Imperial noble dripped out from her words and behavior here and there. From her Imperial language pronunciation to her manner of speaking, it was so.
But.......
“Is that so?”
I gave a bitter smile.
Her family had been annihilated by Sebestian.
And I was about to bring everything she herself had built to ruin.
***
Meanwhile, in District 42 of the Empire. Yukia visited Entikkan's orphanage.
“......It’s changed a lot.”
The floor, which had once been icy cold due to a lack of heating expenses, now carried warmth, and the ceiling that had been stained from leaking rain had been neatly repaired. The children’s clothes were thick, and above all, the smell of meat wafting from the cafeteria felt unfamiliar.
Entikkan looked at her and said the exact same thing.
“You too have changed a lot.”
“.......”
“.......”
In the director’s office, the two exchanged only silent gazes for a long while.
Entikkan was Eric's younger brother, and Yukia was Eric's daughter. They were family bound by blood, but no warm conversation passed between them.
That was the kind of people the Yaken were.
“Ahem. What brings you here?”
Entikkan asked with a dry cough.
“......My pay.”
It was money she had saved without spending a single coin of the wages and bonuses she had received from Maximilian up until now.
"Spend it on whatever you want. I and the children have enough now."
"I have no use for it. You know that."
Yukia replied indifferently.
It was true. She ate breakfast and lunch at the Knight Order's cafeteria, and dinner was the meal delivered to her quarters. For clothes, a few attendant secretary suits and sunglasses were enough, and she slept in the provided lodging.
“Then make some machine you like. Use your abilities a bit. Don’t just stop.”
"......Always nagging."
"You, do you talk casually even to Knight Maximilian?”
“A little.”
“Huh.”
Entikkan clicked his tongue as if exasperated. It looked like another torrent of nagging was about to pour out. Before that could happen, Yukia lowered her ears and dropped her voice first.
"He's strange. That person."
“What do you mean.”
“He had a Yaken carving. A wooden necklace.”
Yukia’s brow narrowed as she tried to recall its shape.
“I don’t know whose it was, but.......”
She had only glimpsed it briefly so she was not sure, but it was definitely a Yaken style she recognized, and what was even stranger was.
“And. He said he had a debt to repay to me.”
At that moment, Entikkan’s expression hardened stiffly.
“.......”
For a while, he bit his lower lip in silence. He lowered his trembling hand beneath the desk to hide it.
The words Maximilian had once said to him echoed in his ears.
‘Yaken always make things like these.’
‘Are they ever given as gifts?’
Gifts.......
Maximilian’s patronage. The reason he deliberately kept Yukia by his side. His goodwill toward the Yaken. And Eric Tariq.
As those words connected of their own accord, a single possibility was assembled itself in Entikkan’s mind.
After thinking deeply, he finally lowered his head. He let out a deep sigh.
“......As expected. So that’s how it is.”
His suspicion had festered into certainty.
“Yukia.”
He looked straight into his niece’s eyes.
“Do you still harbor hatred in your heart?”
“......You’re going to nag again─”
“Not all nobles are the same. The ones who caused your father’s death, and the knight named Maximilian, are different.”
Yukia stood up as if she didn’t want to hear any more.
As she reached for the doorknob, Entikkan grabbed her.
“Yukia. Listen carefully.”
There was a weight to his voice that hadn’t been there before.
“That knight named Maximilian.......”
He slowly chose his words and opened his mouth.
“It seems he has, somehow, special feelings toward your father.”
Chapter 89
Yukia was leaning against the window frame of her residence, gazing up at the pitch-black night sky.
‘I’m not certain. I can only vaguely trace the past based on his words and actions.’
The cold night wind brushed against her skin, and Entikkan's words echoed in her ears.
'However, Maximilian is a noble who understands the weight of words. There's no reason for him to add lies to such matters─'
Adding that, Entikkan had said,
‘Exploration. Exploring the uncharted lands of the western Empire is a mandatory curriculum for Empire Point cadets. It’s also the main source of income for guides.’
For Yukia, who had once been a guide together with her father, it was an obvious fact.
Come to think of it, that season will soon arrive. The time when cadets who are graduating from Empire Point swarm into the western Empire.
'It's hard to believe.'
At Yukia’s reply, Entikkan let out a hollow laugh.'I feel the same. So verify that necklace you said you saw.'
Yukia lowered her head.
The way the Yaken love their ‘carving’ differs from one Yaken to another. It can be called unique.
‘The method of carving. The grain when using a blade. The thing that remains with us like fingerprints─ you would know it, wouldn’t you.’
Yukia searched her memories.
Her father’s rough hands as he carved wood. The appearance of objects being shaped with careless-looking yet precise strokes.
“.......”
She tried to recall the faint pattern of the necklace on Maximilian’s chest.
For some reason, it did not feel unfamiliar to her eyes.
──Flap.
Suddenly, a shadow that flew across the night sky landed on the window frame. An owl. A small letter was tied to its ankle.
Yukia opened the dispatch.
[ ◆◆◇◆◆◇◆◇◇◆◆◇◆◆ ]
She applied the cipher table in her head and decoded it.
The contents were concise.
[Comrade. Report Maximilian's next destination.]
It was an order that had come from the Revolutionary forces.
***
Even late into the night, the party didn't end. Rather, it continued endlessly. Alcohol and conversation, dances and songs filled the gaps between them, various amusements mixed with desire.
I relaxed moderately just enough and entrust my body to their flow, then when I grow tired of it, I step out onto the balcony.
──! ──! ───!
I looked down below the railing. It was quite a noisy commotion.
An undivided space, music that hardly sounds like music, many people tangled together as they dance. However, they and I are clearly separated.
Was this also about status and class?
The newborn republic that rose after the Empire’s downfall abolished the class system, and before long the entire continent did the same, but even then, the ‘invisible’ status remained unchanged.
“.......”
I gazed at Canilan's night view while downing my drink.
Whoooosh.......
The wind blowing from a country that will soon collapse is clear. Moreover, not even a trace of the Ezenheim could be felt in this country. That made it even cleaner.
“Ezenheim.”
It was a strange thing. As I went back and forth through Canilan and encountered countless types of people, I did not meet a single Ezenheim.
Of course, I couldn't rule out the possibility that they were hiding deeper within, in more intimate inner circles or high-level political and financial circles.
“Why.”
For a moment, soaked in the alcohol, a hypothesis billowed up on its own.
The more I think about it, the stranger it feels.
Why do the Ezenheim not show their faces at all in Canilan? And yet, why do they stubbornly crawl into the Empire?
Even when full-scale persecution began, those bastards deliberately dug burrows beneath the Empire’s land.
If, as I expect, the Supreme Leader of the Eastern Union is an Ezenheim or their puppet, it would be far safer and easier for them to establish their headquarters in the East instead.
“Terrain.......”
Suddenly, my thoughts stop at that word.
‘The underground cities they dug, remember those? We thought they gathered there to survive, but they were developing dimensional gates. Those demonic bastards deceived us.’
Before my Regression, Edmon had spoken the word Dimensional gate.
A gate to summon beings from another world.
If so, is the reason their numbers are relatively small in Canilan because this land is unnecessary to their plan?
If, to open a Dimensional gate, the land of the Empire, or something of the Empire that I cannot understand, is an essential condition.......
“Here you are.”
At that moment, a voice calling me from behind cut off my reverie.
It was Ren. Her red hair was disheveled, and her face was flushed bright red.
“Are you all right?”
“Ah~ I’m fine~”
She had been drinking quite a lot. Her alcohol tolerance might be comparable to that Sebestian's.
“It seems you’re in a very good mood.”
Ren let out a snort of laughter and leaned against the railing beside me.
“Do~ you think~ Canilan’s prosperity is going to end~?”
"Eventually. There's no party that lasts forever."
I had been steadily dropping hints to her.
“Haha~”
However, she seemed to have no intention of taking them to heart.
"I hear the Empire is preparing for war. It's common knowledge. Then wouldn't Canilan earn even more~?"
The political situation was certainly like that. Ren blindly believed in Canilan's future precisely because she knew this.
If Canilan’s economy had continued like this for just five more years, it might have had a chance to enjoy the wartime boom and economically subordinate the Empire.
“.......”
“.......”
Silence flowed.
The night wind brushed past between our quiet standoff.
The sweet smell of alcohol lingered at the tip of my nose.
I was slightly worried. What if Commander Ren was the type who valued a person's face greatly, and had felt a fateful attraction to me─
“By the way. Is Sebestian doing well?”
It was unfounded worry.
The hand holding my glass trembled. At some point, the drunkenness had vanished from Ren’s eyes. Pupils that had turned as cold as a blade seemed to pierce straight through me.
“You recognized me from the start.”
“Yeah.”
She murmured while slowly swirling her glass.
“I wondered whether to kill you or not. You don’t know this, but I hold a lot of grudges against Sebestian.”
"If you had, I would have fought too."
"Against me? Nah, you're still far from ready."
Ren looked at me. It was strangely warm for a sneer.
"The commander who pacified Genen. Maximilian, the knight of Ebenholtz. But there are no tanks here, kid."
“.......”
It is a truly irritating form of address. My actual age, including everything, should be far greater then hers.
“I heard Commander Ren is still in her twenties. You must look older than your age, if you're calling someone like me a kid.”
Ren's eyes narrowed. Her pupils contracted vertically. They were the eyes of a cat before its prey.
However, she soon relaxed.
"......Grudges shouldn't miss their mark. They shouldn't spread carelessly either."
She let out a sigh and looked up at the sky.
“I’ll keep your identity secret. I don’t particularly want to blab about it, and I have no intention of stopping my enemy’s son from throwing money into the trash.”
Her revenge was limited solely to Sebestian.
"That's a relief."
"However...... never mind."
Ren shook her head.
“Let’s have a drink. To Canilan’s prosperity.”
Ren raised her glass while looking at me. I followed and lifted mine as well.
"If that can be so."
Clink.
The glasses collided, and the liquor sloshed.
With a loosened expression, Ren downed the strong liquor. Watching her like that, I thought of the future.
Before the Regression, Ren, the commander of Akarius, challenged Sebestian, but was defeated and died.
Sebestian was that kind of man.
Far more than you, Ren, could fathom, and far more than this continent could imagine──
A monster.
***
I conducted several meetings simultaneously via video call from the Canilan penthouse.
This technology called ‘video conference’ was truly fascinating.
In Canilan, through silver screens integrating magical engineering, one could have face-to-face conversations with someone hundreds of kilometers away.
─Can you hear me?
Eight split screens floated on the silver screen. Within them, twelve executives from Canilan securities firms and banks with whom I had contracts were visible.
“......I can hear you.”
Their expressions alone were unpleasant. Every single one of them was arrogant and greedy, looking at me as if I were a sucker.
─Yes. Mr. Ebert. First, please take a look at this market situation. Volatility has exceeded the standard threshold.
The man on the first screen began while chewing on a cigar.
─According to our company regulations, we have no choice but to raise the entrusted margin rate and fees once more. Your position is far too risky right now.
─That’s right. It’s the same for our Merilch as well. If you do not provide additional collateral, we will have no choice but to proceed with forced liquidation.
─Yes. This is Rekiano. We are also requesting a recalculation of the lending fee. Please understand that this is an unavoidable measure from a risk management perspective.
─If you’re short on funds, you could even pull out now, well. The procedures for breach of contract will be naive.......
They chatter on as they please. Compared to these people, Russell was practically a gentleman. At the very least, he treated me like a VVIP customer for the amount of money I spend.
“Shh.”
Without changing my expression, I brought a hand to my mouth.
“I will pay everything.”
They hesitated.
“I understand the volatility. Since Canilan has been posting strong gains day after day, it’s reasonable to accept the increased risk of the products I hold. Accordingly, I will deposit that much.”
I glanced toward Dieter beside me.
─Kahaha! As expected, you’re very generous!
─Oh my, thank you. Seems we were worrying for nothing.
─Then we’ll end the communication here. May your investments be successful!
Among them, a bald man who looked especially like a badger hurriedly tried to cut the connection, but─
“Wait.”
I raised my hand.
“Perhaps.”
I slowly swept my gaze across the twelve faces on the screen.
“I have a slightly different view, and since good faith is important in contracts, unilaterally changing conditions just because the market situation has changed goes against business ethics─”
A brief silence passed.
“─with that in mind, is there anyone who would like to proceed according to the original contract?”
In fact, I would make money through their downfall. Since I would step over their corpses before long, I was giving them one last chance.
Canilan is part of my plan, and I am not someone who enjoys playing money games.
─Uh...... No thanks. Take care.
─Good luck~ Take care~
─This is a battlefield. Winning is justice. Hahaha.
─Honestly, the contract itself is the regulation, and those regulations change with volatility, you know. Good luck.
Most of them sneered, and the badger-like guy snorted derisively.
That was when.
─……Sigh.
One man in the corner raised his hand with a sigh. He was the president of one of Canilan’s native banks, [Old Haven Bank].
Its size was relatively small, as reflected by its position in the corner of this video conference.
─We’ll just take it according to the contract. There’s no need to squeeze the customer dry.
The other executives looked at him as if he were crazy.
─Oh my. How kind, President of Haven. Trying to run your bank into the ground like that?
─Leave him be. That’s why he’s old-fashioned. Hahahahaha.
─How very virtuous of you.
There were many mocking remarks, but I nodded with a faint smile.
“Understood. Old Haven Bank. I’ll remember it. The fees you’ve set will be deposited starting today.”
─Oh, thank─
I signaled to Dieter.
Flash. The screen turned off immediately.
"Dieter. Can't we use this kind of technology in the Empire?"
“It is possible to use it, but the range is limited. In Canilan, where the land area is small, it can be used safely, but in the Empire, there is a high risk of mana waves being intercepted.”
“That’s a shame.”
I fiddled with my fingers and glanced at Dieter.
“You said we need one more bank to acquire, right?”
“Yes. Kronen is a special-purpose bank, so we need a bank that operates with the market and the private sector. Old Haven Bank should be sufficient.”
“Good.”
As the price for being the only ones who did not act out of greed, they will survive.
“As for the rest, strip them to the bone. Especially that badger-looking guy…… you know, right?”
“Yes. I understand.”
Dieter said as he packed his bag.
“Then, shall we depart now?”
“Ah. What about the Ransom short selling? You said we can borrow and sell stocks that don't exist here.”
“All positions have been entered.”
He held out Canilan’s latest terminal. On a flat crystal screen, my asset status was displayed.
“Canilan really has everything.”
“Yes. Thanks to its geographical characteristics.”
Dieter adjusted his glasses and explained.
“Since Canilan is surrounded entirely by sea, the density of mana in the atmosphere is significantly higher and finer than in the Empire. This makes it advantageous to miniaturize such precise mana circuits. And because the national territory is small, the resources needed for security can also be reduced.”
All communications across the continent, including these terminals, are based on mana. I don’t know the details, but roughly speaking, it means transmitting mana waves and receiving them.
Thus, each country inevitably has different ways of using them. Mana’s properties change depending on the space.
“I see. Let’s go back to the party hall now.”
.......
Canilan Archipelago, Panulan Island.
The entire island had turned into a single party venue. Airships flew through the sky, scattering multicolored smoke, and flags emblazoned with the [Ransom Corporation] logo fluttered on every street.
[ The Largest Tech Summit on the Ground: Land Protocol ]
An enormous crowd had gathered. Investors, technologists, journalists, and among them were quite a few Imperial nobles and Imperial Guard members as well.
Among them, there was not a single Ezenheim.
After unpacking my luggage at the finest hotel, I took a seat in the VVIP section of the open demonstration hall, with the sea as its backdrop.
“Oh my~ You’ve arrived.”
At some point, Russell appeared and extended his hand toward me.
“Nice to meet you, Mr. Ebert. Shall I hand over the 100 dollars right away?”
We had made a 100-dollar bet on whether this technology demonstration would succeed or fail.
“When the result comes out.”
“Ah~ yes. Let’s do that. Then I’ll be off now. I’ve got lots of friends. Let’s meet again later, around dinnertime!”
Russell bustled around busily to manage his clients. Among them was Ren as well. When Ren’s eyes met mine, her eyebrows twitched upward.
Boom───!
Just then, a loud reverberation settled over the stage. A spotlight shone down on it.
Accompanied by majestic music, the event was about to begin.
─Ladies and gentlemen! Welcome to the largest tech summit on the ground!
The host’s voice, holding a microphone, echoed across the entire island through mana amplifiers.
After that, a man wearing a turtleneck walked up to the center of the stage. The CEO of Ransom Corporation, Savin.
─Thank you all for coming such a long way. In particular, I would like to thank the distinguished guests who came all the way from the Empire.
He gestured toward the VVIP seats where the Imperial nobles were gathered.
─Of course, in terms of national power, the great Empire is far ahead…… but when it comes to seeing the future, perhaps we in Canilan are a little sharper. Please don’t take offense. Aren’t we all here to make money together?
A confident provocation.
The audience cheered, and the Imperial nobles chuckled as if at ease.
─Now, everyone. Today, we have gathered here to write a new chapter in history.
The CEO’s expression hardened into seriousness once more.
He pointed to the silver screen spread out behind him.
─Community Land Protocol.
Intricate magic circles and magi-tech blueprints crossed dazzlingly. Lines of mana spread out in blue.
─Before that, let me ask you one question. This Panulan Island you are standing on right now─ was this land originally here?
The hall fell silent. He grinned and snapped his fingers.
Snap.
A map appeared on the silver screen.
─This is a map from five years ago.
There was only the blue sea. No island existed. Not even reefs, just a vast open ocean. People began to murmur.
─And now.
The screen changed to the ‘present’. It was an image of Panulan Island rising proudly from the sea.
─That’s right. At this very moment, you are standing on ‘created land’ that our Ransom Corporation secretly launched five years ago.
Wooooah!
As if on cue, exclamations burst from the audience.
─But we don't stop here.
The CEO spread his arms wide.
─Today. Right here. Before your very eyes. A new land, wider and more vast than before, a land that did not previously exist, will rise from the sea.
Everyone stood up from their seats and looked around.
Pssssssssst──.
The technology was activated. Thousands, tens of thousands of mana circuits began to glow from the seabed, intertwining like a net. Seawater frothed as if boiling, and the mana in the atmosphere swirled, drawing geometric magic circles across the surface of the sea.
──Boom!
A heavy vibration was transmitted from beneath our feet.
It was a stirring that shook the entire island.
“Oh……! Oh!”
“It’s rising! It’s really rising!”
From beneath the parted surface of the sea, facets of land glowing blue began to bloom upward. A smooth artificial foundation, meticulously compressed and processed with mana.
Kuuuurrrrr─
It grandly revealed its form above the ground, pouring seawater down like a waterfall......
“So?”
At some point, Ren had approached me. She smiled as she gazed at the land being created on the far side of the island.
“Do you still think Canilan is going to fall?”
I did not answer. I simply waited quietly for what would come next.
──At that moment.
Kudududududuk────!
The sound of something breaking, unable to bear an unmanageable weight.
A rupturing sound burst out that probably everyone here felt was ominous.
Chapter 90
Kuddddeuk──.
An ominous vibration that seemed to scrape beneath our feet.
“......What was that?”
Ren flinched and murmured. The champagne in the glass she was holding trembled slightly.
"I wonder."
I replied as if I didn’t know and took a sip of champagne. The people inside the hall glanced around at each other with uneasy eyes.
......
However, after the first cracking sound, nothing else happened. No incident occurred, and only a brief silence flowed.
─Hoo~ Now then!
The CEO quickly regained his composure. He scratched his eyebrow with his fingernail and then clapped his hands.─Were you all startled? Great births are always accompanied by labor pains. It is the majestic sound of the earth settling into place beneath the sea, so please relax and enjoy yourselves!
“Phew.”
Just as many people, including Ren, let out sighs of relief, again.
Pusssss───.
The sea beyond the stage churned strangely. The waves surged violently as if to swallow the island whole.
“.......”
I gazed at that place. The virus within me understood the flow of mana rising from that scenery before I did.
Creating artificial land through human power.
It is a possible technology. It is not an impossible technology. A small-scale island like this Panulan Island might be sufficiently maintainable.
However, they were too greedy.
If you forcibly raise too vast an area of land all at once like this, an imbalance arises between the Mana of the sea and the Mana of the ground. The water pressure and gravity of the sea. The repulsive force of the massively congealed land. By that contention, magi-tech will be destroyed, and the price of underestimating the laws of nature will be horrific.
─Now! This brings us to the main point. Our Ransom Corporation will grant the right to first purchase the territory of this newly risen continent to the shareholders who have come today.......
Kuddddeuk──.
─By granting.......
Kuddddddddddeuk──!
Between the CEO’s words, sounds like bones being crushed burst out in succession.
It was now at a level that could not be ignored. Most of the VVIPs who valued their own safety were already preparing to leave with their bodyguards.
“......Ah, f#ck, why is this happening.”
A rough curse burst out of Ren’s mouth.
I quietly set my glass down.
Kuddddddddddeuk────!
The shaking intensified. Only then did a guard hurriedly climb onto the podium and urgently whisper something into the CEO’s ear.
The CEO’s face flushed red. He shoved the guard aside as if angry and grabbed the microphone, but.
─.......
No sound comes out. Whether the power was cut or the equipment broke, it’s impossible to tell, but the sight of him just moving his mouth was quite pitiful.
And then, in the very next moment.
Kwaaaaaa───!
The artificial land collapsed as if it exploded. A massive shock sent the sea surging upward, and a tidal wave like a pile of bricks pressed in from all directions like a tsunami.
Only then did people begin evacuating.
Kyaaaaaak─ Uaaaaaak─
I stood up from my seat. I strolled leisurely through the pandemonium where screams, curses, and the sound of waves were mixed together. I moved my steps to avoid overturned tables and shattered glass shards.
“T-this, what is this─”
In the middle of that hellish scene, I spotted Russell, standing blankly, unable to go anywhere.
“Ah, crazy, what the hell is this─“
“Vice President Russell.”
When I placed a hand on his shoulder, he flinched and turned around. With an innocent, dazed expression, he tilted his head.
"......President?"
“The promised payout of 1,000 times on 100 dollars.”
The contents of the bet were that if Ransom failed, I would give him 1,000 times 100 dollars.
If Ransom succeeded, he would give me 100 dollars.
“Huh? No, what, now of all times, a bet─”
“It’s 100,000 dollars.”
“What the hell is a hundred thou─”
I took out a check I had prepared in advance from my pocket and handed it to him.
“......Huh? Wow. Well, thank you for now?”
Russell accepted it eagerly and slipped it into his inner pocket.
"Well then, take care."
I moved my legs, leaving Russell’s vacant eyes behind. Pushing against the chaotic crowd, I arrived at the helipad.
"Sir. You can board now."
I got onto the helicopter that Dieter had been waiting in.
Dududududu──!
The helicopter lifted off with a deafening roar.
Beneath my feet, the artificial island that had turned into a hellscape grew distant. The collapsing land and the heaving sea surface.
Countless people could be seen escaping aboard lifeboats. They staggered in the waves and screamed, but they would probably arrive safely.
Canilan is a country famous for insurance. If they were invited to this island, they should have the means to pay for their own lives.
Dududududu──
After a while, the helicopter landed on the safe Canilan mainland.
“Sir.”
Dieter handed me a terminal. I checked the screen. At some point, an enormous profit from short selling was already displayed.
“Good work.”
I lightly patted Dieter on the shoulder.
“Too bad for Canilan.”
Today was merely the beginning.
But well, even if it hadn’t been me, this was bound to happen anyway. Even before my regression, there had been several businessmen who caught the same ‘timing’ as I did.
“I’ll be staying in Canilan for the next few weeks.”
“Alright.”
Dieter would probably have a lot to do. Because work was needed to turn money into more money, build influence in Canilan, and at the same time acquire the technologies that could be considered its real core.
“Good work.”
Their party had ended, but for me, it was just beginning.
***
Ransom Corporation failed.
At the same time, a certain 'element' that had constituted Canilan's golden age was partially destroyed.
Ransom’s stock price plummeted straight down, breaking through all safety mechanisms, and signs appeared that the aftermath would spread to other companies as well.
“Ha.......”
Ren paced back and forth inside the Akarius commander’s office all day long. Bloodshot eyes. Clutching her terminal, she kept making call after call.
Ttiririring- ttiririring-
The longer the ringing tone continued, the more her insides burned.
Ttiririring- ttiririring-
─Hello.
At last, a voice came through the receiver.
"Ahf#ckfinallypickingup!" (TL: "Ah f#ck, finally picking up!")
Ren poured out her words.
─......Ugh. Hey, why are you being like this, seriously. I'm having a hard time too right now. You know that.
Russell’s voice was heavily hoarse. From around him came a mix of loud shouting, ringing phones, and the sounds of things being smashed.
"Heyiamnoottryingtoblameyouijustwanttotalk." (TL: “Hey bastard I’m not trying to blame you I just want to talk.”)
She spat out the words without even breathing, afraid he might hang up again.
─Alright. Talk. I won’t hang up.
“Phew. Hey, anyway, Ransom, this Ransom thing, fine. Let’s say it’s a loss. Still, that remaining CDO or whatever, I'm still in the plus, right?"
Ren asked, grasping at straws.
─.......
Russell said nothing. His silence was unsettling.
“Can’t I sell this now? Can’t I cash out even now?”
─......I told you you can’t sell it. That’s the contract terms. How many times did I say there’s a mandatory one-year deposit period. No early redemption.
“Hey!”
─Just wait a bit. Once the market calms down.......
“"Son of a─!”
Ren was about to spit out a curse but held back.
─......I’m sorry about the Ransom thing. But honestly, that’s what investment is. You bear the risk yourself.
“I know. I know, but can it recover?”
─How many companies are there in Canilan. Just because one goes under, do you think the country will collapse?
Rustle rustle.
From beyond the receiver came the sound of him packing something. It sounded like paper bundles being stuffed into a bag.
“You, don’t tell me...... you’re thinking of running?”
─Hey now, what are you talking about. Wow, but seriously, I’m glad I bet on with guy back then.
“What bet.”
─Nothing. I’m hanging up for now.
Click.
The call ended abruptly. A vein bulged at Ren’s temple.
"Ahyouf#ckingbastardseriously—"
Just as she was about to throw the terminal.
Ttiririring.
A call came in immediately again.
The moment she checked the display, Ren’s heart dropped.
“Kronen Schatzinsel Bank”
It was the bank that had lent her money with all of Akarius’s mercenary contracts and future profits as collateral.
.......
The failure of Ransom Corporation. Its shockwave struck Canilan’s securities, banks, insurance, and corporations in succession. In particular, the air inside securities firm offices was as precarious as thin ice.
Of course, for now, it was only one company called Ransom that had failed, but that crack had given everyone a certain 'awareness'.
That perhaps we had been pushing things too far all this time,
“No, no. It’s fine. It’s okay.”
In the break room of Merilch Securities. Employees smoked cigarettes with trembling hands as they talked to each other.
“We have insurance, right? Right?”
Insurance products that cover the principal and losses if a company goes bankrupt.
Insurance and corporations are inseparable.
“......Hey.”
At that moment, the team leader in the corner opened his mouth with a bloodless face.
“That. We sold all of that.”
“......What?”
"Don't you remember? Last quarter, to meet our performance targets, we added a risk premium and sold the entire lot. We thought the companies would never go bankrupt anyway, that it was a waste to pay those insurance premiums."
The employees’ complexions turned ashen, like cigarette ash.
“Wh- who to? What kind of, what kind of crazy bastard bought that, and when?”
The team leader muttered while rubbing his dry face.
“I don’t know. The name was something like…… Ebert, I think.It was a fund made by an imperial noble.”
A lunatic who suddenly appeared and bought up all the insurance contracts and related derivatives while being treated like a moron.
In other words─ a madman who shorted the entirety of Canilan.
Ah, should we call him a prophet now?
“We’re the lucky ones. Among the insurance companies, there were places that even created entirely new products and sold them.”
“Huh…… no, no, but still, surely it won’t collapse that badly, right? For us? Ransom will end with Ransom, won’t it……”
“For now, we can only hope so.”
The team leader bit down hard on his cigarette.
.......
In a high-rise building in Canilan’s financial district, the office of the executive director at Rekiano Securities.
The back of Dason, who resembled a badger, was drenched in cold sweat.
“.......”
The numbers on the monitor rippled. Ransom’s stock price was plunging straight down.
This 'Community Land Protocol' absolutely had to succeed. At the very least, it had to show some possibility. The resources poured into that project were astronomical.
In Dason's mind, who had been rolling around in this industry for a long time, the next scenario took shape.
First, the subcontractors supplying Ransom would go bankrupt in a chain, and next, the banks that had loaned money to Ransom would be unable to recover their funds. Then the banks, to make up for their losses, would refuse to extend loans to other companies or recall them outright, and like that……
“E-executive Director.”
A secretary came in and handed over some documents.
“Ransom has urgently requested liquidity support…….”
Dason grabbed and tore at what little hair he had left.
“Ransom is finished. After crashing and burning that miserably, what do they expect, more importantly. That insurance, the guy who bought those insurance contracts?”
He braced himself on the desk with trembling hands.
“That imperial guy called Ebert or whatever.”
“Yes, yes.”
“That guy is from the Empire, so he probably doesn’t yet know how serious the situation in Canilan is. He’ll just think he got lucky. Tell him to sell it back.”
They had to buy it back somehow.
“Offer to pay double, including the fees paid so far, plus a premium.”
“D-double, would double be enough?”
“Pretend to negotiate and going up to triple─ no, even quadruple is fine, but not beyond that. If we offer too much, he’ll get suspicious.”
Before long, the payout on that insurance contract would skyrocket, and if that happened, Rekiano would go bankrupt.
“Ah, but where that person is located……”
“Find him! Search everywhere and find him!”
The badger screamed as he hurled the phone.
“Fu#k, go kowtow and smash your head on the ground or lick his shoes, do whatever you have to do and buy it back! If you don’t, we’ll all─ die!”
.......
After returning to the Empire, I stopped paying attention to Canilan's affairs for the time being and returned to my duties as a knight.
It was the analysis of active mana residue that had accumulated in the meantime.
“.......”
When I stared at the documents containing the crime scenes, the virus within me took over my optic nerves. The fragments of mana in the photographs, the active residue, glowed blue and reconstructed themselves before my eyes.
Analyzing the scene like this, again and again.
"Sir Knight."
A staff member entered. In his hands was some kind of envelope.
“It’s a letter from Empire Point.”
“A letter?”
“Yes. An instructor named Phillips came directly to the knight order and asked that it be delivered.”
Phillips.
I searched my memory for a moment. An instructor of commoner origin at Empire Point. A rather humane person who had worried about Hannah during the Jacob incident.
I accepted the letter and unfolded it.
──To Sir Maximilian, heir of Ebenholtz and a knight of the Sentinel──
I am Phillips, an instructor at Empire Point. Though I know it is discourteous, I have taken up my pen, and for that I would first like to express my deepest apologies......
......The cadet I instructed, ‘Hannah Usar’, achieved by far the top ranking among this graduating class. Not only in swordsmanship, Mana sensitivity, and tactical understanding, but also in all fields including the newly added Aerial Assault, she is a talented individual who earned excellent results.
However, Cadet Hannah has currently not received a single letter of recommendation.
At this rate, she faces the risk of being unable to receive even a regular knighthood appointment, let alone enter the Sentinel, and may be forced to repeat a year or abandon the path of knighthood altogether.......
───────
I skimmed over Hannah’s transcript attached to the back of the letter.
Perfect scores in practical exams. Top evaluation from instructors.
Even so, the reason she received no recommendations was obvious.
To begin with, around this time of year, there was originally no possibility at all for a mere commoner to enter the Sentinel. The noble cadets would engage in counter-maneuvering to ensure that recommendations did not go to others.
“Hm.”
It would be burdensome for me to put my own name down as a recommendation. I’m not yet of an age appropriate for that, either.
Still, Hannah must join the Sentinel.
I don’t yet know her ideology for certain, but she is clearly a talented Aran. She is a character who can give hope even to commoners.
“Three letters should do......”
To join a massive knight order like the Sentinel, three letters of recommendation are required.
One from the military, one from a knight, and one from the imperial family.
I had people in mind for each, so there shouldn't be a problem.
“I’ll be seeing you soon.”
I twisted the corner of my mouth while looking at Hannah's photo enclosed with the letter.
~~~
Happy New Year, Everyone!!! 🎊🎉🎊🎉
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The southern region, Hermes Province.
After leaving the airport, Chiron looked around at the scenery.
“.......”
Originally, the southern part of the Empire was rural. Endless rice paddies and fields, land consisting of nothing but granaries filling the horizon. A wasteland occupied solely for Mana Stone, with urbanization only around Mana Stone mines.
“It’s changed.”
Yet now, at this point when even the Mana Stone that had once been the reason for ruling the south was said to be nearly dried up.
A deep Mana Stone Vein had once again been discovered in the Lomilton area of Hermes Province.
“......That’s true. It’s beyond just ‘changed.’”
“I thought this was the Capital. Even the airport is clean.”
“It’s a complete transformation.”Other young knights shared such impressions. Chiron nodded as well.
The roads and sidewalks were neatly paved, and the divisions were organized as precisely as if measured with a ruler. Shops and residential areas, restaurants and hospitals, and various other mixed-use facilities were intertwined not far apart, forming a typical ‘city good for people to live in.’
"That must be Aternum."
Chiron looked at the Aternum factory, visible like a distant silhouette.
An armaments factory occupying quite a large portion of the Hermes region, one that would replace Gigantes in the future. It felt as though the vitality and pulse of its facilities, never resting for even a second, reached all the way here.
“Halt. There will be an inspection.”
At the exit from the airport, an armed guard unit blocked their way.
Hermes’s procedures were strict like this. Checkpoints were installed at every provincial border, and the identities of all personnel coming and going were thoroughly investigated.
This was because Hermes was now a specialized industrial district designated by the Imperial family, as well as a strategic hub producing military supplies.
In fact, summary judgment against subversive elements was also possible here.
“Yes. Verified. Welcome, Sentinel Knight Order knights.”
The guard captain gave a respectful salute and opened the gate.
“Let’s go.”
Chiron and the knights got into their vehicle and headed for their destination.
The place they arrived at after driving along smooth roads was a stately, old-fashioned building in a clear forest, a little distance away from the Mana Stone mine.
[ Architecture Workshop ]
An elegant and sophisticated aesthetic reminiscent of an art museum.
A hollow laugh spread across Chiron’s lips. There was a reason the nobles of the Imperial Palace were dying to get in.
“Welcome.”
An employee in uniform guided them inside. With soft lighting and classical melodies flowing, the interior was closer to a noble’s salon.
“I’ve come to use this ticket.”
Chiron presented the 「Premium Cube Reservation Ticket」. The employee received the ticket politely with both hands and then gestured respectfully.
“Yes. It has been confirmed. I will escort you to the VIP room.”
Chiron and the knights moved to a separate private room.
On a display stand covered in black velvet, inside transparent glass cases, ‘those things’ were placed.
“.......”
“.......”
The knights’ mouths fell open. Everyone stared blankly at the items.
A cubic crystal with a pure blue light, not a speck of impurity, shimmering from within. Premium-grade Mana Stone Cubes engraved with Mana Carving.
“They are items handcrafted by artisans using top-grade raw stones.”
“Everyone, pick one.”
At Chiron’s words, the knights each picked up a cube with trembling hands.
[2,000,000 $]
Two million Imperial dollars. It was the price of a decent mansion in the Capital, but they must all have saved money for this day.
“It’s really...... just a work of art.”
“......Ah. This really, my father said he wanted to buy one too.”
“Give it to him as a gift.”
“Uh...... My father’s retired, so I’ll use it first, and then.......”
Listening to the happy chatter of his subordinate knights, Chiron thought about this city. He recalled the vibrant streets of Hermes.
Control, discipline, and surveillance were subtly felt, but he did not get the feeling that they were targeting civilians at all.
“Wow. This one. Isn’t this prettier?”
“I like this one. It’s got that crystal color.”
“But why do all of these have different colors?”
“Because each Mana Stone has different properties. They’re top purity. From 97% and above, they have individuality like this.......”
Its official name was Hermes.
However, this place was clearly Maximilian’s city. Before long, everyone would come to think so.
By that fact alone, it would be recognized as the city with the greatest potential in the south.
“......Here.”
Chiron suddenly turned his gaze to the employee.
"Yes, Sir Knight."
“Is there any land nearby where one could live?”
Even after disposing of his stocks in Canilan, he still had quite a bit of money left.
If he built a building here in Hermes, he might also become closer to Maximilian.
“If possible, I’d really like to...... try buying even a small leftover plot.”
Chiron’s characteristic sensor for reading the political situation was activated.
***
March spring.
The ‘Imperial Prosperity Assembly’ opened.
The Prosperity Assembly was a regular conference of the Imperial political sphere that marked the beginning of a new year and focused on the enactment and revision of laws.
─The next agenda concerns the policy proposal put forward by the knight Maximilian.
The Grand Assembly Hall of the Imperial Palace. The circular, theater-like chamber decorated with red silk and gold was filled with Imperial officials.
I stood at the central podium.
“I am Sentinel Knight Maximilian von Ebenholtz.”
I bowed politely to those watching.
Sitting in a particularly conspicuous spot was Sonnet Kandel, and it felt as though her gaze was fixed on me, but I deliberately ignored it.
“Esteemed nobles of the Imperial Palace. And ministers who are the pillars of the Empire. I stand here today to propose legislation to safeguard the Empire’s national wealth.”
As overseers of the Empire, knights possess a wide variety of authorities. They can also make proposals regarding legislation. Of course, adopting them is the role of the noble council and the Emperor.
“The law I wish to propose is as follows.”
「Act on the Prevention of National Wealth Outflow and Special Provisions on Asset Transfer」
The core of the law is as follows:
When a person residing in the Empire seeks to depart the country for the purpose of permanent overseas migration, 20% of their held assets shall be withheld at source as an ‘emigration tax’. In addition, all assets must be fully converted, prior to departure, into Mana Stone–convertible certificates issued by the Imperial Central Bank, and the conversion fee for this shall be set at 40%.
Before my Regression, it would have been enacted even more viciously this summer. Whether the Emperor came up with it on his own, or accepted someone’s advice, at that time the conversion fee was a staggering 70%.
However, in proposing this law, I created a loophole.
‘For those who have made great contributions to the Empire or who are in special relationships, if accompanied by an “identity guarantee” from a person holding a title of Imperial Knight or higher, the asset freeze and conversion fee clauses of this law shall be exempted.’
There was no need to mention that here explicitly. If someone pointed it out later, I could simply crush it then.
I would continue to take part in and propose every new malicious law that would be created, fixing the Empire’s blade firmly on its designated target.
I now had the authority to do so. Not merely because of the Ebenholtz family name, but because of the power attached to the name Maximilian.
“What do you think?”
I asked, sweeping my gaze over the nobles.
Some of them looked repulsed by my extremity, while others wore expressions of admiration, calling it a splendid money-making scheme.
The Empire’s capable Chancellor, Ken Steiner, glared at me with his lips tightly sealed, while Sonnet Kandel nudged her round glasses with her middle finger.
Why the middle finger of all fingers?
Clap clap clap─
In that silence, someone began to applaud. The eyes of those present turned toward the sound.
The Imperial Chief Secretary, Kurt von Eus Grossman.
At present, he was one of the closest aides competing with many other servants of the Emperor, but in the future, he would cut down all his political enemies and rise as the perfect right-hand man.
“Excellent, Knight Maximilian! As expected of the commander who pacified Genen.”
He stood from his seat and clapped enthusiastically.
“A very timely piece of legislation. A perfect means to fatten the Empire’s finances and punish those rat bastards who dare to abandon the Empire’s grace and flee. His Majesty will surely be pleased.”
At his endorsement, other nobles began to applaud one by one.
I gave Kurt a light nod.
“Thank you.”
The first day of the Imperial Prosperity Assembly.
My bill passed, and from the following week it was promulgated by imperial edict throughout the Empire along with several other new laws.
***
The Sentinel Knight Order’s office. A languid afternoon.
I was debating whether to throw away the plaque of appreciation sent from the Imperial Palace or just leave it be.
“......Um, Sir Knight.”
A staff officer entered the office.
“We’ve received an emergency communication from the Imperial 3rd Airport, Immigration Office.”
His expression was subtly stiff.
“From the airport?”
“Yes. The on-site supervisor says they’ve confirmed a document bearing your signature. They want to ask whether it’s a forgery or not. If it’s a forgery, they say they’ll carry out immediate judgment right away.......”
.......
Imperial 3rd Airport, departure inspection counter.
The Merin 'Jumaine', who had once sold the company called 「Aurum Logistics」 to Maximilian, let out an anxious sigh. Behind him stood a large family of twenty-three people, including his wife, children, and elderly parents, looking terrified.
“Immigration documents confirmed. Now exchange all remaining assets in full.”
“W-What are you talking about!”
Jumaine protested to the customs officer across the counter.
“The law clearly states that only 20% of assets are paid as tax, doesn’t it! I’ve already paid that amount to the authorities!”
The customs officer pointed with his finger to a notice posted on the wall.
“Can’t you read? Taking Imperial currency out of the country is prohibited. So exchange it.”
He jerked his chin toward the neighboring counter. A sign reading [Imperial Authorized Mana Stone Convertible Certificate Exchange Office] was posted there.
“You just leave after converting it into Mana Stone certificates issued by the Imperial Central Bank. The exchange fee is 40%.”
“.......”
Twenty percent stripped away as emigration tax, and then even the remaining money was docked a 40% fee.
Even if he conceded dozens of times, that alone was barely tolerable.
“Hah...... but.”
With trembling hands, Jumaine took out an envelope tucked between his passport pages and held it out.
“Th-Then, what is this?”
It was a note separately written and handed over by the customs officer. Not an official receipt, but a crumpled piece of paper with numbers scribbled in ballpoint pen.
[ Express fee and processing charge: 300,000 $ ]
"Ah, come on. For someone with so much money, you sure lack awareness."
The customs officer frowned and slammed the desk.
“Can’t you see us suffering here? If you enjoyed all the warmth and comfort in the Empire and are now running away, you should know how to give a little to the people staying behind. Think of it as a donation. Even after paying this, you’ve still got plenty left!”
“Th-That’s impossible! I’ve already put in my entire fortune-”
“Ah, f#ck. You talk way too much.”
At the customs officer’s glance, soldiers belonging to the Imperial Guard swarmed in.
"Are you going to ignore Imperial law? You vermin bastard!"
A boot flew in first.
Thud!
Jumaine groaned and collapsed to the floor. His family tried to intervene, but the soldiers aimed their gun barrels at them.
“Search his belongings first. Looks like he’s hiding something.”
An Imperial Guard soldier roughly rummaged through the inner pocket of the fallen Jumaine. As he pocketed the wallet and watch, his hand caught hold of a strangely luxurious sheepskin envelope.
“Hm? What’s this now? A check?”
The soldier, intrigued, tore open the envelope, and the moment he unfolded the document inside.
“......?”
What first caught his eye was the clear seal stamped at the top of the document.
The coat of arms of the Ebenholtz family.
And its contents were.......
「I hereby acknowledge that this person is a businessman who has contributed to the prosperity of the Empire, and will hold appropriate parties accountable should any unjust infringement upon his person occur.」
Below, a signature written in flowing yet powerful handwriting.
「Maximilian Albrecht von Ebenholtz」
“Heh, looks like this bastard really is a subversive. A Merin mongrel forging something like this......”
The Imperial Guard soldier sneered as he toyed with the paper.
“.......”
For a forgery, the quality of the material was far too luxurious.
Above all, from the handwriting and signature alone, one could feel the noble, lofty aura unique to aristocracy.
“For now, for now, contact that Sentinel first. If this is forged, it’s a capital crime.”
“Ah, it’s obviously a forgery! Just kill him! Forging a noble’s signature calls for immediate judgment.”
Just in case.
If it was fake, they could just kill him, but if by any chance it was real, it could snowball into something extremely serious later.
“Hey! Fu#k! Don’t touch it for now. It says Ebenholtz on it, damn it!”
The monster of Ebenholtz who had trampled Genen while leading hundreds of armored vehicles.
To those at the very bottom, Maximilian was just that terrifying a figure.
.......
Anyway, it seemed that such a commotion had broken out at the airport.
I told them.
“It’s my signature. A private document I gave to the representative named Jumaine.”
─I-Is that so?
The flustered voice beyond the terminal was unmistakable.
“Is that Merin all right right now?”
─Y-Yes, yes...... for now, at least.......
“But did you read the newly enacted law in detail? There should have been additional proviso clauses.”
─Ah! I’ll read it now.
A brief silence settled.
Before long, a reply came that sounded like they had finished reading.
─......I’ve read it.
The voice had become extremely small.
I let out a quiet laugh and spoke.
“The company he founded and transferred will be of great help to both me and the Empire. And I place great importance on trust. It’s a matter of the dignity and propriety that Imperial nobles ought to possess.”
Whether the other party was a Merin or an asshole, keeping faith with promises was a matter tied to the fundamental qualities of a noble.
─Y-Yes. I’m sorry. My apologies.
“If you understand, then act accordingly.”
─Yes.
It might be a bit late, but Jumaine would now be able to leave the Empire safely.
“Hang up.”
─Yes! It’s an honor, Sir Knight───!
Ah, noisy.
I put the terminal down.
I brushed my hair back lightly.
“Hmmm.......”
Letting out a deep sigh, I looked at the plaque of appreciation the Imperial Palace had sent me.
An object thickly plastered with gold and Mana Stones, exuding greed rather than beauty.
“......It can’t be helped.”
It couldn’t be helped.
It was something that would have happened even if it hadn’t been me.
Because I cannot see inside the Imperial Palace.
Ebenholtz stands at the apex of the pyramid, but the sky lies above it. The power called the Emperor is distant and unfathomable, like that sky.
My limit is the ground.
The very point where both feet are stuck to the earth is my inherent limit.
For now, I have no choice but to move in my own way.
......Unless I pull that sky down.
***
The Sentinel Knight Order is regarded as the finest workplace in the Empire. A position all young people of the Empire admire, an organization where simply joining becomes an honor to one’s family. They are the Emperor’s sword and the Empire’s shield, and also an institution symbolizing the Empire’s ideals and purity.
──Today is the initiation ceremony of that most honorable Sentinel.
A gathering I am attending for the second time since my Regression.
The central plaza of the Capital.
“We shall commence the Sentinel initiation ceremony!”
Knight Commander Duke Alberich von Stein. Nearing retirement now, he rattled off a speech as the finale of the ceremony.
The glory of the Empire, the honor of knights, loyalty to the Emperor...... words I had heard a year ago as well.
“Wow~ it’s already been a year.”
Leon muttered beside me. I swept my gaze over the faces of the new 0-year recruits coming up onto the podium.
The number of Sentinel knights selected in this class was forty.
However, there are many I will have to personally cut down. Which means quite a lot of them are trash.
Before my Regression, the Empire collapsed after 11 years. No, even those 11 years were forcibly stretched out by the wise Chancellor Dieter, so really it was seven to eight years.
It was a country that should have fallen in eight years.
Which means it’s about time for the talents of a fallen nation to start appearing.
The talents of a fallen nation share properties astonishingly similar to the fallen nation itself.
The core stance of Empire Point has changed, but for this class alone, there was nothing I could do.
“That one’s the commoner, right?”
Leon pointed at Hannah. At least that bit of purity was a relief.
“Wow. That’s amazing. How did a commoner get into the Sentinel? I thought there wouldn’t be any this time...... Tiana. What’s wrong with your face?”
In the seat next to us, Tiana’s complexion looked awful. She pressed her temple and lowered her head.
"Ah...... I'm totally screwed, seriously."
“Why?”
“I invested about half of my annual salary in Canilan this year, but the market situation is strange right now.”
Canilan.
Come to think of it, I am curious.
“The market situation?”
“It’s like companies are going bankrupt left and right. And banks aren’t giving out loans? Strange rumors keep coming out. Because of those f#cking bastards, I can’t sleep, I can’t sleep at all.......”
I wondered what was happening in Canilan.
But, I’ll probably find out around next week.
~~~
TL Note: Sorry for the delay, and see you guys on Monday.
If you don't know, the current release rate is 5 chapters a week from Monday to Friday (following the original raws), as there are only 4 chapters left to translate after this, which I am keeping as a buffer.
Chapter 92
Year 0 Sentinels, the first day of work for rookie knights.
Thud. Thud.
As Hannah walked down the corridors of Sentinel, she still felt dazed. The scenery of the Knight Order itself felt surreal, and the uniform of Sentinel wrapped around her body still felt unfamiliar.
“Follow me.”
“Yes.”
Each Year 0 knight was assigned a mentor.
For the children of high-ranking families, Royce and Dare Tan had 5th or 6th year knights as their mentors, but.
“......It is surprising though. You're just a commoner, I didn’t think you’d actually come.”
Hannah’s mentor was Raynel McQueen, a 2nd-year knight.
"This is your office."Raynel opened the door with a clearly annoyed expression. It was a cramped room. A space that could hold about three or four desks, with only a computer and a cabinet. This was the office for Year 0 knights.
“Um, Sir Knight. How do I... handle the work...?”
Raynel had already disappeared.
“.......”
Hannah sat alone and turned on the computer.
──「Sentinel Mission Management System」──
Identity Verification: Hannah Usar
Year 0 Knight
────
It was a system she had learned through simulations at Empire Point.
Missions for Sentinel knights were assigned through this system, or they could take charge of them directly. Among these, the basic duty assigned to everyone was ‘Residual Mana Trace Analysis’.
One case had already been assigned to Hannah.
[ Case Number 1039-C-22: Analysis of Mana Overload Site in District 24 ]
She stared at the on-site photos displayed on the monitor. Fluorescent-colored traces of mana were scattered chaotically.
Hannah narrowed her eyes. It was a field she had received an A+ in at Empire Point, so she focused with confidence, but......
“It’s difficult.”
Was this what real fieldwork was like?
The intricately tangled threads of mana. A site where the perpetrator’s intent and accidental overload were mixed together was on a completely different level from the textbook examples.
“Ah...... um.......”
She barely squeezed out her knowledge and began moving her fingers.
──Tap tap. Tap tap.
──Tap tap. Tap tap.
As she forced herself to keep typing, midnight passed before she knew it.
“What, already?”
She quickly rose from her seat for a brief trip home.
After that, around dawn, she came back to work again, sat in the same spot, and agonized while glaring at the residual traces until her head felt like it would cramp.
“Woo...... this won’t do.”
Unable to get any sense of it at all, she went to her mentor [Raynel]’s office, but.
“Figure it out yourself, yourself. Aren’t you a knight?”
Raynel only scolded her like that.
“Then could you at least take a look at what I wrote just once-”
“Ah, shut it. Just go. We’re people for whom time is money.”
“......Yes, I understand.”
“What, does this look like a daycare center.......”
With no other choice, Hannah returned to her own office and pounded the keyboard again.
──Tap tap. Tap tap.
Before she knew it, midnight passed again.
──Tap tap. Tap tap.
And again, another midnight.
Like that, she finally completed one report in nearly four days.
“......Hmm.”
With hollow eyes, Hannah stared at the monitor.
She managed to finish it somehow, but the last section of the report, [Knight’s Opinion], scared her.
A knight’s opinion meant that one’s analysis would determine the direction of the investigation and carry legal binding power.
What if her opinion was wrong?
An innocent person could be arrested, or the real culprit might be let go.
“Haa.......”
But this was not Empire Point. There was no instructor to advise her, and no lecturer to judge whether this report was right or wrong.
The environment, her status, and the authority—all of it, changed 180 degrees and felt burdensome.
To clear her head, Hannah stepped outside.
From the lounge in the first-floor main lobby, she heard familiar voices.
“Residual mana traces are hard. They’re supposed to be hard.”
The speaker was Raynel, and the listeners were Royce and Dare Tan.
It sounded like Raynel was giving the two of them advice.
......He’s my mentor. He told me to figure it out on my own.
“Can’t you teach us a bit? We really have no clue. We’ve just been stuck on the report.”
“Hey. That’s how it is originally, in your first year. What, did you think you’d only be going out to field sites? You’re knights. You have to handle it yourselves now.”
“Come on, senior~ Just look at it once, please~”
Royce acted cute in a way unlike him.
“Heh, you punk. But analyzing residual mana isn’t exactly my specialty either.......”
Hannah brewed some coffee at the shelf. The three glanced at her, but pretended not to see and continued their conversation among themselves.
“Usually people attend university on the side while working as a knight, running both tracks simultaneously? Professors even open knight-only classes and stuff. Want me to get a recommendation letter from a professor?”
“Ah~ I really hate studying though.”
“But it’s mandatory, you idiot. Otherwise.......”
Raynel lowered his voice and whispered.
“Hire a professional analyst and have them ghostwrite it.”
Hearing that, Royce and Dare Tan clapped their hands.
“Ah~ so that works.”
“But you have to pick a good one for that too. You still need to know the basics of residual mana yourselves. Field analysis is pretty much mandatory.”
“Hmm~ Ah, then by any chance, who’s the best within the knight order?”
"Why do you want to know?"
"We'll go find them~"
This time, Dare Tan acted cute.
From Hannah’s point of view, it was ridiculous. The guys who used to do nothing but put on airs at Empire Point.
“You are a funny bunch. The best person, huh...... Ah. There is one guy who’s practically treated like an expert these days.”
Raynel crossed his arms with a smirk.
“Maximilian.”
The way he said the name, it was like he was showing off—‘I’m close with this guy~’.
“......Knight Maximilian?”
“Yeah. Even on the police side, he’s famous for residual mana analyses these days. The number of cases that guy has handled in a year is probably more than what ten average knights combined do.”
Dare Tan and Royce looked impressed. Raynel, seemingly annoyed for no reason, deliberately added a remark.
“Well, there are also rumors that since he’s loaded, he hires professional analysts by the unit.”
Hannah, holding her coffee cup, began moving.
“Anyway, if you’re confident, why don’t you go look for him.”
“......No way.”
“He’s scary, seriously scary. We've experienced it before......."
Royce and Dare Tan shuddered.
“.......”
As she left the lounge, Hannah suddenly felt a surge of stubborn defiance.
At the corridor leading to her office, she sharply changed direction.
She scanned the department placement map posted on the wall.
Maximilian’s office, 3rd floor.
She strode up the stairs and knocked on the door.
Knock knock-
─Come in.
Beyond the door, a spacious area was revealed. An interior far more refined than her own storage-like room. An administrative officer sitting at the counter greeted her.
“What brings you here?”
“I’m Hannah Usar. A Year 0 rookie, and I wanted to get some work-related advice from Knight Maximilian......”
“Ah, yes. One moment, please.”
The officer checked the schedule and then nodded.
“I’ve scheduled you for a meeting tomorrow at 10 a.m.”
“......Thank you.”
“However, there is one thing you need to be careful about.”
The officer pointed at her wrist.
“When you meet the knight, you must remove your wristwatch.”
“Ah, this is my grandfather’s keepsake-”
“There are no exceptions.”
The officer shook his head very sternly.
“The knight greatly dislikes watches.”
“Ah... okay.”
It was practically the only valuable item passed down in her commoner family.
Hannah fiddled with the watch and gave a bitter smile.
.......
Back in her office, Hannah reviewed the report all night long.
Just in case, even if by some one-in-a-million chance Maximilian might actually read it.
She analyzed, wrote, erased, and analyzed again repeatedly.
Before she knew it, the appointed time, 10 a.m., had arrived.
[Maximilian]
Hannah, intimidated just by the name, knocked on Maximilian’s office door.
─Come in.
A dry voice in the accent of a noble.
Hannah cautiously stepped inside. A blond man standing by the window slowly turned around.
“Hannah Ursa.”
It’s Usar—
She swallowed the words that almost burst out.
“What is it?”
“It’s just that...... I’m not confident in the residual mana report I wrote for the first time, so I came to seek some advice.”
“Don’t you have a mentor?”
“Well, that.......”
Hannah’s lips parted slightly. At that, Maximilian silently held out his hand.
“Ah, yes.”
She handed over the report she had spent all night on.
Maximilian took it, flipping through one, two, three, four pages...
He skimmed through the document very quickly. There was no change in his expression.
After a moment, he tossed the report aside.
“It’s all wrong.”
Her heart sank.
“Sorry?”
It didn’t even seem like he had properly read it.
“Rewrite it. The report itself is too cluttered, filled with unnecessary speculation. The analysis of the traces can’t even be said to be following a pattern. It will only cause confusion in the investigation.”
“.......”
Hannah stared blankly at her report.
To be honest, she felt wronged. Even angry.
He hadn’t even read it properly, just skimmed it for a few seconds...... No.
No, that’s not it.
She shouldn’t have expected anything in the first place.
In Sentinel, she was alone. Maximilian probably thought, like all the other nobles, that she, a commoner—or because of Jacob—shouldn't be here in Sentinel.
“......Yes. I understand. Excuse me.”
Just as she was about to turn away, swallowing her disappointment.
“Wait.”
Maximilian opened a drawer and pulled out several neatly organized documents, placing them on the table.
[Case Number 1038-A-01: Analysis of Mana Traces from Destruction Magic: Maximilian]
[Case Number 1038-A-05: Analysis of Condensed Patterns Derived from Sword Blades: Maximilian]
[Case Number 1038-B-12: Reconstruction of Multi-Mana Collision Site: Maximilian]
[Case Number 1039-C-09: Backtracking of Irregular Mana: Maximilian]
[Case Number 1038-A-03: Analysis of High-Density Mana Stone Explosion Debris: Maximilian]
[Case Number 1038-B-15: Differentiation Between Biological and Artificial Mana: Maximilian]
[Case Number 1039-C-21: Time Lag Calculation of Residual Mana Traces: Maximilian]
[Case Number 1039-S-01: Mana Detection in Special Homicide Case: Maximilian]
“From bottom to top in order of difficulty. Read and study them.”
“Eh?”
Hannah’s eyes widened.
Residual mana analysis documents are, in fact, a knight’s private asset. It shouldn’t be something to casually show, especially not to a rookie.
“......Is it really okay for you to give these to me?”
There was no change in Maximilian’s expression. In a tone devoid of any emotion, he simply said this.
“If you came looking for me, that must mean you wanted to learn that much.”
“Uh.......”
“It means I liked your attitude of putting in the effort.”
“Th-thank you.......”
Maximilian waved his hand dismissively.
Still dazed, Hannah bowed her head and returned to her office, her arms full of documents.
“.......”
She opened the first file.
“Let’s see how good he really is.”
Honestly, she thought it wouldn’t be that different from her own. At the very least, the method of analyzing residual mana should be similar. The difference would only be in how it was organized.
─Such thoughts were shattered the moment she read the first sentence.
──[Case Number 1038-A-01: Analysis of Mana Traces from Destruction Magic: Maximilian]──
■ Type of Activated Traces
. Red spectrum. Radial scattering marks centered on the ignition point.
. High mana viscosity and long residual duration.
■ Pattern Analysis
. Unlike typical explosive magic, the mana density at the center is lower than at the periphery.
. This suggests not an explosion caused by mana condensing at a single point and bursting, but a binding-type ignition in which mana constricts inward from the outside.
■ Type of Magic Used Based on the Above
. 「Flame Cage」, or a modified form of that magic.
■ Reconstruction of the Crime Scene
. The perpetrator did not set the fire with the intent to kill the victim......
It is judged that the perpetrator first deployed magic to block the escape route, but during that process, the victim suffocated due to the heat pressure generated......
Therefore, it is highly likely that the perpetrator’s intent to kill was accidental, and it is recommended to first investigate grudge-based relationships such as romantic entanglements or financial disputes.
────
“Wow.......”
It was clean. The logic of the mana was precise and thorough. Most importantly, the method of analyzing the residual mana displayed an unexpected level of ‘excellence’.
Maximilian didn’t observe the mana traces as a flat plane.
He set the countless traces as points, then, using density and direction, inferred the chronological order of their appearance, reconstructing the scene as though rewinding time.
Comparing her own case with this report, Hannah spent another sleepless night studying what was a perfect teaching material.
***
......It will be a temporary adjustment.
It must be a Ransom-only issue.
Canilan, where numerous cutting-edge corporations stand tall, will surely bounce back again.
Contrary to such hopes from the market, those inside the securities firms already sensed doom.
“......What about now?”
At the top floor of a skyscraper in Canilan’s capital. Dason, Executive Director of Rekiano Securities, asked with bloodshot eyes.
“They are refusing to meet entirely.”
The secretary lowered his head.
“We even offered up to five times the face value, including penalty fees and settlement money.......”
“Fu#k, that Asshole bastard.”
Dason grabbed at what little hair he had left.
This was not a problem unique to Rekiano. Major securities firms and banks in Canilan, including Merilch, were all in the same situation.
Astronomical losses in derivatives caused by the Ransom-triggered shock. On top of that, the insurance payouts they had to cover for the Crazy bastards who had bet on the downturn.
“......The others are the same, right?”
“Yes. Merilch also tried to make contact, but failed.”
The ones who scooped up the insurance weren’t only Ebert and the Empire nobles. Hyenas who had luckily timed it right. Bastards praying for the country’s downfall.
“......Hold.”
“Y-yes?”
"Hold out!"
He glared at the secretary with bloodshot eyes.
“Call the banks, the credit rating agencies, the insurance companies, the corporations, all of them. Tell them that if we go under, their money turns into toilet paper too. Either way, we all die together!”
“B-but the market’s trust has already-”
“Look!”
Dason roughly turned the monitor. On the screen were Ebert’s estimated profit curve and the corresponding costs.
“You know how this bastard bought that insurance? With money made from Canilan stocks. He did this shit with money he earned in Canilan."
He pointed at the current evaluated assets with his finger.
“Looks like a lot, right? But 40% of it’s already gone to fees. How do you think he covered the additional margin? He borrowed from banks. That means he’s paying interest. He’s bleeding cash right now.”
The speed at which the market was collapsing, and the speed at which this imperial bastard’s money was being worn away.
It was a chicken game.
"He doesn't have time either. How much money can a bastard like him possibly have?"
Bang! Bang! He pounded the desk and shouted.
"So hold out! No matter what it takes!"
It was a game of passing the bomb.
Whether it's individuals, the government, or some stupid foreign capital. Until they could dump this rotting pile of bad debt onto someone.
They just had to hold out until then.
"Control the media too. Never lower the valuation prices of the companies. Then those bastards will come begging first......."
Dason muttered as if hypnotizing himself.
“Definitely. Definitely.......”
──Tick. Tick.
The time bomb called Canilan was still ticking.
***
─......That’s how things are moving.
Dieter’s report from beyond the terminal was calm.
Everything was what I had ‘seen’ in the future, and within the scope of Dieter’s ‘calculations’.
“It’s fine. There’s no need to touch it.”
In any case, I have funds anyway, and before spring even passes, a chain of bankruptcies will begin in Canilan. Countless securities firms and insurance companies will collapse.
At that time, I will realize astronomical profits and scoop up valuable companies at bargain prices.
─Yes. We will proceed according to plan.
“Good.”
I ended the call.
The next schedule is,
"......Sir Knight."
At that moment, one staff member entered with a dark expression. He was the employee in charge of driving.
“Right now, my father.......”
He couldn’t bring himself to finish the sentence. His lips trembled as he spat out fragments of words, but in any case, it seemed to mean that his father was very ill.
Sometimes, unexpected things like this happen.
“It’s fine. Take however many days you need.”
I took money out of my wallet and handed it to him.
There isn’t much a superior can do at times like this. Just give money. And the more money, the better.
“......Thank you! I’ll be back in three... no, two days!”
“No need. Take three days off.”
“Thank you...... hic.”
He bowed deeply on his own. With tears in his eyes, he swore eternal loyalty.
“Has Yukia learned how to drive?”
“Yes. Honestly, it hurts my pride to say this...... but she’s much better than I am.”
“Really? Then that’s good.”
An unforeseen situation, Yukia and me.
A situation where only the two of us remain for the upcoming schedule.
“Then from the next schedule onward, Yukia will take over.”
......The timing of the staff member’s father getting injured is truly impeccable.
Whether it's the Revolutionary forces or the Ezenheim.
For some reason, it feels like they’re aiming precisely for this moment.
***
Thanks to the user "Immortal_Dragon_God" for the chapters provided!  
Chapter 93: A New Spring (3)
Maximilian’s knight office.
Yukia was seated at the administrative officer’s desk, handling her work.
Tadak- tararak- tarararararak-
She had an exceptional sense for machines. Her fingers moved so fast and skillfully over the keyboard that they were almost invisible. So much so that the other administrative officers kept glancing over at her.
Bang.
At that moment, the door opened and the senior knight Chiron entered.
He asked Yukia.
“Is Knight Maximilian inside?”
“Appointment.”
“......What?”“Did you make one?”
Chiron stared blankly at her for a moment, then knocked on the door to Maximilian’s office.
Knock knock.
“Max. Are you in there?”
─Please come in.
Chiron glanced sideways at Yukia and went inside.
Yukia focused her Mana on her ears.
─You're here.
Through the wiretapping Artifact she had installed in advance, the voices of Maximilian and Chiron were transmitted.
─Ah, Max. This time, the premium cube, you even put in a discount? There was no need to go that far.
─It’s fine.
In the middle of their casual conversation, Maximilian suddenly brought something up.
─How many staff members do you have, Sir Chiron?
─Hmm, eight administrative officers. Far more informants than that...... But one of your staff is Yaken, right?
At Chiron’s words, Yukia pricked up her ears.
─Yes.
─Is that all right? There’s no specific clause in Sentinel, but......
In the Sentinel Knight Order, only pure Imperials can enlist. However, clauses regarding a knight’s personal staff are still blank.
─Keeping a subspecies close to you could become a blemish for someone with such a bright future like you. You might get criticized for it unnecessarily.
─It’s fine.
Maximilian smiled faintly.
─It’s a connection with someone I know well.
─......Someone you know?
─Yes.
Thud.
Yukia’s hands stopped. Her heart sank heavily.
─Did you know someone among the Yaken?
─You should have someone as well, Sir Chiron.
─Me?
─The Empire needs guides as well, doesn’t it?
─......Ah~ Empire Point. Right.
Chiron let out a dry chuckle as if he understood.
─It’s been over ten years already, so my memory’s fuzzy.
Yukia bit her lip.
A guide.
And the necklace.
“......Ms. Yukia.”
At that moment, a fellow administrative officer cautiously approached her.
“Could you help me with this? There’s this strange error on the computer—”
Yukia had now become an expert whom the other administrative officers sought out for advice.
“Later.”
“Ah, okay.”
The administrative officer returned to her seat, grumbling.
-Ah, damn it. She’s too good, I can’t even complain.
─Haha. How interesting.
Chiron’s greasy laugh came through.
─You cared about such a trivial connection?
─It was not trivial at all.
Maximilian’s voice, saying it was not a trivial connection, was serious.
─In fact…… they made me reflect on myself as a noble.
Yukia’s fingers tapping the keyboard stopped.
She quietly waited for the next words.
─He was someone who made me look back on myself.
It was a solemn tone.
─Hmm. I see.
Because of that, Chiron did not add anything further.
─So then. What did you want to say?
─Ah. About that 4-star restaurant you mentioned last time......
She let the rest of the conversation go in one ear and out the other. It was nothing but everyday chatter, and more than anything, Yukia’s mind had become completely filled with other thoughts.
Bang.
The door opened. Chiron came out with a cheerful expression.
Maximilian deliberately came out as well to see Chiron off.
“Then, Max. Thanks to you, I’ll enjoy the meal.”
“Yes. If anything happens, please let me know.”
──In fact, Maximilian had deliberately called Chiron over. He intentionally mentioned the number of staff to steer the topic, and exchanged words meant for Yukia’s sake.
“Ah~ what could possibly happen? Haha. Go on, go on. No need to come out to see me off like this.”
Unaware that he had been used, Chiron simply wore a cheerful expression.
.......
After work. Back at her residence, Yukia perched herself in the gap of the window and took out an artifact. A wiretapping recorder in the form of a disc no bigger than half her palm, one she had crafted herself.
‘You cared about such a trivial connection?’
She replayed Maximilian’s conversation from just moments ago.
‘It was not trivial at all.’
Someone who was not trivial.
‘In fact…… they made me reflect on myself as a noble.’
Someone who was not trivial at all.
‘He was someone who made me look back on myself.’
As she listened to his words over and over.
An owl flew in through the night sky. She untied the letter bound to its leg.
This time as well, it was a cipher.
[ ◆◇◆◇◆◆◇◇◆◆...... ]
The decoded content was concise.
[ The promised overpass. Together with Maximilian. ]
Yukia clenched the note tightly. Her tightly shut eyelids trembled faintly.
‘It was not trivial at all.’
Unlike the nobles who had treated the Yaken as something too trivial,
his voice, saying it was not trivial at all, kept lingering in her ears.
***
A new spring, to me, is unknown.
Perhaps from now on, the things I know and the things I do not know will be mixed together as they unfold.
Buuuuung──
Even right now, that is the case.
The driver of the car I am riding in is Executive Secretary Yukia. A pitiful Yaken being used by the Ezenheim race.
The air in the car feels oddly cold. Silent, dangerous. A sense of foreboding seems to be transmitted through the car seat like some kind of sensor.
But I’ve already made preparations.
By now, Schatz is probably tailing us covertly.
“You drive well.”
I meant it sincerely.
The administrative officers trained at the main estate also drive well, but Yukia feels like she is on a different level.
“......There’s something.”
Yukia opened her mouth as if she had been waiting.
“I’m curious about one thing.”
“Put a ‘sir’ at the end.”
“There is, sir”
“Much better.”
Whoooosh──
The sound of the wind rushing pa⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌st on the road.
“You were wearing a necklace.”
It was something I had been waiting for as well, but I asked back as if I did not know.
“......A necklace?”
“Back then. When the bomb went off in the corpse.”
“.......”
Yukia’s gaze flicked to me in the rearview mirror, and I quietly put on a poker face.
“……I wonder.”
When it comes to ‘putting on an act’, I am actually an expert. It is a kind of experience that naturally accumulated over many long years of fleeing and living on the run.
“It’s a gift I received from a benefactor.”
That was all I said.
There is no need to explain it in detail. In fact, I should not. It could come across as artificial.
“Khn⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌gh.......”
Yukia let out an inexplicable groan.
Just then, the overpass appeared. The Marinus overpass, with the Empire’s deep river flowing alongside it.
One of the many scenarios Schatz had anticipated.
If the steering wheel were suddenly twisted here and we plunged into the river, the assassins waiting below would......
Yukia glanced sideways at the river spread out to the left.
─Clench.
The sound of gripping the steering wheel.
Is she hesitating now.
I, too, gripped the Super Stimpack inside my coat.
Thump.
My heart trembled faintly.
Below the riverbank. The presence of the Ezenheim race was detected.
Thump!
A warning infused with the virus’s cry.
There seems to be only one Ezenheim, but their ‘level’ is extraordinary.
Thump.
However, the car just kept moving forward.
Peacefully drifting away from the river.
Just as the virus’s reaction was gradually subsiding, in that instant.
Kiiiiiik───!
Suddenly, Yukia turned the steering wheel. A deafening roar erupted as the vehicle spun like a boomerang. Black skid marks were carved into the road, and immediately after.
Kwaaaang──!
A truck burst out from the opposite lane.
Kudududuk!
It shoved straight through the spot where we had been, slammed into the road’s rail, and fell.
With my body tilted, I looked out the window.
Kung─! Kung─! Kwaang──!
The truck rolled over and over before plunging into the river.
“......Hmm.”
That truck was supposed to ram me, and then the assassins would confirm the kill underwater.
Not a bad scenario.
“Haa, haa.......”
Yukia gasped heavily, slumping over the steering wheel. I gazed at her quietly.
Right now, what kind of ‘decision’ had this Yaken made?
I don’t yet know. Just as I am acting, this too could be Yukia’s performance.
“Are you all right.”
“.......”
At my question, Yukia lifted her head and nodded. Her face and back were already soaked with cold sweat.
“You’re a good driver.”
“It’s basic.”
She calmly turned the steering wheel again.
Wiping sweat with her sleeve, she slipped through the wreckage-strewn road like an eel.
“.......”
“.......”
The inside of the car was silent. Even the engine sound did not made any sound.
I closed my eyes without a word.
Today’s harvest—this is good enough for now.
.......
Imperial Central University.
My schedule for today was a lecture.
The topic of the lecture is 「The Path the Empire Must Take」
“......As Aran people of the Empire, we must shatter the envious speculations cast upon the Empire from outside.”
The large auditorium was filled with university students staring at me.
“The thousand-year history of the Empire will never collapse.”
A ghostwriter wrote the script. I’m really not compatible with writing myself.
“So I ask all of you as well, to become talents befitting the Empire and fulfill that duty.”
Clap clap clap c⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌lap-
Applause resounded. The faces of the university students looking at me were varied. Faces of sincere admiration, gazes mixed with envy and suspicion, and even a small amount of blatant hatred were all intermingled.
“──I have a question!”
Someone in the center of the audience shot a hand up.
I looked at his face. A sharp-featured blond Aran.
Someone I knew.
Perhaps, a man I had ‘wanted’.
“Sir Maximilian, I have a question.”
Before the Regression, he was a war criminal.
Moreover, a first-class one.
“......Your name?”
First-class war criminals possess that level of ability.
It’s nearly impossible to attract nationwide and global hatred without some sort of talent.
“I am Johann Georg Goetze, currently in the doctoral course of humanities.”
Johann Georg Goetze.
A man of commoner origin who would later rise to become the Empire’s Minister of Propaganda.
The look in his eyes toward me brimmed with deep hostility.
“You told us to become talents befitting the Empire. However, before that, I wish to ask. Do you truly believe that the current Empire is providing Aran people with treatment they deserve?”
The hall stirred. An uproar broke out. It was a statement far too provocative and reactionary to be hurled at Ebenholtz.
But I know.
He does not hate the Empire. Rather, because he loves the Empire too much, he despises those who ruin it.
The pig-like bourgeoisie, the rotten nobility. His hatred was directed at them.
“Right now, the taxes imposed upon Imperial Aran people are harsher than ever. Commoners bend their backs just to buy a piece of bread, yet those who collect those taxes.”
“G-get that bastard out of here!”
Security and university staff rushed out from behind the stage in panic.
“Leave him be.”
I stopped those who were wildly reaching out to seize Johann.
The guards hesitated and stepped back.
I walked to the very front of the podium and looked down at Johann.
“......Johann Georg.”
A rather earnest anger was etched onto Johann’s face.
Looking at him, I answered succinctly.
“I very much agree.”
In that instant, Johann’s eyes wavered. Of course, he must not have expected such a response.
I took my gaze off him for a moment. I swept my eyes over the students gathered in the auditorium.
“You who have entered Imperial Central University, pure Aran intellectuals whom the Empire takes endless pride in.”
More than eighty percent of the students gathered here are commoners.
To begin with, the Empire does not have that many nobles.
“I will ask. The poor and the rich, high-income earners and low-income earners. Which side should pay more taxes?”
The audience fell silent.
“Nobles and commoners. Which side should bear greater responsibility and obligation.”
There was no an⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌swer.
Because it is a world where answering itself becomes a crime.
However, that does not apply to me.
I am one of the most dignified nobles in the Empire, and also one of the businessmen in the Empire who pays the ‘most’ taxes ‘honestly’.
At the very least, I alone have the right to discuss anything regarding taxes.
“It’s almost a law of nature without needing to be said.”
I looked back at Johann.
“Those who have more must give more, and the shoulders of those who stand higher must bear greater weight.”
“.......”
Johann swallowed blankly. As if he had been prepared to be beaten down, his face was filled with extreme confusion.
“However, in the current Empire, there are many who refuse to do so. Even though they grew up nourished by the Empire’s resources, within the warm fence of the Empire, there are far too many who only suck out the fruits and try to shirk responsibility and duty.”
This is also my sincere belief.
Those rotten bastards who led the Empire to ruin before the Regression.
“As Maximilian of Ebenholtz, I am different from them. I always act solely for the sake of the Empire, and pursue only the truth.”
Strength entered my voice.
“The duty of a true noble. The attitude a noble must uphold. I intend never to forget that. Nobles must, by all means, be so.”
I stepped down from the podium and walked toward Johann.
I placed my hand on his frozen shoulder.
“Someday, not just I, but all the nobles and bourgeois of this Empire will finally come to realize it. That the privileges they enjoy are, in truth, the weight of responsibility they must willingly shoulder for the countless Aran people.”
──I slightly twisted a sentence excerpted from the book I once read, 「Reasons for the Empire's Downfall」.
“That is the path for the Empire, and the path Aran people must walk.”
Silence flowed. The students stared at me quietly.
I asked Johann in return.
“Is that sufficient as an answer?”
Johann, sweating coldly, opened his lips. He flapped like a goldfish, then suddenly his eyes lost focus and he collapsed.
“……Huh? What.”
It seems he had forcibly squeezed out far too much courage until now.
“Is there a doctor here?”
***
“I apologize!”
Imperial Central University, Dean’s Office of the College of Humanities.
“I am truly sorry, Knight!”
The dean of the humanities college, the department heads, the professor in charge, even the assistant professor. Everyone related to Johann was bowing at a ninety-degree angle before me.
“That fellow... no, that student Johann, is currently on a leave of absence. We never dreamed he would suddenly barge into the lecture hall and throw out such irreverent questions. We will expel him at once.”
“No.”
I shook my head as I set down my teacup.
“I rather liked him.”
“......Yes?”
“I liked it. I’d like to read the papers or writings that student has produced as well.”
The deans exchanged glances. Their confusion was evident.
“But why did he take a leave of absence? He said himself that he was in a doctoral program.”
“Ah...... well.”
The dean of humanities glanced around at the surrounding professors. One assistant professor standing at the very back whispered in a barely audible voice.
“......Apparently his family circumstances are difficult. There are rumors he goes from one construction site to another to pay his tuition.......”
I nodded.
“So that is the source of his anger toward the bourgeoisie.”
“We have no excuse, no excuse at all! We should have managed our students more thoroughly, and to end up offending your feelings, truly.”
The dean’s repeated apologies grated on my nerves.
“......I believe I clearly said there was no need to apologize.”
At those words, the faculty members’ faces hardened like plaster statues.
It seems they took my words ‘no need to apologize’ a bit differently. Well, perhaps they think I intend to bury him or hang him myself..
These days, I have to be careful with what I say. Because of that image born from the Genen suppression.
“Your name?”
I asked the dean.
“Ah, I am, well. I am.......”
“Do you not have a name?”
“Ah, ah, I do. Hahaha...... Benedict.”
He forced a laugh and wiped his sweat with a handkerchief.
“Dean Benedict.”
“......Yes.”
His neck shrank in like a turtle.
I took out a checkbook from my coat. I wrote a number with my fountain pen and tore it out.
“I truly liked that student, Johann.”
I placed the check on the table. The dean’s eyes widened when he saw the amount.
“Th-this is......?”
“It’s a scholarship.”
From now on, I intend to ‘manage’ the future war criminals.
If their madness is not handled properly, it will explode recklessly just like before the Regression. But it would be a waste to discard such talent.
“Please ensure Johann Georg Goetze receives it in full.”
Johann fainted after just ten minutes of eye contact with me.
With the fear they hold toward me, I’m sure I can control them.
Chapter 94: Document Containing Intent
I took Johann’s undergraduate graduation thesis that I had received from the department head, along with several articles he had contributed to the university press, and sat down in a corner seat of the library.
「A Study on the Economic Self-Reliance of the Aran People and the Parasitic Nature of the Bourgeoisie」
Even the title was seething with anger.
I turned the page.
────
......In other words, the Empire upholds the survival of the people, not the profits of corporations, as its banner. Therefore, financial capital and comprador capital that grow fat by exploiting the blood and sweat of the Aran people must rightly be eradicated.
────
Johann Georg Goetze pointed out the harmful effects of capital and emphasized the cohesion of the national community, and he poured out all kinds of related policies.
Because of that, the New Cabinet of the future analyzed Johann as if dismantling him. And among the ideas he put forth, they did not get rid of the “good” ones. Rather, they adopted them.
Representative policies were precisely withholding tax, restructuring of tax brackets, state-led construction of large-scale highways, and the introduction of value-added tax.Before my regression, the Empire moved according to Johann’s intent. The Emperor drastically lowered the effective tax rate on Aran people, increased welfare to curry favor, and supplied jobs through massive civil engineering projects.
A boom that seemed to arrive briefly before The Empire’s downfall, a last flicker before the flame went out.
The plunder from before the war made those policies possible. Ruthless exploitation of numerous foreign corporations and minority races within the Empire became the financial source.
That is my first footprint.
Unfortunately, due to realistic constraints, Johann could not normalize the aristocracy. He seized the properties of aristocrats who fell out of favor and killed them with the help of the Imperial Guard, but that too was ultimately an act of borrowing the power of some aristocratic faction.
I am different.
As a noble of Ebenholtz, I will cultivate the power to make all of them kneel.
Under Ebenholtz, all nobles will become equal.......
“I listened well to your lecture.”
Suddenly, a familiar voice came from behind me.
Sonnet Kandel. She walked up with crisp steps and sat down across from me.
"It was a noble-like statement. Quite impressive."
“.......”
I let out a hollow laugh as I looked at her.
“Are you perhaps a stalker?”
“Oh, how interesting? I was thinking something similar too.”
Sonnet replied expressionlessly.
Dumbfounded, I pointed at my chest with a finger.
“Me.”
Then I pointed at Sonnet.
“Stalking you?”
“Yes. Everywhere I go, you’re there. The Underground City, brain-eater, the event crossing the forest last time, and even at the Prosperity Assembly.”
Sonnet counted off on her fingers one by one. But the order was strange. Deliberately, very deliberately, she left only the middle finger.
This woman is doing this on purpose.
“Ha.”
I was at a loss for words.
“And today again, it’s my lecture day, and the library of my alma mater.”
Sonnet folded even the last remaining middle finger.
“Think about it. Every time, it was Sir Maximil⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠ian who caught my eye first.”
“.......”
But when I actually think about it, that is indeed the case.
“It seems coincidences did pile up.”
“Yes. But.......”
Sonnet looked at me and asked casually.
“Are you serious?”
“About what.”
"The things you said at today's lecture were quite progressive."
Progressive.
The word is amusing, but my mind is certainly open. It cannot be otherwise.
I actually witnessed the New Cabinet, before my regression, soar the moment it abolished the status system, and the academic and technological advances they brought forth were to some extent inside my head as well.
“It’s only natural logic. I’m an honest taxpayer, and when I see other guys stubbornly refusing to pay taxes, I can’t help but get heated.”
Thinking that my taxes are being devoured by thieves makes me furious.
But it can’t be helped. This too is a process of building my justification and qualifications.
As I’ve said repeatedly, justification is important in the Empire. Perhaps it is the most important thing.
“Yes. I know about your diligent tax payments. Is that why you are so devoted to hunting corporations?”
Corporation hunting.
I smiled faintly. Sonnet was probably quite angry at me.
She had the Imperial Guard backing her, and I was preemptively taking what they would have taken.
“It’s for the Empire.”
“......For the Empire.”
“If a bunch of nobodies take it and can’t even handle it properly, then it’s far more beneficial to the national interest for me to have it.”
Sonnet nodded quietly.
Whether that meant she agreed, or that she meant go ahead and spout whatever bullshit you want, I still couldn’t tell.
“How admirable. I’ll be cheering for you.”
After saying that, she stood up from her seat and walked away with crisp steps.
“.......”
I stared blankly at her retreating figure, then furrowed my brow.
Anyway, dealing with Kandel people is exhausting. Every single one of them has a screw loose, so I can never figure out what they are thinking.
***
......Johann had come down with a fever.
For several days after collapsing in the lecture hall, he wandered through dreams where the boundary between reality and delusion had collapsed. In those dreams, someone’s back was always standing in front of him.
A blurred face. Yet unmistakably clear blond hair.
For reasons even he himself could not understand, Johann chased after that figure, and as he did so, he repeatedly woke from sleep.
“......Were you out of your mind at that time?”
Around the time he had somewhat recovered, his roommate Liam asked with a hollow laugh.
"Yeah. I must have been insane."
Johann muttered in a cracked voice.
“Haah.......”
He let out a sigh and covered his face with his hands.
He had spouted bizarre words at the knight of Ebenholtz. He had insulted the aristocracy to the most noble aristocrat of the Empire.
What wou⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠ld the price be for that.
Would the Secret Police or the Imperial Guard soon burst in and hang him by the neck.
“......Liam. Can you lend me some money?”
“Do you think I have any? I don’t even have enough to eat or die. Why, are you trying to run?”
“Yeah.”
He wanted to run.
Cross the border, slip into hiding in the Underground City, or fall into a river and drown right there.
Knock knock─
At that moment, the sound of knocking on the door rang out like artillery fire.
Johann and Liam both held their breath at the same time.
“......Hey.”
“I’ll open it.”
So it’s come. Johann stood up from his seat with a tone of resignation.
Knock knock─
“Whew.”
Taking a deep breath, he opened the door.
Beyond it would surely be uniformed police......
“......Department head?”
No, it was the department head standing there.
Dressed in a suit, he looked at Johann without a word. It was a rather ominous sight.
“Am I being expelled?”
Johann asked first.
The department head quietly shook his head.
“......Take this.”
Then he pulled out a white envelope from his chest and held it out.
“What is this.......”
Johann opened the envelope with trembling hands. It was a check.
An enormous sum with five zeros, something he had never even touched in his life.
“Why...... why? Is this the price for my life?”
“What price for your life. It’s a special scholarship.”
The department head placed a hand on Johann’s shoulder.
Johann flinched, but his touch was strangely careful.
“Sir Maximilian has taken a liking to you.”
“......Huh?”
Johann stared blankly up at the department head.
“From now on, refrain from such impulsive actions, but return to school as soon as possible. The school has also decided to accommodate you as much as it can.”
“.......”
Those words don’t make sense to him.
More than returning to school or scholarships, the fact that Maximilian has taken a liking to him.......
“Uh.......”
It felt as though his soul was disappearing in real time, as though his fever was recurring.
His head hurt.
His legs were losing strength and trembling.
His sense of reality was feebly scattering, and the ceiling seemed to be spinning around.
“Calm down. Calm yourself.”
To him, who looked like he was about to faint again, the department head handed over another item.
“There’s this too.”
“......What is it?”
This time, his roommate Liam received it from the side instead.
"It is an elixir said to be good for health."
A box containing ten high-grade elixirs. There was even a luxurious parchment note placed on top.
Liam handed it to Johann.
“Take a lo⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠ok.”
Johann swallowed his saliva. Wiping away the cold sweat beading on his face, he looked at the note.
[Those who must accomplish great things must first take good care of their physical health.]
A single handwritten line.
Yet just from its form, one could tell.
A handwriting imbued with elegance and dignity that even pigs of the same nobility, those who had not been educated or had neglected it, could never hope to imitate.
“......The semester has already begun, but tell me whenever you’re ready. We’ll keep your seat open.”
Tap tap. After patting Johann on the shoulder, the department head left.
Silence once again filled the cramped room.
“Hey.......”
His friend Liam stared at the number written on the check, his mouth hanging open.
"What is this? What the hell is this?"
“.......”
Johann couldn’t answer. He merely staggered back to the desk and sat down.
On top of it lay the materials he had gathered so far, scattered in disorder.
The Genen suppression incident, the Gigantes terror attack, and clippings on every case Maximilian Ebenholtz had handled.
Johann had, in truth, been studying Maximilian.
When, right after the Gigantes terror attack, he had saved the lives of Aran commoners by saying, “This is not something for commoners to take responsibility for”, Johann had been deeply moved by his intentions.
But the speech he directly witnessed at the podium today was too ordinary and clichéd, so all his expectations had momentarily turned to rage.
Stupidly enough, he had lost his reason.
──Even so.
'I very much agree.'
In front of a large audience, Maximilian had agreed with his words.
'The duty of a true noble. The attitude a noble must uphold.......'
Every word of his closely resembled Johann’s own convictions.
'And so, someday, not just I, but all the nobles and bourgeois of this Empire will finally come to realize it.'
Maximilian was not a fake after all.
The radiant genuine article among the rotten fakes he had searched for so desperately.
'Someday, not just I, but all the nobles and bourgeois of this Empire will finally come to realize it. That the privileges they enjoy are, in truth, the weight of responsibility they must willingly shoulder for the countless Aran people.'
When he heard those words, Johann felt as though he were dreaming for a moment.
Is this now a continuation of that dream?
So surprisingly, Maximilian had extended his hand to him first.
“.......”
He picked up his fountain pen. After staring intently at the blank sheet of paper, he pressed the nib down firmly.
[ On Nobility ]
He wrote down whatever came to mind.
[......A noble must?]
He still didn’t know what or how he should write.
Should he write a novel, or an essay?
[About nobles.]
[Wha⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠t is a noble......]
He was already agonizing over the very first sentence. Phrases surfaced in an overly complex jumble. Countless words collided and fused inside his head.
All kinds of flowing, ornate expressions tried to swell up at his fingertips, but that was not noble-like. A noble does not flaunt. Even by merely standing still, their dignity and the weight they bear are made visible.
[About the most beautiful things.]
[The precious values that must be protected in the Empire.]
[For Aran, by Aran, of Aran......]
After repeatedly crumpling, tearing, and discarding countless innocent sheets of paper, suddenly.
“......The nobles of the Empire bear obligations.”
As the words ‘that person’ said in the lecture that day rewound, a phras⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠e assembled in his mind.
It is only a single sentence, but the introduction to the most important book.
The single proposition that would run through everything he would write from now on.
[ The nobles of the Empire bear obligations. This, in ancient Aran language, is called Noblesse Oblige...... ]
***
Sentinel Knight Order.
One day, without warning, Hannah knocked on the door of my office.
“......I’d like to ask you to review this.”
She looked terrible. Her eye sockets were sunken deep, and her lips were parched dry. It seemed she had been studying active traces far too diligently.
“.......”
I took the bundle of documents she held out.
Rustle. Rustle.
From the first page to the last page. The logic of backtracking Mana flow, and the insight of digging into the culprit’s psychology through the color of the traces.
“Hmm.”
By my standards, more precisely, by the virus’s standards, it’s still immature, but the direction itself is correct.
If she keeps working like this, she’ll be able to build up her skills sufficiently.
Honestly, she’s doing far better than I did back when I didn’t have the virus’s help.
Thud.
I closed the report and handed it back to her.
“Good work. Keep at it.”
Hannah let out a big breath and tucked the report under her arm.
“......Thank you.”
After bowing, she left.
Tap tap tap. Tap tap tap.
Her footsteps were much lighter than when she came in.
As soon as she left, Chiron entered as if in rotation.
“Max. Are you busy?”
For some reason, there were an unusually large number of visitors today. Unlike usual, Chiron wore a heavy expression.
“No. I’m fine.”
“.......”
He closed the door and approached, then jerked his chin toward the window.
“Can we talk for a moment.”
As he said that, he pulled out a small note and pressed it into my hand.
[We may be under surveillance. ]
Surveillance.
As far as I know, the only one conducting surveillance here should be Yukia.
I nodded. I stood up and followed him out.
Without speaking, we went down the hallway and up to the rooftop.
Under the wide-open sky, the entire view of the knight order came into sight at a glance.
“Whew.......”
Leaning against the railing, Chiron put a cigar to his lips.
“If possible, make frequent use of the rooftop. Even His Majesty can’t hear the sound of the wind here.”
He tossed it out like a joke, but it was a fact with weight to it.
Throughout the knight order, the Emperor’s ears had been planted.
“Max.”
Chiron exhaled a long stream of cigar smoke and spoke.
“I have an informant.”
Today, he looked strangely arrogant. Like he had an enormous gift to give me, that kind of face.
“The scale and depth are probably far vaster than you think. So, about that......”
Leaning on the railing, he whispered in a low voice.
“Among your staff who come and go from the knight order, there is a Revolutionary forces lackey.”
I didn’t change my expression.
He was talking about Yukia.
The scenario was easy to predict.
That day, the day I nearly got hit by a truck. Yukia had refused the Revolutionary forces’ orders. As the price, the Revolutionary forces, probably “Ezenheim”, decided to cut her off.
A spy who has betrayed even once can no longer be trusted.
“......Is that so.”
"It seems you did not know either. Well, it is darkest under the lamp."
Chiron nodded, seemingly satisfied with my reaction.
“I haven’t heard the details yet either. You can probably meet the informant directly and hear the explanation.”
He handed me another note. It had the meeting place and time written on it.
It was a quiet fishing spot on the outskirts of the Empire.
“Go and listen.”
Chiron’s way of running his intelligence network was quite refined.
He doesn’t insist on learning every piece of information himself. Information only needs to be delivered to the right person at the right moment.
Therefore, most of Chiron’s informants move without knowing who they’re working for, and Chiron controls only the flow of that cellular organization.
“Yes. Thank you.”
Whether the information Chiron obtained really was about Yukia, and if so, who the one trying to sell her out was.
I needed to check it in detail.
~~~
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Chapter 95: Documents Containing Intent (2)
In a quiet and secluded fishing spot on the outskirts of the Empire.
I arrived there alone, where the water mist rose densly. I thought about sending Schatz, but in the end, I felt it would be better for me to move personally.
“Hm.......”
I waited, with the fishing rod propped at an angle.
The float rose quietly to the surface of the water.
“.......”
Before long, the appointed time came, and someone approached and sat down in the spot a bit farther away.
He wasn’t Ezenheim.
Just an ordinary man wearing a bucket hat pulled low over his head.
Plop.As he cast his fishing rod, he muttered.
“......Codename Tuna.”
“Yes. Nice to meet you.”
“As you know, the Revolutionary forces operate as a cell organization. They could be somewhere within t⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌‌⁠⁠he Empire, or somewhere in a foreign country.”
His gaze was fixed on the float, but his voice was directed at me.
“But there is a space that serves as the centripetal point that gathers those scattered dots together, a space called Veil.”
The reason the Revolutionary forces were able to stand against the giant called the Empire. One of the most creative grand magics in the Empire's history.
Veil.
That subspace, manifested by a wizard, was preserved as a museum of immense academic value after the fall of the Empire.
“Right now, I’m in contact with people who have access to that place.”
I adjusted my grip on the fishing rod and fell into thought.
“So?”
“Some among them are very exhausted. They’re growing weary of this unending cause of opposing the Empire. The new millennium the Revolutionary forces had promised has not come, and the Empire remains as strong as ever.”
In other words, some who are about to betray have already begun to do so.
“Sir Knight. Haven’t you had some suspicious incidents recently? Events that would make you suspect information leaks?”
I stroked my chin, pretending to consider it, then answered.
“......There were.”
I decided to play along for now.
─Rustle.
He handed me an envelope.
"This is said to be the dossier of a person suspected of being your informant."
"Dossier?"
“Yes. In Veil, there are documents where members of the Revolutionary forces are recorded. They are called ‘documents containing intent’.”
Documents containing intent.
"Documents that must be filled out to join the Revolutionary forces, written with blood, sweat, and mana as their foundation. Each page is irrefutable proof of membership in the Revolutionary forces."
“Then is this one an original?”
I shook the sealed envelope.
“I’m not sure. I haven’t opened it either. You should check it yourself.”
Information rapidly loses its credibility the moment it's opened. Just like how no one would drink a beverage with an already-opened cap handed to them on the street.
"It may or may not be the original. I understand that point. However......."
I placed the envelope down.
"I think I'll need to meet directly with the person who provided this information from Veil."
I pushed the bag at my feet toward him. The heavy bag toppled over, and the opening slightly parted. Through the gap, bundles of Empire dollars and high-purity mana stones glittered, mixed together.
“This is for operational expenses. Use as much as you want, and the rest is yours.”
“......!”
The informant’s eyes widened.
“Your next mission is to bring th⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌‌⁠⁠at person in front of me.”
He stared at me blankly. Of course, it must have been a high-risk job.
“If you succeed, the bonus will be far greater than this.”
“.......”
The informant looked back and forth between the bag and me, hesitating, but soon nodded slightly, as if he had made up his mind.
“......Understood.”
The man shouldered the bag and left.
I watched his back as he walked away, then, once it became quiet, I opened the envelope.
Tssszzzzt──!
As Mana leaked out, on the very top page of the revealed document.
「Menshi │ Yukia」
A familiar name was written.
***
An afternoon bathed in spring sunlight, in the training yard of my mansion.
“Hey, you.......”
Freya glared at me as if she couldn't believe it.
"You're telling me."
Her gaze slowly dropped, and she pointed at someone with her finger.
“To teach this son of a bitch?”
Leo was sitting there.
His back straight, front paws neatly together.
It was a very aristocratic posture.
“Woof.”
Leo, now considerably grown, even answered with dignity. It seemed he was entering puberty, his voice had a distinct resonance.
“He understands speech. He gets hurt if you call him an son of a bitch.”
“......Ha. Are you insane?”
Freya let out a disbelieving laugh.
"Don't underestimate him too much. I've already taught him mana breathing. Leo? Show her. Your skill."
I gestured to Leo.
As if he had been waiting for the cue, Leo slowly closed his eyes and began a deep breathing routine.
Fwooooo─ Prururururur─
His inhale was deep, and during exhale, the skin around his mouth trembled.
Fwooooooo─ Prurururururur─
Honestly, it was cute.
“......Are you messing with me right now?”
“Shh.”
“Shh, my ass. Are you mocking me?”
“Please look more closely.”
Fwooooo─ Prururururur─
This was the Ebenholtz’s unique mana breathing method that I had personally demonstrated and taught him.
“What... huh?”
Suddenly, Freya stopped mid-sentence. Her eyes narrowed.
Fwooooooo─ Prurururururur─
Leo’s breathing wasn’t ordinary. The air taken in through inhalation and exhalation circulated through his body, gently drawing up the elixir’s energy that had settled in his lower abdomen.
Ebenholtz pays no attention to the external. It focuses solely on refining the internal mana more purely, more cleanly, and with higher density.
It is the ‘training’ of refining mana correctly.
“......Ha.”
Freya let out a hollow laugh. She glared at me with an incredulous look.
“You fed him elixir, didn’t you?”
“Yes.”
“You crazy bastard. You fed that dog something meant for your future descendants?”
“He’s Leo, the guard dog of Ebenholtz. That’s more than enough qualification.”
Unfortunately, I don’t have the time to wait for descendants. The fate of humanity is at stake.
“Tch. Whatev⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌‌⁠⁠er. Dog, go over there for now.”
Freya waved her hand. Leo trudged off and quietly sat in a corner of the training yard.
Freya’s lips parted slightly.
“That... does he really understand?”
“I don’t lie.”
“......Fine. Show me your homework.”
“Yes.”
I gripped the long sword. Steadying my breath, I focused my awareness on the blade.
Ssssh──
I extended the sword. Though the physical blade remained still, a silver blade of mana rose from its tip like a shimmering haze.
Extension of the sword.
The long sword, which is 1.6 meters in length, extends through the air with a blade of mana.
"......Mana that resembles moonlight. The coloring is indeed Ebenholtz, but."
Freya flicked at the mana shaped like a blade.
Mana is different from a sword. It is purely sharp. That’s why even touching it can cause serious wounds, but─
Ssssst──
The mana that touched her fingertips merely rippled and dispersed like a wave.
It was under my control.
A noble does not act recklessly. They harm their enemies, but allow their allies.
“Not bad.”
Freya nodded.
“Next is the extension and expansion of your senses. A technique to imbue your mana with your senses.”
Extension of senses.
I had already, albeit clumsily and with Virus’s help, performed it during the Gigantes infiltration.
“Like this.”
Freya stepped on the ground. From beneath her feet, shadow-like mana slithered out smoothly.
An invisible thin membrane flowed along the ground and instantly reached my toes.
“Mana can travel quite far using natural mediums. Embed your five senses into that flow. Touch with mana, smell, and see.”
I closed my eyes. Placed my hand over my collarbone.
──Thump.
The silver mana flowed along the ground. Moving mana felt as natural as moving my hands and feet.
It was probably thanks to Virus.
Virus understands mana, in ways that cannot be defined by human language.
Sssssssst──
Like waves spreading, my senses extended.
The texture of the soil, the vibration of insects, the direction of the wind...
It was then.
Thump─
A small collision occurred. My mana had clashed with another source of mana.
One was the mana of Freya, sitting across from me.
It was extremely refined, delicate, and pure.
She was, without a doubt, far more advanced than I was.
But then, there was a third stream.
Something raw and unknown approaching from a corner.
Rough, but pure movement.
“......?”
I quietly opened my eyes.
The first thing I saw was Freya’s strange expression. Her mouth was agape as she stared at something.
“Why......?”
I turned my gaze to the same direction.
The corner of the training yard.
Leo was sitting there. Eyes gently closed, front paws planted firmly on the ground.
"Ha."
A hollow laugh escaped through my teeth.
Had he eavesdropped on the lesson just now? Mana ripples shimmered beneath his paws. It was, unmistakably, an extension of the senses.
“......What the hell is that mutt?” (TL: Good Boy ( ´･･)ﾉ(._.`))
Freya murmured. At that moment, Leo opened his eyes.
Left eye gold, right eye blue. His odd-eyes always looked intelligent and mysterious every time I saw them.
“I told you already.”
I smiled confidently.
“If only humans could wield mana in this world, the legends of spirit beasts like divine bears and great tigers wouldn’t have been passed down.”
Mana is not a power granted solely to humans. Beasts and even monsters wield it instinctively.
However, it's incredibly rare for a beast to imitate human technique.
“Leo is a genius among them.”
Before my regression, Leo had self-taught himself mana without any early education, and saved his master.
A dog among dogs.
The one and only, Leo.
With pride, I turned to Freya.
“So, do you feel like teaching him now?”
Freya responded, facing me.
“Would you, if you were me?”
***
──Mid-April.
In the season where spring had ripened, Dieter Schmidt was experiencing the collapse of Canilan with his whole body.
Ransom was just the beginning.
Due to the failure of the Land Community, trust in Canilan companies as a whole plummeted, and at the same time, foreign capital investments were suspended.
Banks, their funding lines cut off, refused to approve or extend loans for businesses.
Companies with approaching due dates found themselves in a dire situation.
They desperately appealed, making forced announcements of undeveloped new technologies to win loan extensions, but the banks didn’t recognize their efforts.
They couldn't afford to.
Because their vaults had dried up.
Though various securities firms and insurance companies tried to hold out, in the end, the weakest link snapped first.
[Breaking News: Sabrin Investment Bank Declares Insolvency]
With the collapse of Sabrin, one of the five major investment banks of Canilan, fear spread like a plague.
Countless products guaranteed by Sabrin became worthless scraps of paper, and corporate-backed securities composed of company bonds were shaken to their core.
On the other hand, the value of the bankruptcy insurance held by Maximilian soared vertically.
The heads of numerous financial companies, including Rekiano and Merilch, begged Dieter for meetings, but Dieter rejected them all.
“Pleasure to meet you, Bank President.”
Instead, he chose only one person.
Thomas Haven, bank president of Old Haven.
He was the only one who had grasped the “hand” Maximilian extended through the video conference in the past.
“......Pleasure to meet you.”
The bank president looked a mess. His beard was unkempt, and the skin beneath his eyes was sunken and dark.
“Please, go ahead.”
“Yes. C⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌‌⁠⁠urrently, Old Haven is.......”
He opened his dry lips and confessed with difficulty.
“Effectively in an insolvent state. We have enough assets, but money has dried up in the market, and we cannot cover the bills whose maturity dates are coming up.”
Dieter nodded as if he had expected this.
From what he had investigated, Old Haven’s books were relatively clean. They hadn’t invested in reckless derivatives and had only lent to sound companies after thorough evaluations.
Because of that, they were left behind during the boom years and pushed down to the lower tier of banks.
But even that honesty had been swept away by the current financial crisis.
“President, our boss values trust above all else.”
Dieter adjusted his glasses as he spoke.
A world where banks blinded by greed grew fat by handing out loans indiscriminately, while those that nurtured businesses with principles were left behind.
That had been Canilan until now, but the overinflated bubble had finally burst.
“So, please don’t be too concerned.”
Dieter handed over a document.
“We will purchase the bonds held by Old Haven at face value. In return, you will transfer your shares in the bank.”
An offer to pay full price, when all other banks were trying to dump their bonds at a quarter of their value and flee.
“......Thank you.”
The bank president let out a sigh mixed with relief.
Though he had lost the bank that had been built by his family for generations, at least he could still protect the customers.
“Thank you. Truly, thank you. I’ll go and share this good news with the employees and clients first.”
As the bank president tried to rise from his seat, Dieter stopped him.
“There’s no need for that.”
“......Pardon?”
“President Haven. Please continue working with us. We will guarantee your position and management rights.”
To Dieter, he was a man too valuable to lose, and Maximilian felt the same.
"A bank that keeps its trust should not lose a person who has kept his trust—"
A reward for someone who had upheld the costly value of integrity in the madness that had engulfed Canilan.
“That’s what our boss said.”
Tears welled up in the eyes of the old gentleman Thomas Haven.
.......
──[Breaking News] Ransom Corporation's Public Fund Injection Falls Through... Effectively Enters 'Bankruptcy Proceedings'──
A massive breaking news report echoed throughout Canilan.
The failure of the Community Land Protocol. The hundreds of casualties during the artificial island evacuation process. Enormous environmental destruction, and class-action lawsuits by shareholders and fisheries workers.
Faced with an unmanageable level of liability, the Canilan government rejected Ransom’s request for a bailout.
The Canilan myth had received its official death sentence.......
“You’ve arrived.”
At the rooftop of the Panimaro Tower, a skyscraper in Canilan’s financial district.
Dieter welcomed Maximilian, who had flown to Canilan in person.
“......It’s collapsing.”
Maximilian looked down over the vast forest of buildings beyond the railing. The atmosphere, the very air itself, was completely different from before.
The air, once soaked in alcohol, perfume, and the indulgence of the night, had now dried up like a shriveled squid.
“Yes. Corporate bankruptcies have begun. The value of the insurance we hold is skyrocketing beyond measure, but......”
Dieter reported in a voice tinged with concern.
“The risk to our counterparties is too high. If the insurance and securities firms go bankrupt in succession, we may not be able to collect any of the payouts.”
Maximilian nodded.
If the house goes bankrupt, the chips at the gambling table are just plastic pieces.
“It doesn’t matter. We’re not going to take it all in cash anyway. If they have no money, they’ll pay with other things.”
Maximilian’s eyes gleamed coldly.
“Dieter. We’re going to subjugate Canilan.”
National bonds, port operation rights, maritime development rights, insurance management rights, and so on. They would secure the country’s infrastructure and sovereignty as collateral in place of cash and acquire the technologies he had already been eyeing, at dirt-cheap prices.
“And who knows? There might even be mana stones hidden in Canilan’s seas.”
Maximilian said this with a smile.
“Yes. Understood.”
Dieter opened his notebook and made sure to record Maximilian’s orders.
The task of concretizing this would fall to Dieter and his think tank under him.
"It seems we'll be seeing a lot of numbers going forward."
“That’s right.”
Tap. Maximilian placed a hand on Dieter’s shoulder.
“Beca⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌‌⁠⁠use there's far too much work ahead of us.”
“.......”
Dieter, feeling an inexplicable surge of emotion for a moment, looked at Maximilian’s hand, but soon adjusted his glasses with his usual emotionless expression.
“Yes. Understood.”
Emotion must be excluded from his work.
Only by treating numbers as just numbers can they be handled in the most proper way.
~~~
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Chapter 96: Desired Betrayal
Canilan is collapsing.
The moment the true nature of the 'Collateralized Debt Obligations (CDOs)' ambitiously designed by the securities firms was exposed, the mirage turned into a living hell. The bomb, cleverly packaged by mixing bonds from blue-chip companies and failing companies, had detonated Canilan.
Multiple companies said to be invincible fell, and collapsed in a chain reaction along with the securities firms.
“......Dason.”
The executive office of Rekiano Securities.
CEO Moretti scratched his cheek and looked at Dason. His cheeks had sunken, and today, he looked even more like a badger than usual.
"I got through to them. They said they'd resell some of the insurance back to us."
“......Really?”
Dason’s eyes widened.
“That’s a relief! I knew it, they were in a cash crunch too. How much did they offer? I─I’ll try to negotiate. As much as possible─”“No. It wasn’t about the money.”
CEO Moretti slowly turned his body. His gaze had gone cold.
"It was a different condition."
“......A condition? What kind?”
“Those responsible for designing and selling such garbage derivatives must pay the appropriate price.......”
In that moment, Dason's expression hardened.
“......What?”
"Financial fraud, and market manipulation charges."
Moretti placed a file on Dason’s desk.
"Someone has to take responsibility, don't they? That's the only way the company can survive. That was the deal. I'm sorry."
"No, what do you mean─"
Bang!
Before he could even make an excuse, the office door swung open roughly. Investigators from Canilan wearing blue uniforms burst in.
“Dason Rock. You are under emergency arrest for violation of the Specific Economic Crimes Aggravated Punishment Act and for fraud.”
“N-no! L-let go! Let go!”
Dason screamed and thrashed as he was dragged away, and Moretti shook his head with a bitter expression.
──Let go! I said let go! You worthless beggar bastards worse than dogs...!
His screams and curses faded into the distance down the hallway.
“.......”
In the empty office.
The CEO picked up the terminal with trembling hands.
“......Yes. It’s done.”
─Confirmed.
A emotionless voice. Still nameless, a shadow figure behind the Empire.
─We will terminate part of the insurance contract. This should allow you to put out the urgent fire.
"Ah, thank you. Thank you so much."
Moretti bowed repeatedly, his head lowered. Though it was barely enough to breathe, he was still deeply grateful.
"I look forward to working with you in the future-"
Click.
The call was cut off.
“......Tch.”
Moretti wiped the cold sweat off his brow and slumped into his chair.
"This is absurd."
By backtracking the transaction histories of other securities firms and banks, the projected profits of this Imperial noble exceed several billion Imperial dollars.
Of course, the actual figure could decrease or increase depending on how the profits were realized, but at the very least, the title of ‘the greatest trade in continental history’ was already his.
“......Fucking hell. Did he come back from the future or something.”
Still, thanks to it, he avoided bankruptcy.
Rekiano's CEO swept back his hair and let out a si⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠gh of relief.
.......
“Haa.......”
Ren was staring at the terminal with a blank face. The completely crushed stock price flashed in her eyes.
[-83.85%]
The dream of striking it rich.
The money she had earned with blood and sweat, working around as a mercenary through her twenties, reduced to just this.......
“Ha.”
Forget next month's salaries for her members, she didn't even have enough left for the immediate office rent.
Akarius had become an empty shell.
“Customer number 37.”
Just then, her number was called.
This was the newly established bank, 「Kronen Schatzinsel」. She followed the staff’s guidance into the VIP consultation room.
“Welcome, Commander Ren.”
A staff member with an expressionless face greeted her.
“Yes.”
The staff member first handed her some documents.
“You’ve missed your interest payments for the past two months.”
“......I have no excuse.”
Her head lowered on its own.
"Also, you invested in CDOs with the company's capital, and that loss amount is......."
The numbers the staff recited were too great to even grasp.
Ren replied with a cracked voice.
“I’m prepared to be detained and imprisoned.”
Blinded by a moment of greed, she burned through the mercenary corps' assets. Even the mercenary contracts had been mortgaged, so before long, Akarius would no longer be hers.
“......Are you alright?”
The staff member asked unexpectedly.
Ren gave a self-mocking smile.
"Looking back...... I despaired at too young an age, and succeeded at too young an age as well."
When she was driven out after her family was annihilated by the Empire, she thought the world had ended.
Conversely, when she made a comeback and succeeded in Canilan, she thought she was the protagonist of this world.
“I was arrogant.”
“I see. So you were.”
“But now I finally understand. Before the world, I was nothing more than a fledgling.”
The staff member adjusted his glasses and responded indifferently.
“However, what I asked about was not your feelings, Commander, but whether the Akarius Mercenary Corps will be able to continue.”
“......Huh?”
“I asked whether the mercenary corps will be alright.”
“Ah......”
Ren's face flushed bright red.
“Soon, a government investigation from Canilan will begin. On charges of embezzlement and breach of trust. Right now, the citizens of Canilan have suffered losses no less than the corporations, and they’ll need a scapegoat.”
Ren’s fingertips trembled.
She wasn’t afraid of being imprisoned, but she desperately wanted to avoid Akarius being dismantled.
“......At this point, if I blamed someone else, I’d be a moron. I’ll take all the responsibility and go. Please. I beg you to take care of Akarius.”
Ren bowed her head respectfully.
The staff member stared quietly at her, then flipped over a document.
“If you wish, we may be able to help you maintain management rights.”
“......What?”
"Also, I believe we can compensate for all losses incurred through your owner risk, Commander Ren."
For a moment, Ren blankly repeated his words in her head.
Loss compensation. Maintaining management rights.
“It’s... it’s possible?”
“Yes. There is someone who holds Akarius in high regard and wishes to invest in it. Our Kronen Schatzinsel serves as a bridge for such investments.”
He handed over the document he had flipped.
"However, this was the condition that person set for you."
Instead of numbers, there was a sentence written.
[Sincere remorse, and will to preserve the mercenary corps]
“.......”
“If you accept the offer, Akarius’s ownership will transfer to that individual, but you will serve as the first commander, appointed by them.”
The staff member pushed up his rimless glasses and asked.
“Is that acceptable to you?”
Ren bowed her head deeply. She thought silently, but there was nothing to even ponder. When the sky seemed about to collapse, a rope had descended.
“......How cou⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠ld I not?”
She f⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠elt like crying, so she couldn't bring herself to say anything more.
***
One morning.
At my mansion, a bundle of manuscript pages that felt burdensome for me to read was delivered.
The title was「Valtaras」
Author: Johann Georg Goetze.
The content was a heroic epic in which the protagonist, Paul, meets a supremely noble and aristocratic figure named Valtaras, and together they lead the Empire and the world to glory.
The problem is, the tone is overly religious, and more than anything, the depiction of “Valtaras” blatantly points to me.
A swordsman with blond hair, golden eyes, wielding a longsword with cold rationality, anyone can see that’s Maximilian.
Johann had written this novel before my regression too. However, back then, the protagonist had not yet met Valtaras, and the Imperial Guard had offered that incomplete manuscript to the Emperor, who assumed Valtaras referred to himself and recruited Johann.
In this life, Johann has found Valtaras.
Johann’s Valtaras was not the Emperor but me.
“......Hmm.”
So I invited Johann to the mansion.
“.......”
Entering the library, Johann’s face was tense.
“By any chance... who do you think Valtaras is?”
He asked cautiously, watching my reaction.
His sparkling eyes seemed to say, “It’s you.”
"Mr. Johann."
“You don’t have to speak formally. Feel free to be casu⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠al.”
“...Alright, Johann.”
I placed the manuscript on the table.
“I think the first principle of a novel is fun.”
“Fun... you say?”
“Yes.”
Johann has talent.
Before my regression, he had consumed his literary talent solely for the Empire's propaganda. However, it was only after the Empire's fall, while imprisoned as a war criminal, that his talent finally blossomed.
The novels he wrote in prison,「The Setting Sun」and「Light of Dawn」, were highly acclaimed even by the New Cabinet.
"Setting aside literary value or lofty philosophy, a story ultimately has meaning only when it is read."
Johann, despite being a first-class war criminal, was executed relatively late, and that delay was due to his writing.
He was working on a novel at the time, and the New Cabinet had deliberately waited until it was finished.
Despite being a top aide to the Emperor and a key figure in the ethnic cleansing, he was given such consideration.
“This isn’t so much a novel as it is... yeah. More like a religious liturgy. The worship is so excessive, it's off-putting.”
I flipped through the pages of 「Valtaras」.
[Nobles naturally bear responsibilities. In ancient Aran, this is called Noblesse Oblige.]
A plain and clean opening.
“I like the first sentence, but if your purpose is to make nobles aware of their duties and sound an alarm for the bourgeoisie...”
I gazed steadily at Johann.
“Then it needs to sell well and receive high praise. It must be widely read if it’s to become ideology and common sense.”
A well-written novel can, by itself, serve as a reference equal to that of a professional manual.
“Yes. I understand. But my intention─”
“Think more about the readers than your own feelings.”
Talent is like a fire, it flares up on its own, and it's not easy to control.
But I have no intention of tolerating their self-indulgence.
They may revere or praise me, but ultimately that foundation must be fear and terror.
“Writing is judged solely by the writing itself. No one cares about your heart.”
“......Yes.”
Johann quietly nodded.
“Good. But the reason I called you here isn’t just about this manuscript.”
I put the manuscript away and laid out other documents. They were academic theses Johann had written during his student days.
“Your ideas are exceptional.”
“Ah... thank you!”
Johann’s face instantly lit up with emotion.
“First, let’s start with this concept of ‘withholding tax’. Explain it in detail.”
“Yes. It’s something I developed from a vague description I once read in a journal...”
Johann’s eyes suddenly changed.
The sharp gaze I’d once only seen from afar was now revived.
“The Empire, of course, needs taxes. But they must be used only for Arans, and must never become a burden to them.”
His voice carried conviction.
“To achieve that, taxes for healthcare, pensions, and unemployment are to be withheld before the worker receives their wages.”
“Does that make it less painful?”
“......Sir Knight, I once gave chocolate to some children.”
There was a peculiar weight in Johann’s words.
“If I gave them a whole piece of chocolate and took away two-thirds after they’d eaten it, the children cried. Because they felt something of theirs was taken away.”
Perhaps his talent was affecting me too.
I found myself unconsciously focused.
“But if I gave them only two-thirds from the start and said, ‘this is your share’, they received it gratefully. Because the remaining one-third was never theirs to begin with.”
Though the New Cabinet had already deconstructed this idea thoroughly, I listened quietly.
“The essence comes from the perception of ‘ownership’. The pain of losing what one thinks is theirs. Withholding tax anesthetizes that pain. Because they believe it was never theirs in the first place.”
A power to pierce public psychology and steer it in the direction the state desires.
“But I have one more suggestion, something I’d like to recommend specifically to you.”
“......Just for me?”
"Yes. Please establish a labor union and collect dues. Sir Knight, you have many businesses under you, and you are more faithful than anyone else, so there seems to be no need to entrust control to the Empire. Under your name, Sir Knight, you must create a labor union exclusively for the Aran people and unite them."
If Dieter maximizes profits by managing numbers efficiently,
Johann digs into how those numbers affect people’s hearts.
Meaning he is an excellent talent.
“Johann. I intend to propose that policy of yours at this upcoming Prosperity Assembly.”
Prosperity Assembly.
This spring presents an opportunity to draft new laws, that is, a chance to change the Empire.
At those words, Johann’s expression went blank.
“......Huh?”
“But since tax policy is an extremely sensitive matter,”
I handed him a blank sheet of paper.
“I want you to handle the script.”
A genius of propaganda. A pen whose devilish sentences once held the Empire together.
This time, in this life, I intend to make use of that talent myself.
***
......A dark night.
Yukia stood leaning against the window frame of her residence. A cold wind blew through, but the agony burning inside her didn’t cool. Rather, it raged like a wildfire.
That day.
Alone in the car, on the road.
The moment the truck came charging at them.
She turned the wheel and saved Maximilian.
She had defied the Revolutionary forces' orders.
‘Was it a mistake?’
Should she have killed him then?
She let out a sigh and lowered her head.
‘It was not trivial at all.’
That single line─to Maximilian it was not a trivial connection at all─had caused her to miss a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.
And such a moment may never come again.
“Ha⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠a......”
Srrrk.
Suddenly, slicing through the darkness, a bird flew in. In a ghostlike flight, without even the sound of flapping wings.
“......An owl?”
It wasn’t the same owl from before. This one perched on the window frame and stared at Yukia with yellow eyes. A small slip of paper was tied to its ankle.
Yukia pulled the note off.
[ ◆◇◆◆◇◇◆◇......]
She decoded the cipher in her head.
[The last Friday of April.]
[If you haven’t betrayed us, come to this place.]
She quietly gazed at the sentence.
.......
A fishing spot shrouded in early morning mist.
I sat on a chair, staring at the float bobbing on the water’s surface.
"......It's been confirmed."
Chiron's informant who had approached at some point.
He reported with a tone of excitement.
"That person has agreed to come out. This is a first even for me. As expected, since the amount is what it is-"
“The date?”
“......See for yourself.”
The agent placed a sealed envelope atop the fishing bag.
Inside was a small slip of paper listing the meeting place, time, and passphrase.
“He says he’ll come with the most definitive evidence.”
“──In that case.”
I pulled out a small card.
“It’s the key to a safe containing ten million dollars.”
A black metal card, with no flashy design or writing. The key to a VVIP secret vault at「Kronen Schatzinsel」.
The informant gulped.
"Please tell him I'll come with the most definitive reward."
~~~
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Chapter 97: Desired Betrayal (2)
The mansion’s stu⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠dy.
"Your external appearance is perfect, Sir Knight. One could say you are the very embodiment of a ideal Aran."
With my eyes, I read the manuscript that Johann had written.
"Even the tone of your voice is befitting of nobility."
And with my ears, I listened to Johann’s advice.
“Therefore, there is no need to deliberately raise your voice. The public will be captivated by your appearance and cadence rather than your logic.”
Suddenly, I recalled the speeches of the Empire's military leadership from before my regression. They always shouted, veins bulging, filled with madness.
"Do I need gestures or anything like that?"
I waved my clenched fist back and forth. Swish. Swish. Swish. Swish.
“No.”Johann shook his head firmly.
"If someone's appearance were somewhat lacking, or if they didn't exude an aura, such artificial gestures might be necessary. But you are not such a person, Sir Knight."
Appearance.
Perhaps it was the only talent that the human called Maximilian possessed.
Most of the individual ‘accomplishments’ I achieved in this life were thanks to the virus and regression, but that, at least, was entirely my own endowment.
“Especially since you stand in stark contrast to most of the military offici⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠als, who are...... not to be rude, but rather rugged in appearance.”
Since I was young, I had received quite a lot of compliments on my appearance.
Of course, I wasn’t the once-in-a-century peerless beauty, one of the most handsome across the continent, anything like that was out of the question. There are surely men like that out there somewhere.
However, the ‘beauty’ that Johann spoke of wasn’t mere physical attractiveness.
"Cheveux d'or. Yeux de lumière. Très fin. L'ombre."
He described me borrowing the grammar of ancient Aran language.
I let out a hollow laugh.
"Golden hair, eyes of light, delicate features, a long and elegant shadow?"
That was roughly what it meant.
“Yes! Exactly. Have you studied the old language?”
“I’ve been reading a lot of books lately.”
Thanks to the virus, everything I read feels as if it’s stored in a personal library in my mind. It means I can retrieve and review its contents at any time.
Having such an ability, it would be dereliction of duty to avoid books.
“......Sir Knight, you are the ideal of Aran.”
A peculiar light appeared in Johann’s eyes.
"The ideal......."
I thought about my father, Sebestian.
Sebestian also had distinct Aran features, but his height, easily exceeding 2 meters, was the issue. His chest and frame, reminiscent of a tiger, were more than enough to be called the strongest on the continent, yet they differed from the image of an Aran ideal described by the ancient Empire.
“Yes. Just by standing somewhere high, the eyes and ears of the Empire’s people would naturally gravitate toward you.”
I also thought about the Emperor.
The Empire’s Emperor’s greatest weakness was his appearance. He didn’t have blond hair, nor golden eyes, and he wasn’t tall.
“Sir Knight possesses both good and evil. At times, one feels a boyish innocence from you, while at others, a bottomless abyss that cannot be fathomed. Such contradictions create an air of mystery.”
What Johann was trying to convey, was a method to maximize my strengths.
"To captivate an audience, it would not be an exaggeration to say you possess a countenance bestowed by the gods of Aran......."
According to him, I stand out significantly even among the other nobles. With not a single lacking element among lineage, appearance, authority, wealth, status, ability, or character, a more special ‘qualification’ is formed.
Therefore, all I need to do is reveal myself naturally, just as I am.
.......
“If you have any weaknesses, Sir Knight, it would be in your gaze and vocalization.”
I had prepared a small podium separately. In front of me, I placed mannequins to simulate an audience, and Johann stood beside me, observing my gestures and eye movements while explaining the proper ‘posture’.
“My gaze and vocalization?”
“Yes. You tend to focus your eyes on one spot, which makes your gaze appear quite awkward.”
Johann pointed to one side of the mannequin setup. The center. In the National Assembly, that was exactly where Sonnet had been seated.
“Then?”
“Before saying something important, pause for a moment. Briefly stop speaking to draw the audience’s focus, then slowly sweep your gaze across in a fan-like motion.”
The flow of the gaze and the use of silence.
He continued speaking.
“Even just your gaze brushing across them will make the people down below feel as though they've made eye contact with you. It will make them happy, or frightened.”
I nodded and asked the next question.
“And my voice?”
“Your vocal tone is excellent. It carries a noble weight, ranging between a deep black and a cold blue. However.......”
Johann paused briefly.
This must be the utilization of silence he had just spoken of. It definitely makes one focus on what’s going to be said.
“The clarity is a bit lacking. Your voice tends to swirl inside your mouth and dissipate. Do not tense your throat or constrict your vocal cords. The more you do, the thinner your voice becomes and the more your dignity diminishes.”
As he said this, he tapped his belly, near the lower abdomen.
“Draw your breath deep into your lower belly. While keeping your diaphragm taut, you must push the sound upward using that rebound. Let the sound resonate not as it comes up your throat, but as it shoots up from the lower abdomen, striking the roof of your mouth and your nasal cavity.”
The lower abdomen is a familiar area. It’s the most important part in all types of mana breathing.
“Also, move your lips and the tip of your tongue with a bit more firmness, enunciating the consonants precisely before releasing them. Only then will your will be conveyed accurately to even the farthest listener.”
Eyes and mouth.
Gaze and voice.
I looked at the mannequins, repeating Johann’s advice in my mind.
Suddenly, a sense of dissonance came over me.
“.......”
Come to think of it, these were wounds inflicted by Sebestian.
Every time I stood in front of him, my gaze faltered, and my throat tightened so that I couldn’t speak properly.
“Sir Knight, are you alright? Your expression seems dark.”
Johann called me carefully. He seemed to sense a strange chill in my silence.
I gave a bitter smile.
Thinking once more, I realized, I’m always blaming Sebestian.
While benefiting from him, I also feared him.
Am I still just a child trembling beneath the shadow of that giant?
“......It’s nothing.”
Or perhaps, I’m only now beginning the process of leaving my childhood behind.
***
The last Friday of April.
A deserted factory on the outskirts of District 39 of the Empire. A place where cold moonlight slanted in between rusted steel frames.
Drip── Drip──
The sound of falling water echoed like a ticking second hand, and Yukia stood alone in the darkness.
Step.
Footsteps broke the silence, spreading like fog. A man emerged from the shadows. The Revolutionary forces' liaison, and an insider from Veil.
Sniff sniff.
Yukia caught his scent first. That familiar fishy smell stung her nose.
“Why did you refuse the directive?”
The masked man asked, his tone abrupt and interrogative.
“......I thought I could get closer.”
“To earn Maximilian’s trust?”
“.......”
Yukia only nodded. The man snorted.
"By just showing off your driving skills?"
“I judged it would be far more efficient than injuring him and fleeing on the spot.”
“It wasn’t just injury, it was a chance to behead him.”
“......There was someone trailing us secretly.”
That day, Yukia’s keen sense of smell had detected it.
A mana smell so acrid, like burning electricity, that it was hard to believe it was from a human.
“That’s a convenient excuse. But, Menshi.”
The man stepped closer.
"From the moment you entered the Veil, you entrusted your body to the revolution. All directives are for the cause, and you must not refuse them."
To enter Veil, one must sign an oath in blood and mana. It is then recorded in the registry.
"I know that too."
“......I see. Good, I’m glad you understand.”
The man nodded with a sinister smile.
“Such a fucking oath, though. I hated things like that.”
“......?”
Words suddenly blurted out, difficult to understand their meaning. Yukia suddenly turned her gaze toward t⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠he entrance of the factory.
There, she sensed another presence.
──Step.
Footsteps, with no attempt to be concealed.
Yukia’s eyes widened.
──Step.
Quietly, a man revealed himself.
Even her sharp senses had picked him up only at the last moment. His blond hair shone coldly under the moonlight.
"......Did you hear? This is the most definitive evidence."
It was Maximilian.
“.......”
He silently looked at the man and took out a small card. The man accepted it.
“I hope we meet again.”
The man gave a short nod to Maximilian and disappeared.
The deal was over, and now only the two of them remained in the abandoned factory.
──.
Silence settled. The air in the factory became as heavy as lead.
Yukia stared at the longsword strapped to Maximilian’s back.
“.......”
He is a knight of the Empire. There’s no way he would let a suspicious revolutionary spy live.
Should she run?
No, could she run?
......It was impossible.
Yukia simply lowered her head and prepared herself.
──Step.
He approached her.
Each step tightened around her heart.
──Step.
Death was approaching.
──Step.
Suddenly, she thought of her father. He was a quiet man. He didn’t leave many words even to his children. But his back always radiated warmth, and his firm shoulders were something to be proud of more than anyone’s.
His face and voice were now gone from her memory, but was this what they called a life-flashing-before-your-eyes moment?
──Step.
Her dream had been to one day reunite with her father and live a cozy life in a small home.
But the moment her father died, that wish was shattered, and the purpose of her life changed.
Only revenge remained.
──Step.
His footsteps stopped right in front of her. Yukia didn’t resist. She simply closed her eyes.
“......Yukia.”
A cold voice dropped down from above her head.
“Open your eyes.”
She quietly opened them.
“Did you smell it on that man too? That fishy scent?”
The fishy scent. The smell of rotting odor that she had just detected from the man.
She looked up at Maximilian without a word.
“.......”
Maximilian said nothing more. He didn’t interrogate her, didn’t get angry, didn’t draw his sword. He simply stated it plainly.
“You shouldn’t have turned the wheel that day.”
That day when the truck came charging at them.
If she hadn’t turned the wheel, would he have died?
Would she have lived?
"The Revolutionary forces are this kind of organization. You should not have trusted them."
Silence flowed.
A dust-laden wind wind entered through a broken window and fluttered the hems of their clothes. The knight’s hand moved into his coat. Yukia didn’t even dare take a deep breath.
So this is the end.
Just as she was about to tightly shut her eyes.
Tap.
Something touched her chest.
It wasn’t a sword.
It was a document envelope.
“Take it.”
Yukia accepted it. With trembling hands, she looked inside.
There was only a single document within. Her oath, bearing clear traces of red blood and mana.
──「Menshi│Yukia」──
“The one and only original.”
Maximilian spoke indifferently.
“So, if you burn it, that will be enough.”
Yukia stared blankly at Maximilian.
Maximilian took off some kind of accessory from his chest. A roughly carved wooden necklace.
"......Think of it as a request from your father."
Yukia looked closely at the markings and traces carved into it.
The carving style was all too familiar, her father’s handiwork.
“Yukia Tariq.”
Maximilian called her name.
“Revenge can never become conviction. It will only be a poison that eats you alive. Eric would’ve simply wanted you to live on.”
Leaving those words behind, he simply turned away. Without slashing her neck, without throwing her into prison......
One step.
Two steps.
Three steps.
He walked away from her.
“.......”
Left alone, Yukia blankly watched his retreating figure.
The chill of dawn brushed her nose.
Standing there in the dark dust, she recalled his words.
‘Eric would’ve simply wanted you to live on.’
She raised her trembling hands. In her left hand was her life-bound oath, and in her right, the crudely carved wooden necklace.
─Srrrk.
She stroked the surface of the necklace with her fingers.
The grain of the wood, rough yet warm, carv⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠ed by her father through countless sleepless nights.
The familiar warmth touched her fingertips. The unique texture of the Yaken race remained.
It was as if she were touching her father’s hand.
***
“Will you be alright?”
On the way back. Schatz, in the driver’s seat, asked.
“There’s no reason to give in to the Revolutionary forces’ intentions. No matter what mistakes someone’s made, if they’re someone I need, I should keep them by my side.”
“......No matter how I see it, it just looked like you let her go.”
“She’ll come back. Without fail.”
I’m certain. Yukia will return.
Not only had I used every “method of moving people” that Johann spoke of during our conversation, but her wiretapping device still remained in my office.
“Yes. But, will you let that man live?”
“.......”
The bastard was an Ezenheim. The Revolutionary forces hadn’t given Yukia a second chance. They simply tried to snuff her out by selling her out.
At the very least, it wasn’t the method of the Revolutionary forces that I knew. Naturally, it was the move of the Ezenheim hidden within the Revolutionary forces.
Which meant──
“The Ezenheim are aware that the Yaken are a threat to them.”
That was the hypothesis I could form.
“Huh?”
“No. Keep him alive for now and just observe. Let him live in comfort.”
Someday, I’ll kill him for sure.
But since I’ve identified him, I intended to watch a little longer and see how this Ezenheim, who’s become a traitor to the revolution, would act.
Wo⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠of!
A dog’s bark came from the back seat. It was Shaun, one of the shepherds that Schatz raised with unusual dedication.
“That dog barks too much.”
“......He doesn’t bark that much.”
Schatz's lips pouted slightly.
“It’s not your fault, Schatz. Bring him to my mansion sometime. He’ll improve once he meets Leo.”
“Shaun is smart too.”
“I know. He looks smart.”
Shepherds are naturally intelligent, but that one was also from the premium auction. Probably two to three times more clever than the average shepherd.
"I'm saying that compared to Leo. Leo is smarter than most people."
“I see.”
Schatz didn’t seem to believe me. Or maybe she was just overestimating her own dog.
It doesn't matter. Once she meets him even once, she’ll understand right away.
“Leo is the king of the Aran Shepherds. That Shaun of yours will know once he sees him.”
Woof!
Shaun barked. There was a lack of intelligence in his bark. His fur was lacking, too. The fur sticking out in all directions, compared to Leo, was like a preschooler.
"Pfft."
I chuckled quietly and leaned back in my seat.
"It will take about an hour. Please rest comfortably."
Schatz said. I silently closed my eyes.
Beside Schatz, who was growing up as righteously as Leo, was probably one of the safest places for me.
“Alright.”
This kind of leisure isn't bad either.
The world is on the brink of ruin, but no, it’s exactly because it’s on the brink of ruin.......
That I must delicately manage my mental state and stress.
~~~
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Chapter 98: Your Belief (1)
The front garden of the mansion.
Under the warm spring sunlight, two dogs were playing. To be precise, one was disciplining the other.
“.......”
Schatz looked back and forth between the two with a curious expression.
“.......”
She stared at them for a long while without saying anything, then finally asked me,
“......Sir Knight. What did you feed him while raising him?”
"Is that really all you're curious about?"
"The difference in their body sizes is just too much."
They’re around the same age, but Leo is much taller. He’s also far more composed. His fur is glossy, and his eyes have the depth of a scholar.“Woof.”
Leo let out a bark as he gently subdued the frisky Shaun by the scruff of his neck.
An air of dignity in teaching proper manners.
“He was just born that way.”
From the start, he was gifted with exceptional talent, grew up drinking elixirs like water, and ultimately managed to digest them all.
Shaun is certainly a genius dog in his own right, but Leo is on a level comparable to a “talented human”.
“I see. Since things have turned out like this, I hope Shaun learns a lot before we go.”
Schatz squatted down on the lawn and watched the two for a long time.
“......Schatz?”
To her, I held out the envelope I had prepared. Schatz blinked and tilted her head.
“I’ve thought about it a lot. From the day you and I first met, until now.”
She opened the envelope. Inside were drafts of the policies I intended to propose to the Empire.
“You’re still under limited pardon. Someone I pulled out with the authority of a knight, a death row inmate on stay of execution.”
The contents of the draft were as follows.
1. All overseas profit remittances by corporations within the Empire shall be completely prohibited. Capital must circulate only within the Empire.
2. Corporate dividend payouts shall be limited to a specific ratio. Surplus profits above a certain scale must be devoted to purchasing Imperial bonds.
3. In cases where major economic crimes such as embezzlement, breach of trust, or tax evasion are discovered, or where the core industry is not primarily produced by Imperial Arans, immediate 'Aranization' shall be carried out.
Additionally, there was a single sheet of paper detailing someone’s personal information.
“.......”
Schatz’s expression hardened.
「Mason Industries」
It was the background information of the corporate chairman who was her enemy.
I whispered softly.
"He isn't a pure Aran. He is a Merin half-blood."
Of course, these policies were essentially exploitation in the name of enforcement anyway.
But as Johann said, propaganda is ultimately about meaning. Assigning meaning to every action and packaging it in a way that benefits me.
I transformed part of the policies prepared for war into a gift for Schatz.
“The time will come soon.”
Schatz’s hand trembled.
Fortunately, this time, it seemed to feel like a proper gift.
“......Yes.”
I must not take my people for granted. Dieter, Johann, and Schatz are all others who could betray me at any time.
The only person I can fully trust at all times, sadly, is still only Enzi.
“Thank you.”
She bowed her head. Just then, the chef specializing in dog meals brought out their food. Leo tied a napkin around Shaun’s neck, who was drooling profusely.
"Then, shall we have a sparring match?"
I smiled faintly and picked up the wooden sword.
"It's a skill assessment."
"Yes. Sounds good."
Schatz confidently drew up her mana. Blue sparks crackled all over her body.
Flap.
Leo suddenly stopped eating. Both of his eyes locked onto us.
A posture of wanting to learn what needed to be learned. Truly, a dog with the drive to improve.
“Are you ready?”
“Anytime.”
I closed my eyes. Steadied my breath and refined my mana.
The mana of Ebenholtz is tranquil. Like flowing water, like shining moonlight. A pure wave of perfection, colorless and scentless, undetectable even to Yukia. That bloomed from within my body.
On the other hand, Schatz burned like a short circuit. Her mana was like a spark. A wave with electromagnetic properties... And the moment it burst.
Pazzzzt──!
It was not that my vision narrowed, but as if space itself had been deleted.
She tore through the atmosphere and charged. Reaction came before cognition. I instinctively extended my sword.
Flow of Ebenholtz.
Like wrapping a rough wave in a gentle brushstroke, I attempted to divert her ferocious trajectory.
However, the medium was the problem.
Craack──!
Before my mana could even reach and neutralize it, the ultra-high-voltage current surrounding her burned through the wooden sword.
The blade screamed and shattered. Charred sawdust and fragments scattered like sparks. I stood still, holding only the broken hilt, while Schatz had already passed far beyond me.
“.......”
Silence.
The presence behind me came to a halt. Schatz slowly turned to look at me.
A thin line of blood was drawn across her neck.
A wound grazed by my sword energy in the moment the sword broke.
“If it had been a real sword, my neck probably would've been cut.”
It wasn't just lip service. Her face held a genuine expression of admiration, about half of it, anyway. I let out a bitter smile.
How does this woman keep getting stronger all on her own?
Still, there's no need to be too envious. Talent is inherently unfair.
"......Let's go have a meal now."
“Yes.”
“Any allergies I should know about?”
“None.”
Schatz swallowed her saliva as she followed me.
"Hss. I'm looking forward to it."
I gave a faint smile.
The dining at my mansion had already become that famous.
***
The next day.
I went to work at the Knight Order. As usual, I was processing active mana traces when Chiron walked in, humming a tune.
“One staff member missing, huh?”
That was his version of a greeting.
“And it’s a Yaken, no less.”
With that, he sat down across from me.
I gave a short reply.
“I sent her on leave.”
“A long leave, huh. Good timing.”
Chiron interpreted my words however he pleased.
“Sir Chiron.”
“Hm?”
I pulled an envelope from the drawer and handed it to him.
“It wasn’t the original.”
Chiron raised his eyebrows.
“What?”
“It’s likely a forged document. Although it’s stamped with Veil’s seal, the mana wave is subtly different.”
It was a very sophisticated counterfeit commissioned from Lorenzo of Lorenzo Academy. Even appraisers would be amazed, but would ultimately determine it to be fake.
“Take it and have it examined thoroughly.”
“.......”
Chiron looked briefly disappointed.
“It wasn’t the fault of your informant. I also thought it was genuine at first... It’s very cleverly done.”
I added with a deliberately serious expression.
"Thanks to this, I learned that they're targeting my staff members. It's probably an attempt to sow discord."
Chiron clicked his tongue and picked up the document.
“I’ll get it checked just in case. You never know.”
“Yes.”
“Good work.”
After Chiron left,
and some time passed,
Schatz entered at the appointed moment.
Her lines were predetermined.
“Sir Knight.”
I looked at her.
"The relocation of Eric Tariq's remains has been completed."
She said what was appropriate.
"......That's good."
Yukia's wiretapping method was quite clever.
She had installed two listening devices. One was hidden very subtly, though not so well that it couldn’t be found. It was a kind of decoy. I found and disposed of that one.
However, the remaining one was the real thing.
A mass of mana hidden in the Knight Order’s walls like a circuit, with no physical form. My virus had detected it.
In other words, she was still listening in on this place.
“Was the cleanup handled properly?”
“Yes. The remains were intact. We buried him on Wind Hill in the western Empire.”
Wind Hill, with a clear view of the Western Border. For a Yaken who had wandered the roads all his life, there was no better resting place.
“Well done.”
“Yes.”
It was then.
Ding!
A new headline popped up on the Knight Order’s computer.
It was content about the Kingdom of Zerpha, beyond the western border, requesting support from the Empire.
Finally, the time had come to make use of Kai Han, whom I had planted in Berton.
***
A civil war had broken out in the Kingdom of Zerpha. A clash between the royalists trying to defend the monarchy and the republicans aiming to overthrow the old regime.
In truth, the fighting had probably begun long ago behind the scenes.
The royalists, pushed into a corner, belatedly requested support from the Empire, and the Empire accepted.
However, the royal family specifically requested knight forces─ more precisely, 'Sentinel'. The Imperial Army Command expressed reluctance.
Sentinel is a strategic asset of the Empire. It’s not a card to be carelessly expended in a civil war of another country.
Because of this, before my regression, it was ultimately Lotus who was dispatched instead of Sentinel. But I personally visited the Deputy Commander’s office.
"I will deploy."
“.......”
Deputy Commander Anton had a look that said he expected it. Among the upper echelons of Sentinel, my image might already be set as a war maniac.
“I can’t send you alone. No matter how skilled a knight you are, this is a situation requiring group action. I’ll inform you of the result after the meeting.”
“Yes. Understood.”
──The result of the meeting was approval.
The discussions were intense, but surprisingly, Chiron went so far as to register himself as the overall commander of the operation and insisted on it.
Truly, he is a man with an exceptional sense for reading the political climate.
And so, personnel were selected from within the Knight Order.
Team Leader Maximilian, Leon, Hannah, Royce, and Dare Tan. All were first-year or zero-year members. The Imperial Command had also requested that no forces beyond third-year veterans be deployed, and they trusted my experience in commanding at Genen.
We gathered that very day and boarded Canilan's latest model military transport aircraft.
The zero-year rookies looked tense, while Leon’s eyes sparkled.
“Wow. This is one hell of a plane, Max?”
He looked around the inside of the transport with amazement.
“It’s mine. My personal aircraft.”
“Wow~ I’m jealous. Can you lend it to me sometime? For assault training?”
"......Alright."
“Yes!”
That was not the face of someone heading into battle. The zero-years looked pale, but Leon was as excited as a kid on a field trip.
It was understandable.
Because this guy is a lunatic.
The three zero-years may not be reliable yet, but Leon was definitely someone I could trust.
Roooooar──.
The transport cut across the western sky and landed at the border region, Berton.
“Loyalty.”
Major... no, Lieutenant Colonel Kai Han greeted me on the runway. At some point, he had become the commander of this harsh border garrison.
“Preparations?”
“All set.”
I scanned the assembled soldiers. Even in the skin-piercingly cold wind, their eyes were sharp and full of life.
Originally, this place had been an exile ground for discarded men within the Imperial Guard, but there was no trace of defeat in them now.
This was the result of Kai Han’s capabilities and the pile of money I had sent.
"You've certainly taken control."
“......Thank you. It’s all thanks to your support, Sir Knight.”
“A bonus.”
I handed him the bag I had brought.
“Loyalty.”
If it’s Kai Han, he won’t waste this money. For someone who won’t waste it, I can spare a fortune.
“Lead the way.”
“Yes, this way.”
We immediately moved to the command and control room. A map of the Berton area was spread out on the table.
“Do you have a plan in mind?”
I asked, testing Kai Han’s capabilities.
“Yes. The biggest obstacle is the entry itself into Zerpha’s territory. The republicans must’ve already caught wind of the Empire’s involvement, so they’ve probably raised their border security to the highest level.”
The royalists were holed up in the center, while the surrounding territory belonged to the republicans.
“However, high command has given a directive not to use overly aggressive tactics.”
“So?”
We were here to support the royalists, not to invade. We couldn’t do something insane like bringing tanks in and pushing through, like we did in Genen. That could lead to a full-scale war.
The Empire was not yet ready.
It needed time to reach the “weight class” necessary to wage war.
"We plan to enter by bypassing this mountain range."
Kai Han pointed to the rugged mountain terrain.
“It will take some time to march through, but it’s optimal for a stealthy infiltration that avoids enemy surveillance.”
It was a good route. Safe and certain.
......Or at least, that’s how it “appears”.
But at the end of that route, the enemy will be waiting. A standoff between forces will inevitably occur, and the situation will be dragged out for a long time.
We need to enter Zerpha much faster.
I retraced the steps of my past self.
Back then, I was a fugitive. A bystander. Traumatized by what I had suffered at the hands of Dun Caan, I avoided the battlefield at all costs and instead hid in the safety of the rear, reading history books and battle reports.
It was quite a pathetic hobby.
Here's the question: If such a shut-in-like daily life continues, what happens to a person?
At the very least, on the battlefield, they become the worst kind of human.
The so-called armchair strategist. A basement general.
Because I read it in a book, according to the manual, ah, you shouldn’t do that, this situation happened before too, if you look at past battle cases.......
An idiot with no actual experience, only a mouth full of theory.
I once despised people like Reutern, but in truth, I was no different from them in the past.
Ironically, however, the war history, battle cases, and profiles of enemy commanders that I had read voraciously back then became invaluable assets after my regression.
“......I’ll entrust the operation itself entirely to Lieutenant Colonel Han.”
I gave a subtle look to Han.
It was a sign to temporarily dismiss the others.
"Everyone, you must’ve flown in on short notice, please take a rest. We’ve prepared private rooms with as many amenities as possible.”
“Nice~”
Leon smiled brightly, while Hannah and the zero-years, still tense, stiffly walked out of the room.
When the other adjutants also left the conference room.
“Lieutenant Colonel Han.”
“Yes.”
Now, I intended to propose an alternative plan to him.
One based on the experience I had before regression, a strategy that couldn’t help but be correct.
“I recommend this route.”
I pointed to a narrow, deep “gorge” that cut between the mountains.
“It’s the shortest path to Zerpha. We need to enter the capital swiftly and link up with the royalists.”
“Sir Knight, that terrain is far too ideal for an ambush.”
Kai Han firmly rejected my proposal.
“In fact, we’ve received intel that enemy ambush units are already deployed in that gorge.”
“Of course.”
He’s not wrong.
Even if it weren’t Kai Han, nearly every commander would avoid using this gorge.
Perhaps someone like Reutern would have charged in mindlessly, though.
"However, if you respect the opponent, the story changes. The enemy's commander is a general named Richter."
I tapped the red dot on the map, representing the republican forces.
“Top graduate of the Western Military Academy. A strategist who hasn’t lost a single border conflict in the past twenty years. An exceptionally capable man. He’s someone who expertly utilizes his enemy’s psychology on the battlefield.”
Knowing the future is an incredible asset.
It’s not just about knowing the outcome of events, it means having insight into the enemy commander’s personality, habits, and tactical preferences.
“He would’ve factored in the very possibility that we received intel about the ambush. Which means he expects the Imperial Guard to trust that intel and bypass through the mountains... so he’s likely redirected his main force to intercept us there. That’s what I believe.”
Thus, if we go out of our way to detour over the treacherous mountains, we’ll only run into another front line.
It’s practically a predetermined future.
“In that case, I’ll re-verify the accuracy of the ambush intel.”
“No. Then we’ll miss our window. If they find our movements suspicious, they’ll change their plans.”
I looked directly at Kai Han with unwavering eyes.
“We break through the gorge, fully aware of the ‘ambush intel’, against the enemy's expectations.”
“.......”
Kai Han met my gaze steadily.
I spoke with a faint smile.
“I know. In the end, you’re the commander.”
I wanted Lieutenant Colonel Han to build his own merit. Only then would he grow as a pillar of the Imperial Guard.
And I wanted him to have the capability to match that position.
“The decision is yours.”
“.......”
Kai Han stared at the map, visibly agonizing. I could almost hear the gears turning in his head.
“......May I take a little more time?”
“Of course.”
There was no way he could make the decision easily. That was much better. Had he blindly trusted my ‘foresight’ without his own conviction, it would’ve been even more disappointing.
Leaving Kai Han in the meeting room, I stepped out.
Afterward, I was shown to the best room, following the aide’s guidance.
How long had I been sitting there reading a book?
──Knock knock.
Just as dawn was almost over and morning was about to come, a knock sounded.
I opened the door.
It was Lieutenant Colonel Kai Han.
As he stepped inside, he spoke.
“Sir Knight. We’ll conduct a feint maneuver by moving part of the troops into the mountains to tie down the enemy’s main force, then have the main unit rapidly march through the gorge.”
It was his way of saying he would follow my plan.
A hollow laugh slipped out.
“What changed your mind?”
“Seven years ago.”
Lieutenant Colonel Kai Han held out a document.
“Seven years ago, during a border conflict with the Kingdom of Calio, General Richter employed a similar strategy.”
“.......”
I took it and read.
Just as he said.
Lieutenant Colonel Han had gone and found the justification for this operation.
“If he used it seven years ago, he could very well use it again now.”
I nodded.
In fact, before my regression, the Empire had also supported this civil war, only to end up losing. While the royalist faction had been pathetically incompetent, the republican side had an abundance of remarkable heroes.
Brilliant strategists, valiant generals, revolutionaries who rallied the people.
They were talents ahead of their time, seeking to overthrow a corrupt monarchy.
“I won’t reveal this intent to the soldiers.”
However, that was inevitable.
"However, due to its geographical characteristics, the gorge can significantly delay our advance even with a small force. There is a high probability that General Richter has also placed quite troublesome long-range shooters in the gorge as a contingency."
They are admirable and worthy of respect, but in the wars to come, they will become enemies far too great for the Empire.
“Therefore, I request that you knights move along both sides of the gorge’s slopes and eliminate the obstacles.”
I will try to persuade them.
But if that proves impossible.
For the sake of a better future.
For the survival of humanity.
“Leave it to me.”
I will, with my own hands, sever their heads.
Chapter 99: Your Belief (2)
In an empty office.
Lieutenant Colonel Kai Han set down his cap and gazed steadily at the terrain marked on the map. His eyes moved slowly along the contour lines.
Berton is located in the Western Border Region. It is separated from the Kingdom of Zerpha by the towering Alberon Mountain Range.
If one wished to support the royalist faction from Berton, there were only two options.
One is to detour around or climb through the mountainous area. It’s rugged and time-consuming, but allows for stable maneuvering.
The second is through the gorge that cuts through the mountain range. It has the advantage of being the shortest route, but it’s the worst tactical choice. Because everyone knew that. Therefore, in any normal commander's mind, the gorge was a route that didn't exist.
Had the opposing General Richter left the gorge open precisely because he knew this?
The opportunity cost of an ambush in the gorge is clear. One must allocate that much force, and if troops are split between the gorge and the border area, there's a high chance they’ll be instantly crushed by the Empire’s troops supported by knights.
“Rock-paper-scissors.”
In the end, it’s an endless game of rock-paper-scissors.However, Maximilian's thinking was open, and he cut through the snake-biting-its-tail dilemma with a single stroke.
Was it because he was young? Or was it innate?
......No.
It was neither.
Maximilian understood his opponent. And that understanding made him meticulous.
In public opinion, there are many who describe the ‘Genen Suppression Incident’ as a disaster caused by Maximilian’s impulsiveness.
However, the Maximilian that Kai Han knows is quite the opposite.
He has no impulsiveness.
Every action of his is grounded in rationale.
Therefore, Maximilian knew everything and still tested him. He led him to dig into General Richter’s past records.
Perhaps Maximilian is far more than what this continent believes him to be.......
Knock knock.
The sound of his adjutant knocking came.
Kai Han raised his head.
“Come in.”
The adjutant entered and saluted.
“Lieutenant Colonel. When should we begin the deployment?”
“.......”
He silently looked out the window. Gray clouds hung low in the sky.
“A snowstorm will soon hit.”
While it’s already a late spring in the Empire’s central region, Berton is still in the grip of winter. When a snowstorm comes, visibility is obscured. Footprints are covered, and sounds become muffled. It’s the perfect weather to dull the enemy’s reconnaissance.
“When it starts snowing, prepare to reroute all military trucks along the detour route through the mountains. Instead, move with a small force. We need to make them misunderstand.”
“......Misunderstand, sir?”
The adjutant asked back.
“Yes. Vehicles can’t enter the gorge due to the terrain anyway. Have the main force minimize their gear and prepare accordingly.”
In other words, the main force would be passing through the gorge.
The adjutant's expression turned serious.
“Yes, understood!”
He dashed out.
“Haa.......”
Lieutenant Colonel Han took a moment to steady his breath, and suddenly remembered the bag Maximilian had handed to him. The bonus sitting by his feet. He opened the zipper.
Zzzip.
“......Huh?”
Kai Han had always thought of himself as someone not easily surprised, a rather dull person. After all, composure is the most important quality for a commander.
But just this one bag shattered his calm. His eyes nearly popped out.
“This is way too.......”
Much.
He hadn’t even used up the operational funds he received last time, and yet this was several times that amount.
***
The lounge of the Berton garrison base. Zero-year knights Royce and Dare Tan were loitering around inside with their hands clasped behind their backs for no particular reason.
“Loyalty!”
"Ah yes. Good work."
“Loyalty!”
“Ahh. Good work.”
Receiving salutes felt better than expected. The soldiers' disciplined gestures, how to put it. This kind of treatment might just be the reason he became a knight.
“Loyalty!”
“Ahh. Good work.”
“Hey. Look over there.”
Dare Tan gestured with his chin.
In a corner of the lounge, Hannah was walking briskly, arms full of books.
“What’s all that?”
Royce stepped in front of her. Hannah hesitated, then looked up at them.
“......Study materials.”
“You went out of your way to bring that all the way here? Ha.”
Dare Tan scoffed through his nose.
As if trying to prove she’s a commoner.
Honestly, he still didn’t understand why she was even here.
“What do you mean, bring? There’s a library here too? I borrowed them from there.”
“......There’s a library? In this backwater?”
Royce furrowed his brow.
“Yup~ there is.”
A rather friendly voice came from behind. It was Leon.
The three of them instinctively straightened their backs.
Among the zero-years, Leon is known as one of Maximilian’s closest aides. After all, hardly anyone dares to call Maximilian just “Max”.
“It wasn’t here before, but they apparently built one recently for the soldiers’ welfare. There’s even a computer there.”
“Oh, really?”
“Yeah. But looks like only officers and above can use it. The regular soldiers don’t even get to look at it.”
A computer, a device condensed with the Empire’s latest mana circuit technology, is an extremely expensive item, even within the Empire.
And to think such an item exists even at a frontier outpost like this.
"Follow me. Max is calling for you."
Leon gestured. The faces of the three stiffened with tension.
Leon was easygoing, but Maximilian was not.
Frankly, he was scary.
「Supply Room」
They followed Leon and arrived at the supply room. Maximilian was already seated inside.
He tossed a backpack.
“Take it.”
At first glance, it looked like an ordinary backpack, but the inside was so deep the bottom wasn't visible.
“It’s an expansion backpack.”
Royce and Dare Tan gave a bitter smile.
“Ah, Sir. We brought our personal equipment, so we don’t need military–”
“It’s not military-issued.”
“......Sorry?”
The two tilted their heads and inspected the gear.
“Oh, oh?”
“Oh!”
The artifacts given to the zero-years were likely the highest-grade backpacks currently available, manufactured by Lorenzo Academy.
Sometimes, those unfamiliar with magic mistake expansion backpacks for some sort of infinite pouch, but in reality, they’re simply items that use mana to expand the spaces between particles.
In other words, the volume increases by two to three times, but the mass does not decrease.
Even so, they’re so expensive that enlisted soldiers can’t even dream of affording one.
"Fill them up and bring them back."
“Yes, sir!”
What one chooses to fill in that backpack, that too reflects the user’s capability.
.......
Supply room at the Berton base.
Leon fiddled with his backpack as he asked.
“Max. Not happy with them?”
“What?”
“I mean them. The zero-years. We saw them a few times coming and going at Empire Point, right?”
Royce. Dare Tan. Hannah.
Chiron had deliberately assigned this group for the current deployment.
“No.”
I looked out the window. It seemed like the snowstorm was about to begin.
“No? So you like them?”
“Yeah.”
Royce. Dare Tan. Of course, they’re pampered nobles. Their necks are way too stiff, and they reek of entitlement.
But they have high potential. The kind of guys who, in the fallen Empire, fought invaders to the bitter end and were executed, ones who would never betray the Empire.
Hannah, being a commoner, actually possesses far more talent than the two of them.
“I like them.”
“......That’s unexpected.”
“They remind me of how I used to be.”
I gave a small smile.
The days when I was immature, arrogant, and took the world lightly. I couldn’t help but feel a strange sense of kinship.
Right then, the zero-years returned with their backpacks. They were stuffed full.
“We’re ready!”
All of their voices were brimming with energy.
I gestured toward them.
“Open them all.”
“Uh...... sorry?”
"Gear inspection."
They seemed quite flustered by my words.
Well, knights don’t normally get their belongings inspected.
“I said, open them.”
“Ah...... yes, sir.”
Royce opened his bag first. As he began taking things out one by one, it was annoying, so I grabbed it myself and dumped everything out.
Clatter.
“.......”
A bottle of fine wine, cigars, spare silk pajamas, premium chocolate, emergency rations, a mana stone flashlight... looked like he came on a picnic.
“Throw everything away except the chocolate and emergency rations.”
“Y-yes? Ah, I mean, this is my─”
“I said throw it away.”
“......Yes, sir.”
Royce bowed his head.
Next was Dare Tan.
He wasn’t much different. He also had another pair of silk pajamas.
Seriously, what’s with these guys and pajamas?
“Burn all the pajamas.”
“Ah, sir... I can’t sleep without them......”
Dare Tan bit his lip with a face on the verge of tears.
"Do you still think you're 19 years old?"
"What? Ah, yes. That's right, I'm 19 years old......."
“What?”
I glanced at Leon. Leon smiled wryly.
"Going by his birthday~ I guess he's not 20 yet."
"Ha."
This is why the noble society collapsed.
“......Just burn these for now.”
I handed the damn silk pajamas over to Leon.
“Okay.”
Finally, I flipped Hannah’s bag over. Most of it was food, and there were a good amount of supplies and medicines in case of an emergency.
Thud.
But then, something big, round, and green rolled out of her bag.
It was a vegetable.
A cabbage.
“.......”
Thud. I stared down at the three cabbages rolling around.
Thud. Now it was four.
They were very fresh.
“Why are there so many cabbages?”
“......I’m sorry.”
Hannah bowed her head.
“I asked why.”
“Because I like cabbage.......”
My brow furrowed instantly.
"Do you know what a knight's greatest weakness is? Tanks? Cannons? Magic? No."
Crunch!
I crushed the cabbage with my hand. The leaves burst and fragments flew everywhere.
“My cabbage......”
Despair spread rapidly in Hannah's eyes.
“Hunger.”
I brushed off the shredded cabbage bits and spoke.
"Knights consume both Mana and stamina simultaneously. That means we need as much fuel as a tank."
Training and actual combat are very different. No matter how intense training is, it doesn't drain as much as real combat. On the battlefield, Mana is kept at a very heightened state.
So the longer a mission drags on, the more a knight must constantly replenish calories.
“I’ll give you thirty minutes.”
I told them.
"Fill them up again."
.......
Mess hall at the Berton garrison base.
The three knights were preparing food. They’d put some thought into it.
First, they melted a good amount of butter in a pot, then dissolved sugar into it, and chopped the meat into tiny bits to concentrate it. It was an incredible nutritional bomb preserved ration described in the food reference books in the library.
“Hey, are you sure this stuff’s gonna work? We’re not gonna die eating this, right?”
Royce and Dare Tan asked. Hannah, meanwhile, added cabbage slices to her own pot and snapped back, annoyed.
“God, how many times do I have to say it? It’ll work.”
“If it doesn’t work, I’ll make you eat it first.”
Chop, chop.
They cooled the now-thick mixture, portioned it into containers, and neatly packed them into their backpacks.
Hannah suddenly fiddled with her backpack.
"......But this extension backpack is really nice."
It seemed like leather yet was as tough as metal, and light in weight. Was it some kind of functional fabric treated with Mana.
"Aah~ Hannah, is this your first time seeing something like this?"
“It is. So what.”
At Hannah's blunt reply, Royce shrugged his shoulders.
“Honestly, it’s my first time too. It’s way better than my usual one.”
"......What."
Click, click. Hannah fastened the buckles on her backpack.
“This thing... we’ll have to return it after the mission, right......?”
“Obviously. Were you thinking of keeping it? Just look at it, it’s gotta be worth over 300,000.”
“Th-Three hundred thousand!?”
Hannah's eyes widened. Dare Tan chuckled and shook his head.
“Different, definitely different~ Is it because you grew up without anything? Trying to keep something like this. You'll go to prison if you do that. Is this why commoners embezzle so often?”
“Ah, shit. Seriously. Shut up?”
“Wooow~ In the Capital, telling a noble to shut up would land you an instant fine. I’ll let it slide this time.”
At that moment, Leon knocked on the metal counter from behind.
“Knights. Time’s almost up~”
“Ah, yes!”
They gathered their rations and stood before Maximilian in the「Supply Room」.
Maximilian dumped their backpacks out again and checked the contents.
"......Now let's get ready."
He nodded in satisfaction and stood up.
"We will be operating separately from the main force."
***
Whiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii───!
Above the gorge of Berton, the land was swept by a bone-chilling snowstorm.
Visibility was blurred white, and the sound of wind made eardrums feel stuffed.
“Can everyone hear me?”
I asked with my hand pressed to my ear.
─Leon. Loud and clear.
─Yes. Royce. I can hear you well.
─Dare Tan. Same here.
─Hannah. I hear you.
This, too, was a communication device developed by Lorenzo Academy, worn in the ear. Using the highest-purity mana stones, its mana waves remained unaffected even in a snowstorm. Each unit was worth over 300,000.
We stood atop the gorge's highest ridge. Below, the winding gorge stretched like a snake. Before long, Kai Han’s Imperial Guard unit would enter through there.
“Haa.......”
I closed my eyes briefly, then opened them.
Ebenholtz Second Formula, Mana Assimilation.
I focused mana into my optic nerves. My pupils turned silver, and the world beyond the snowstorm became distinctly visible like a thermal image in black and white. Atop the gorge, between the rocks and within the snow, tiny traces of heat lay in hiding. The enemy’s reconnaissance units.
─This is Kai Han. The main force is entering the gorge now.
Kai Han’s voice came through in my ear.
“Main force entry confirmed. We’ll proceed while matching their pace.”
─Yes. Understood.
─Yes, sir!
─Confirmed.
I drew my sword.
The core of this mission is simple: eliminate the reconnaissance teams stationed in the gorge so they can't return to their main force.
“I will now brief you on the enemy’s positions.”
I identified enemy positions and moved through the snowstorm.
Shring──!
Each time my longsword flashed, red blood splattered and was quickly swallowed by the white storm. The entire process was utterly silent.
The sounds disappeared and not a single scream rang out.
.......
──56 hours elapsed.
The Imperial Guard led by Lieutenant Colonel Kai Han pushed through the gorge after a forced march.
“There! I see houses!”
At the shout from the vanguard, the soldiers' heads lifted.
Beyond the snowstorm, the vague outline of a village came into view. It was a border village of the Kingdom of Zerpha. A scattering of old wooden houses, smoke rising from chimneys, cows grazing leisurely in the pasture. A peaceful rural scene, but the soldiers had already reached their limit. Their breaths were ragged, their legs trembling.
“Haa.......”
Kai Han let out a sigh of relief.
Maximilian’s strategy had been correct. There had been no ambush, and the snowstorm had served as a perfect cover for the main force’s march.
“We need rest now.”
To lead exhausted troops straight toward the capital would be suicidal. They needed food and a place to warm their bodies.
“All troops, set up camp on the outskirts of the village and await orders! Stay alert!”
Kai Han and his adjutant approached the largest house. It was attached to a sizable cattle ranch.
Knock knock.
“Is anyone home?”
The door cracked open slightly, and a pair of tense, wary eyes scanned them. After confirming their Imperial uniforms, the door slammed shut.
Thud. The sound of a latch being thrown came from inside.
“It seems...... our uniforms aren’t exactly welcome here.”
Just as the adjutant was smiling bitterly.
──Crunch. Crunch.
Footsteps over snow approached.
“What’s going on?”
It was Maximilian. Having completed his mission atop the gorge, he had just rejoined them.
"......Sir knight. The residents are refusing to cooperate─"
Knock knock.
Maximilian knocked on the door instead of replying. There was no response.
He let out a faint sigh and opened his mouth.
"I'm giving you a warning."
Lieutenant Colonel Kai Han's eyes widened. Maximilian had just spoken in Zerphan, not in the Imperial tongue.
“If you do not open the door right now, you will die.”
Even without understanding the words fully, the tone of voice made it clear.
It was a threat.
──Knock knock.
"3."
He knocked as he counted down.
"2."
Before he even said “1”, the door creaked slightly open.
Maximilian stretched out his hand and forcefully pried the door open wider.
──Bang!
The door was ripped from its hinges with a loud crash, screws and hinges clattering to the floor. Inside, the family let out gasps of fear.
“Pleasure to meet you.”
Maximilian smiled and strode inside. The room held a family of seven. There were even three small children.
Kai Han’s heart pounded. They had minimized their gear to cross the gorge quickly. So relying on local supplies through requisition was only natural, but still...
“We are the relief forces from the Empire. Our soldiers are famished after a long march.”
Maximilian looked slowly around the room as he spoke.
“Sell the cattle from your ranch.”
A short silence fell.
Gulp. The family head who had swallowed hard gathered his courage and shook his head.
"......That's not possible. Those cattle are everything to our family. I absolutely cannot sell—"
“Family. Even a household this small calls itself a family.”
“.......”
Whoosh─ Maximilian slipped a hand inside his coat. The family flinched and backed away.
What emerged in his hand was a checkbook.
“There’s no such thing as ‘impossible’.”
Maximilian wrote a number with a fountain pen and tore the check out.
“If there are any cows you’re particularly fond of, we’ll leave those out. We’ll buy the rest.”
Swish. He laid the check down on the table. The man picked it up with trembling hands. The moment he saw the amount, his eyes went wide in shock.
It was a familiar sight for Lieutenant Colonel Han.
“Th-this is......”
"If you're having trouble calculating the exchange rate."
Maximilian added kindly,
“it should be about 1.3 billion zent in Zerphan zents.”
One million Imperial dollars was equivalent to 1.3 billion Zerphan zent.
It must have been an unimaginable amount of money in a village like this.
“It’s the Empire’s gratitude to the villagers who welcomed the Imperial Army.”
“Ah......”
“It should be enough to build a proper family legacy from now on.”
The check fluttered in the family head's hand. A small smile spread across his lips.
Maximilian looked at him for a moment, then gestured to Lieutenant Colonel Han.
“First, feed the soldiers.”
Kai Han nodded, hiding a smile.
“......Yes, understood.”
Maximilian did not exploit civilians. If something was absolutely necessary, he absolutely paid more than its worth. He maintained his dignity and never lost his decorum.
Perhaps because the very act of plundering is unbecoming of a noble......
Chapter 100: Your Belief (3)
──Chik! Chijijik!
The once dark interior of the house lit up brightly. Instead of the soot-covered candle, a mana stone hanging from the ceiling emitted a white radiance.
“It’s done.”
It was a lamp made of a mana stone. The structure was simple. Just a well-carved stone shelf, and a high-purity Mana Stone carefully placed on top of it.
I always carry spare Mana Stones with me. Thanks to Virus’s intuition, I can perform these kinds of tricks.
“It should last a long time.”
The mana stone itself isn't omnipotent, but when an impromptu circuit is carved into it and it's supplied at optimal efficiency like this, it functions quite well, almost like a finely crafted machine.
“As long as the lamp doesn’t break, it should last at least ten years.”
The family head opened his eyes wide. For reference, the front door I had broken had already been replaced by the soldiers.
“Thank you.”──Fwoooosh!
The sound of a fire being lit came in from outside. The soldiers were currently having their meal out there.
“.......”
I sat at the table. The family still seemed afraid of me, and the family head was clutching the check tightly to his chest without letting go. That sight felt rather endearing.
“Any bank will exchange it. Don’t worry.”
I picked up the steaming black tea. It was a crude mug, but the tea had a deep aroma.
“The meal was delicious. The roasting was just right.”
Even to someone like me who eats top-tier ingredients prepared by chefs every day, the local flavor felt refreshingly new.
It made me realize once again that the world of gourmet food knows no bounds.
“......Th-thank you.”
The wife shyly lowered her head.
The family head cautiously asked,
“But... how did a noble such as yourself come to speak Zerphan so fluently?”
To them, an imperial citizen, especially a noble, speaking the language of a foreign nation fluently would be quite rare.
Over the last 100 to 200 years, imperial nobles have frequently appeared as villains in various novels and plays of other nations. When it comes to masterminds or villains, it's always those types of nobles.
It was partly due to Ezenheim’s scheming, but the corruption within the noble society was also a significant reason.
“Hmm.......”
I set down the teacup and looked at the Zerphans.
Before my regression, one of the biggest reasons the Empire’s war failed was its disdain for the local population. They engaged in rampant plundering, which caused public sentiment to hit rock bottom. Even in the western nations we managed to occupy, resistance movements sprang up wildly.
“Learning languages is a hobby of mine.”
Fear is necessary when it's needed, and I must be the most ruthless then, but there's no need to 'go out of my way' to make enemies.
That’s my belief.
"They say it resembles the song of birds."
I answered gently.
"The Zerpan language has a uniquely beautiful rhythm."
Even I feel a bit embarrassed saying such things. My linguistic ability is really purely thanks to the virus.
Because of Virus, my memory became as accurate as a photograph, and with that improved memory, I naturally became good at things I’d never even considered before. As I got better, they became fun, and as they became fun, I learned them more thoroughly.
A continuous cycle of positive reinforcement.
“The intonation is like singing, so I enjoyed learning it the whole time.”
A subtle smile spread across the lips of the family head and his wife.
Language comes from the mouth. Perhaps nearly everything a person speaks is rooted in their native language.
Pride in the language that nourishes one's roots is something that resonates with everyone, regardless of borders.
“......Also.”
My eyes turned to the staff displayed in a frame above the fireplace. It was a shepherd’s staff, worn smooth and glossy at the end from use.
“I’ve heard that the shepherds of Zerpha are those who follow the path of kings.”
“Ah... yes. Th-that’s right.”
The family head scratched the back of his head, looking sheepish.
“O-our family has been shepherds for generations... Even the royal family makes rounds here every few years, so in this region, we’re considered a fairly old lineage......”
He suddenly cut off his words, flinching. Seeming to realize something too late, he glanced at me nervously.
I waved my hand.
“Any household that holds onto its family motto, preserves its trade, and passes it down through generations is a true lineage. You may take pride in that.”
“Haha.......”
The family head smiled shyly, but his shoulders had straightened a bit. I looked at them and spoke softly.
“I’ll give you one piece of advice.”
Tuk. I set down the teacup.
“Just as I’ve learned your language, you should learn the Imperial language as well.”
Locals who can speak the Imperial language, at the very least, won’t die a pointless death. On the contrary, they’ll be treated with respect.
“In the not-so-distant future, it’ll likely come in very handy.”
I motioned with my eyes toward the children peeking at me from behind.
The family head quietly nodded.
“Y-yes. N-now that we have money, I’m thinking of sending the kids to school......”
“That’s good to hear.”
I smiled and stood from my seat.
"I hope it continues for a long time. Your tradition."
That was a wish I meant sincerely.
May the children’s children, and their children’s children too.
May this world continue.
May this tiny family’s line never be cut off, and may they never face ruin......
***
The Berton unit slaughtered a cow.
A thick soup made by thoroughly boiling fresh meat and bones was served, and the remaining meat was salted and preserved as food for future operations.
It was a moment of rest after an extreme march.
“......No, but seriously, that doesn’t make sense.”
Royce, using his personal silver knife, one he had hidden in his coat to avoid being caught during the gear inspection, sliced up a steak and dipped it into a special sauce, also smuggled in, and chuckled incredulously.
“How, no seriously, how?”
“What?”
Dare Tan, sitting beside him, sliced his steak as he raised his eyebrows.
“What he just said didn’t make any damn sense. How can it be?”
Royce simply couldn’t wrap his head around it.
Maximilian’s learning... no, was his linguistic ability a form of refinement?
Either way, it had been unexpected.
“Honestly, I don’t think his grades were even that good back during Empire Point.”
Royce murmured with a tilted head. Dare Tan nodded.
“True enough.”
“We were all shocked when we saw his transcript. It was so... average.”
“Yeah. But today, he was kind of impressive, wasn’t he? Like, speaking in a foreign language and stuff. What was it... shala shyon make depassifrom?”
Dare Tan muttered the bits of Zerpan he vaguely remembered.
“Maybe I should try learning a language too.”
Maximilian’s foreign language skills were extremely fluent. At least, that’s how it sounded to them.
“What nonsense. The Imperial language is the common language of the continent, why bother with other languages? Just speak the Imperial one well.”
Royce grumbled as he chewed through the meat heartily.
“──Knights.”
Just then, Leon appeared. As always, he wore a cheerful smile.
“Once you’re done eating, head to the barracks. Meeting in 10 minutes.”
“Yes, understood.”
“Yup!”
Both of them shot up and saluted. Leon waved his hand and headed into the barracks.
As soon as they sat back down, Hannah returned with an armful of ingredients.
"I got some cabbage from nearby. Do you guys want some too?"
“.......”
“.......”
Royce and Dare Tan made disgusted expressions. Hannah’s nose wrinkled in displeasure.
"Don't eat it if you don't want to."
Hannah finely chopped the cabbage and tossed it into the pot. The crunchy texture added to the thick meat soup. It definitely looked more appetizing.
Maybe it’s because she’s from some rural backwater. She actually knows how to make things taste good.
Royce and Dare Tan quietly held out their soup bowls. As she served them, Hannah mumbled,
“But... doesn’t Sir Leon seem really nice?”
“.......”
“.......”
That statement was, quite frankly, beyond ridiculous. Royce and Dare Tan looked at each other with incredulous expressions.
"What. Again. Why?"
Hannah’s brows furrowed.
“You... don’t know?”
Leon von Adolf Ascar.
He looks gentle. He looks kind. His behavior and tone are both gentle.
However, his family, the Ascars, are very notorious.
Even within the Empire, they’re known as one of the most famous dens of supremacists. They don’t even consider subspecies to be human, and they’re extremely strict about one’s origin even within the Empire.
Hannah, a commoner, probably can’t even imagine what kind of darkness might be lurking behind Leon’s smile, but to Royce and Dare Tan, who are both nobles in their own right, it’s something they instinctively sense.
To be precise, it 'emanated' from him.
"......Forget it. Just eat your food."
Royce didn’t bother explaining.
“God, you guys are jealous all the time, huh. Sigh.”
At Hannah’s nonsense, they could only give a hollow laugh.
Royce was scooping up the cabbage and meat from his soup together when suddenly, irritation surged up.
“Hey. Be honest, I’m better looking, right? I’m objectively the best-looking one, right? So what the hell would I be jealous for-”
.......
The knights gathered in the commander's tent.
At the center, Lieutenant Colonel Kai Han had spread out a map, with Maximilian and Leon stood on either side of him.
“Our current location is here.”
Lieutenant Colonel Han planted a blue flag on the hilly area not far from the canyon exit.
“General Richter is likely here.”
He placed a red flag much farther up, at the bypass route along the mountain range.
“He’s probably realized that he’s lost his tactical advantage.”
Tactical disadvantage. Royce rolled the words around in his mouth.
It sounded pretty refined. He’d have to remember that one for use when they got back to the Empire.
“The Royalists are currently holding out against the Republicans inside the Capital. However, if we recklessly march to rescue them, we may find ourselves surrounded instead.”
Lieutenant Colonel Han drew a line across the map’s midsection with his pointer.
“Our main force doesn’t have the numbers to crush them outright, and it’s obvious that General Richter would turn back and strike us from the rear.”
He then scanned the five knights in the room.
“Therefore, from this point forward, the knights will be conducting solo operations.”
He pointed to the enemy encirclement that blocked the path between the Capital and the main force.
“First, penetrate the enemy encirclement and make contact with the Royalist command in the Capital. Inform them of our arrival and coordinate the timing of the link-up operation. In other words, act as ‘messengers’.”
Collecting mana waves during a siege is one of the most basic principles.
In situations where communication is likely to be tapped or blocked, there’s no more reliable messenger than a knight.
“Second, disrupt the enemy by striking their supply lines and other facilities.”
A rear disruption operation using knights as asymmetric assets, far faster and stealthier than ordinary reconnaissance units.
“The goal is to prevent the enemy from focusing entirely on our main force and to buy time for the Empire’s reinforcements to enter more easily.”
The Berton unit wasn’t the only Imperial force deployed for this civil war. In fact, they were just a small mobile unit.
A total of 20,000 troops would be advancing through the plains of Zerpha, and reinforcements would also come through the canyon path that this unit had cleared.
But not a single one of them could be counted on to fight with their 'all'.
Even before the regression, they were the ones who massacred innocent civilians while testing new tactics and weaponry.
“Our main force will form a defensive line here and prepare to break through the encirclement later.”
***
Late at night. On a ridgeline shrouded in darkness, with even the moonlight hidden by thick clouds.
“The communication range of this device is 20 kilometers. In high terrain, it can extend up to 1.5 times that. If you directly infuse mana and forcefully amplify the output, you could push the signal to as far as 2.5 times the base range.”
Before deployment, I carefully explained the equipment to the knights.
Everyone nodded as they inserted the communicators into their ears.
“In dangerous situations, you must make contact. A knight is one of the Empire’s highest-priority assets.”
To be honest, though I don’t want to admit it, from the Empire’s perspective, losing one of these zero-year knights would be more painful than losing the entire Berton unit.
"The strike points are four bridges and one tunnel."
The Kingdom of Zerpha has an unusually high number of hills and rivers, so destroying even a single bridge would force a supply unit to detour dozens of kilometers. The strategy was to exploit this geographical feature.
“Each of you will take responsibility for one bridge. After its destruction, proceed to the Capital, where the Royalists are are holding out. If the route to the Capital is completely blocked and you can’t get through, return to the Berton main camp.”
I pointed to the red markers on the map as I issued a warning.
“Also, don’t get fixated on the destruction of facilities itself. What’s important is to make the enemy aware that a guerrilla unit exists.”
When the rear is attacked, the enemy grows unsettled. They’ll tighten their defenses through internal communication, and once a unit’s alert level rises, they remain fixed in place, unable to move.
For Lieutenant Colonel Han, that much is sufficient.
"What about the tunnel?"
Leon asked. It was the deepest point, and the most heavily guarded.
“I’ll take it.”
The person in charge takes the most difficult part.
It's only natural.
In my pre-regression days, I neglected those responsibilities out of fear. Now, at last, I would begin to take them on again.
“Confirmed.”
Everyone nodded, faces covered with black masks.
I looked at the youngest, Dare Tan.
“And you, 19-year-old?”
“Confirmed!”
Dare Tan straightened his back as he responded.
“Max, if someone heard you talk, they’d think you were thirty.”
Leon quipped lightly from beside me. I furrowed my brows.
Leon quickly looked away and scratched his cheek.
“Sorry.”
I'm already past thirty.
“Begin.”
At my signal, we scattered into the mountains.
From this point on, it was individual combat.
Fweeeeeeee──.
I ran through the highlands. The night wind brushed against my cheeks. My legs wrapped in Mana moved quietly and swiftly up the steep terrain.
There is no noise in Ebenholtz's movements.
Though my feet stepped on grass and fallen leaves, not a single sound leaked out.
This was the effect of Ebenholtz’s mana “attribute”. Perfect for stealth.
“.......”
Running at full speed, suddenly.
In the distance, a beam of searchlight cut through the darkness.
It was the tunnel, my target location.
I stopped at a vantage point within visual range.
A checkpoint was set up at the tunnel entrance. On either side were heavy machine gun emplacements, and armed soldiers stood on alert behind mana stone shield walls.
──Thump.
The moment I laid eyes on them, my heart pounded violently.
A familiar pulse.
A repulsive energy.
Among them, there was an Ezenheim.
“......Haa.”
Letting out a deep breath, I drew my long sword. The cold blade shimmered with silver light.
I quietly lowered my stance. Focused mana into the tips of my feet.
I step on the ground, without truly stepping.
Silence the sound. Erase the presence.
Simply, quietly, become a part of the darkness.......
──Tick.
Time slowed.
My soul accelerated.
──!
I shot forward at a speed the wind couldn’t catch.
Before the searchlight could even reflect a trace, I had already flown over the outpost.
Srrrrrk...
The bandages wrapped around my long sword scattered, and countless silver trajectories radiated outward.
Like petals falling in the night sky. Dozens of slashes spread out.
───Slice.
The gunner holding the machine gun lost his head. A patrolling soldier’s chest was split open. The watchtower collapsed without a sound, and the neck of a young man whose eyes widened at the sight of me soared into the air.
Although these were not Ezenheim...... it couldn't be helped.
As blood sprayed like a fountain, my feet touched the ground at last.
Tuk.
The moment I landed, I leapt again.
Ezenheim.
I pierced the heart of the one wearing a commander's hat.
──Tick.
The acceleration ended.
Kwahsssssh──!
Behind me, a soft wind burst with mana, reverberating through the tunnel.
“Gu-ghk......”
The Ezenheim let out a choking, rattling groan, and then stopped breathing.
I struck once more, cleanly severing his neck.
Then I took a deep breath and reined in my mana.
─Thump.
But my heart didn’t stop pounding.
There’s still one more.
───Thump!
This time, it might be a fairly strong one.
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My enemy is the Ezenheim.
No, humanity’s enemy is the Ezenheim.
But the truth is, I don’t really know much about the Ezenheim. Their homeland, identity, origin, and most of all, why they seek the destruction of this continent.
The fundamental reason is still shrouded in fog.
Because of this, I find myself conflicted every time I face them.
Is simply killing them the right choice?
Should I capture them, torture them, dissect their brains, and conduct human experiments─ do whatever it takes to uncover their secrets?
“.......”
A swordsman stood on the other side. A captain in military uniform.
He is an enemy my heart reacts to. Behind him, a modest number of soldiers have their rifles aimed at me.“Are you a knight of the Empire?”
He asked me in fluent Imperial language. I stood still, gauging his strength.
──Thump.
The virus's reaction was rather dull. However, he was a much easier opponent than Dun Caan.
Thankfully, time was on my side too. I had already destroyed the communications outpost.
"Captain! Give us the signal anytime! We'll shoot him down!"
One of the soldiers shouted in a trembling voice.
“No. Don’t shoot.”
The captain stopped them.
“You can’t deal with someone like him using guns. Don’t provoke him needlessly.”
He gave a bitter smile as he looked at me.
"......For me, it seems even buying time will be difficult."
His eyes looked as if he were ‘acting’ out resignation.
He spoke again in Imperial language.
"If you are indeed a knight of the Empire, I appeal to your chivalry."
Indeed, in the coming great war, language will be a vital asset.
Thanks to that, my desire to study grew even stronger.
“Please let the soldiers go. They are merely following orders.”
The way he bowed politely while gripping his sword made me feel a wave of revulsion. It was absurd and infuriating.
I replied without lowering my sword.
“If you answer my question.”
"......Please let the soldiers go first."
Among the soldiers here, many have young faces.
Just barely twenty, maybe nineteen. Pure-blooded Zerphain, not Ezenheim.
“.......”
I gestured with my chin toward the end of the tunnel.
The captain spoke to them.
“Go.”
“B-but...”
“Now-!”
This is the first time I've encountered an Ezenheim pretending to be a saint so blatantly.
The soldiers dropped their guns and ran, and I glared at him while uttering one sentence.
“You are Ezenheim.”
“......If you’re asking about my origin, yes. That is correct.”
Brazen. The more I look, the more this Ezenheim seems different... Or so I thought. But that couldn’t be.
Until now, I might have unconsciously confined the Ezenheim to a certain ‘mold’.
They are the kind who would do anything for their grand cause.
“There was an Ezenheim who once said this to me.”
I recalled Jacob.
The first Ezenheim I encountered and killed after my regression.
That one was clearly an immature specimen. Young, emotional, and above all, unable to hide his identity.
“‘How dare you steal our language? I’ll rip your heart to shreds and devour it.’”
I mimicked the wave of language he had snarled at me.
At that moment, the captain’s face stiffened.
“That one said he grew up eating hearts. That the extermination of humanity was his goal.”
“.......”
“Where did you come from, and why do you seek to destroy us?”
He looked dazed for a moment, then gave a sorrowful smile.
“I knew... there would be someone like you.”
That expression, so desperately acting out sorrow, was revolting to me.
“However, even among the Ezenheim, not all of us live with the same goal. Just like you people.”
──Perhaps.
It is this very side of the Ezenheim that is the greatest reason for humanity’s defeat.
“We are, in the end, humans just like you.”
An expression far too human.
Emotions far too human.
......All of it, mimicked.
“I, on the contrary, stand against my own kind. I fight for what is right.”
Wearing the same type of skin, speaking the same kind of language, they break down our defenses and pierce our hearts.
“You betray your own kind’s will?”
“Yes. Everyone, all beings in this world have that right. Race is merely race. It cannot determine my ideology, my beliefs, or the future I choose. In the end, we all come from the same roots... we are the same humans, aren’t we?”
The same humans.
I let out a hollow laugh and raised my sword.
“We are not the same humans. At least not you.”
The captain’s face darkened with sorrow.
“......You harbor hatred. Toward an entire race, blind and primal......”
Ssssss──.
Ebenholtz’s mana rippled across the sword’s blade. The man took a deep breath and raised his sword.
“If my death can bring you any comfort, I will gladly accept it.”
Still spewing such f#cking lies until the very end.
I drew an invisible line in space. Mana distorted like moonlight, and at the tip of the blade, a crescent-moon-shaped slash formed.
Ebenholtz Second Form── Moonlight Slash.
The Ezenheim swung his sword as well. His mana glowed blue. It was no different from that of a human.
He never showed the kind of impulse Jacob did.
......Perhaps the existence of the Ezenheim named Jacob was the greatest fortune for me, and for humanity.
Screeeeek──!
In the blink of flashing light, the captain’s sword snapped, and his neck soared through the air.
Even in the moment of death, he collapsed with eyes that seemed not to resent me.
Or perhaps, eyes that seemed to understand me.
“Filthy bastard.”
The virus greedily sucked up his mana, and I crushed his face under my combat boot.
Crack! Crunch!
The calm, serene eyes, nose, and mouth were smashed out of shape.
“......Haa.”
But still, this was unbecoming of me.
I calmed down belatedly and took a deep breath. Brushed back my hair. Straightened my disheveled clothes and wiped off the bits of flesh and dust on my shoulders.
There’s no need to get worked up.
No reason to get heated.
I already know what they are.
“They...... use their own deaths.”
They are the kind who use even their own deaths as stepping stones. All for the single purpose of the world’s destruction.
Therefore, I need a hardened heart.
Unwavering killing intent. Hatred that never strays.
“Hoo.......”
I took a high-purity mana stone out of my inner pocket.
After tossing it lightly, I slashed toward the tunnel’s entrance.
KWAHHHHHH───!
A silver flash, amplified by the mana stone, struck the arch of the ceiling. A deafening roar echoed as the bedrock came crashing down.
The completely collapsed tunnel returned to being part of the mountain range.
─Leon. Bridge destroyed.
─Dare Tan. Bridge destroyed.
─Hannah. Bridge destroyed!
─Royce. Operation successful.
One by one, briefings announcing mission completion came in.
“......This is Maximilian. Now heading to Zerpha’s capital.”
***
We created chaos by destroying enemy facilities and penetrated the gaps in the stiffened siege to enter the capital of the Royalist faction.
And so we arrived at the heart of the Zerpha royalists── 「Elenium Royal Palace」.
“We are knights of the Empire.”
The three zero-years, Leon, and I presented our identification at the main gate of the palace.
The guards thoroughly examined the mana insignias of the Sentinels and then bowed their heads.
“Yes. We’ve been expecting you. Please, come in.”
We entered under the guidance of a steward.
Unlike its grand exterior, the interior was heavy with gloom. The faces of the servants moving about were dark, and the nobles glanced at us warily, eyes filled with guarded suspicion.
The smell of defeat was thick in the air.
“For now, please stay here.”
The steward pointed down a long corridor lined with guest rooms.
“The Crown Prince will be with you shortly. Until then, it would be best for you to rest and recover from your journey.”
"Yes. Let's do that."
I spoke to the other knights.
“Everyone, unpack and get some rest.”
The zero-years didn’t look well. Dark circles hung under their eyes, and their eyelids were heavy. Then again, I haven't slept for 60 hours either.
“Yes.......”
“Understood.......”
Everyone replied weakly and went into their respective rooms.
I, too, opened the door to the room I’d been assigned.
A VIP room prepared for guests. Luxurious carpet, a soft bed, and well-maintained flowerpots by the window.
“Not bad.”
I took off my coat and hung it over the chair. As I sat heavily on the bed, a crushing fatigue pressed down on my shoulders.
“......Max. Got a moment?”
That’s when Leon followed me into the room.
“Yeah. What is it?”
“I’ve got something to say.”
“What is it?”
He dragged a chair backwards and sat on it.
"Um...... about the Imperial Army. Honestly, it doesn't seem like they have any real intention of participating in this civil war, except for us."
He scratched the back of his neck as he continued.
“Truth is, it’s been that way from the beginning. Even before we got here.”
There was a reason the Empire had hesitated to dispatch the Sentinels.
Their true goal wasn’t some rushed rescue of the Zerpha monarchy.
“No. The reinforcements will move soon.”
But that doesn’t matter.
Regardless of the Empire's intentions, I will focus this civil war on the victory of the Royalist faction.
“Eh? Seriously? The reinforcements, you mean Durkon? That’s a pretty hardcore legion.”
The Durkon Legion, with its force of 10,000, was fairly well known even within the Empire. Capable, half of them were crazy.
Before my regression, they’d loitered around Zerpha’s territory for years, requisitioning resources.
“Yeah. Durkon will advance. Definitely.”
“How can you be sure?”
I chuckled as I pulled a towel from the shelf.
“I wrote a few letters.”
Handwritten letters I’d left with Lieutenant Colonel Kai Han.
By now, those letters should have made their way back to the Empire, stabbing at the most sensitive parts of the military.
"It's not orders that move people, Leon."
I took off my top.
“It's ‘relationships’ that do.”
Leon gave me a look, then shrugged with a weird expression.
“Alright~ well. You know knights are just dispatched personnel, we don’t stay longer than a month anyway, right?”
“I know, you idiot. Now get out, I’m gonna wash up.”
“’Kay.”
Leon left, and I stepped into the bath.
First, I checked for any potential wiretaps or surveillance.
Ssssshhh......
I turned on the hot water and soaked my whole body.
The accumulated fatigue slowly melted away in the warmth.
***
──Inside Zerpha territory, local command HQ.
The commander of the「Durkon Legion」dispatched as reinforcements from the Empire, Major General Schweitzer, had forcibly requisitioned the penthouse of a luxury hotel in the city to conduct operational meetings.
“First, calculate how many rounds of the new model magic bombs we’d need to wipe out a village of this size from the map.”
He pointed to a map as he gave orders to the officers. The area was filled with peaceful civilian homes.
“We’ll also run parallel efficiency tests with wide-area incineration magic.”
From the start, the Durkon Legion’s objective wasn’t immediate combat.
Those cowardly Royalist bastards would obviously drag things out with a prolonged siege, so there was no need to waste the Empire's precious resources on them. Therefore, the plan was to test new weapons and military operations in preparation for future wars.
In fact, Major General Schweitzer had received such ‘orders’ directly from high-ranking members of the Imperial Court.
“Additionally. Test how far we can push the mental limits of the wizards before they break.”
Each wizard is a walking tactical weapon. However, to utilize them in combat, they require media such as magic circles and mana stones, and above all, their sensitive minds and bodies must be carefully tended to if they are to function at full capacity.
“─Yes, sir!”
His staff officers responded in unison.
“Subsequently, we will eliminate civilian areas cooperating with the Republican faction.”
When civilians collapse, the nation collapses. This was the doctrine of Wolfgang, the Chief of Staff of the Imperial Guard.
By massacring civilians, they would verify the effectiveness of ‘fear tactics’ and demonstrate the Empire’s might.
“General! A messenger has arrived!”
At that moment, a communications officer came running.
Schweitzer furrowed his brows.
“......Messenger?”
“Yes, sir. A messenger from the Berton unit. They’re requesting coordination regarding the advance plans.......”
"Dismiss them."
“Understood!”
Schweitzer waved him away.
Berton. He didn't even know who they were.
After dismissing the communications officer, Schweitzer was about to resume the meeting.
“──General! We have a transmission!”
The communications officer returned, now with an even more urgent expression.
“Transmission?”
“Yes! Emergency transmission via military line!”
The military mana line installed in the basement of the hotel, connected to the military command in the central-western region of the Empire.
Schweitzer ran a hand through his hair and descended to the basement.
─Aah. Major General Schweitzer. Can you hear me? This is─
“I hear you.”
─Ah. This is Major General Maut.
“Oh, Maut? What’s going on?”
─It's been a while.
It was Maut, a major general from the military and an old classmate. He’d served in the suppression forces in Genen.
─It’s nothing serious. I just wanted to ask, when do you plan to advance?
“......What?”
At the abrupt question, Schweitzer let out a hollow laugh.
─I'm talking about advancing, advancing. You seem to have rested enough on-site, so how long do you plan to just sit there?
“......Not sure what you’re getting at, but this is my jurisdiction, and I’m already operating under orders from above.”
─The royalists are isolated. The Berton unit is already risking their lives on the mission, and yet the main force is just sitting around. What, are you here on vacation?
“What─ didn’t you hear me? I said I have my orders!”
─This is for your own sak─
Click.
Schweitzer cut off the transmission irritably. What the hell is this guy on?
"This crazy bastard suddenly butting in......"
Muttering curses, he climbed back up to the meeting room.
But.
Not even five minutes passed before the communications officer came running again.
“G-General, sir. Another transmission just came in.”
“If it’s Maut, tell him to shut up and get lost.”
“It’s not Major General Maut, sir.”
“Ah, f#ck. Then who is it?”
──This is Lieutenant General Litruman.
At the voice coming through the receiver, Schweitzer responded politely.
“......Ah, yes. Senior, no, I mean, Lieutenant General.”
It was Litruman, headmaster of Empire Point and a senior figure in the military.
─I heard you've established a local command post in Zerpha. Quite some time has passed. What’s the schedule for the advance?
“Uh... apologies, but at the moment, there are no plans to advance. We are currently─”
─What?!
A furious roar burst through the receiver.
─Do you have a death wish?! You went all the way there and you have no advance plans!
“N-No, that’s not it. But I’m under orders I can’t disclose. We’ve been testing new weapons and tactics─”
─You test those on the battlefield, you balding fool! Get your ass moving now!
“.......”
Schweitzer quietly touched his barren crown and bit his lip.
Litruman was the head of Empire Point. It was a political position, yes, but on the battlefield, he was effectively a civilian.
So why all of a sudden─
─If you just sit there doing nothing, huh?! I’ll kill you myself. You got that?!
“Lieutenant General Litruman, with all due respect, I’m under direct orders from above.”
─You son of a bitch! You just stay right where you are!
This time, it was Lieutenant General Litruman who cut the line first.
“......Ha.”
Schweitzer dazedly lowered the receiver.
'Did all these old geezers overdose on something together?'
"What the hell is going on......."
As if losing his hair wasn’t irritating enough, now this.
He needed to vent. Blowing up one village wouldn’t cut it anymore. He’d need to wipe out at least two to feel better.
“Everyone, sit back down!”
Just as Schweitzer returned to the conference room to resume the operational meeting.
But once again.
“G-General, sir!”
“What now?!”
The communications officer came running again, on the verge of tears.
──Major General Schweitzer. This is Lieutenant General Walter.
Schweitzer groaned and rubbed his forehead.
Lieutenant General Walter, one of the military’s key powers, and all but guaranteed to be promoted to General.
─It's been a while. Good to hear from you.
“......Yes, sir. Good to hear from you as well. Is this... about that again?”
─‘That again’? What are you talking about?
“You're going to talk about advancing, aren't you?”
─Hmm~
Walter seemed like he was going to say something different.
“Ah, perhaps─”
─Exactly. Why the hell aren’t you moving out?
'You’ve got to be f#cking kidding me.'
“......We’re currently carrying out classified orders─”
─Then consider this a unclassified order. Move out immediately.
Maut. Litruman. And now even Walter.
It was as if the high-ranking officers of the Imperial military were conspiring together to apply pressure. At this rate, he might even get a direct call from the General.
“But─”
─A force sent as reinforcements is called reinforcements. A force just sitting around is a garrison.
Cold sweat trickled down Schweitzer’s back.
─I won't say it twice.
“Ha.......”
He couldn’t understand the reason.
He had absolutely no idea why, but the pressure from the military was too strong to resist with just backing from the Imperial Palace.
Honestly speaking, they could test the new weapons just fine on the battlefield, couldn’t they?
While targeting civilians could indeed allow for the measurement of the enemy’s psychological damage, turning the entire military against him was not an option.
“......Understood. Where am I supposed to go?”
─Join forces with Berton.
Click.
The transmission was cut.
Schweitzer slumped down into his chair.
“What the hell is this... And who the hell is Berton anyway.”
Suddenly, he recalled something the communications officer had said earlier.
─A messenger from Berton is on standby.
“......Messenger.”
He shot to his feet and went down to the hotel lobby. A soldier covered in dust stood there.
“Loyalty!”
“You from Berton?”
“Yes, sir. The commanding officer asked me to deliver this to you.”
The soldier respectfully held out a sealed letter.
Schweitzer snatched the envelope roughly. He checked the name of the sender written on the front.
"Ha, seriously......."
A hollow laugh spread across his lips.
***
Thanks to the user "pepper" for the chapters provided!   
Chapter 102: Your Belief (5)
Johann Georg Goetze.
Having returned to the Imperial Central University and currently pursuing a doctorate in humanities, he has been unable to put down his pen every night lately.
Scratch, scratch.
The sound of the pen nib pressing against paper.
Maximilian had departed for Western Zerpha. However, he was to return before May ended to propose several bills at the National Assembly.
Until then, Johann had to fulfill his own role. He had to weave the discourse of 'the duty of nobility' into this novel.
──A sufficiently well-written piece can, in and of itself, serve as a foundation for ideology.
That’s what Maximilian had said. Johann now understood. It was thanks to the countless classics and novels that had piled up in his room before he knew it.
Just as a work written by a great literary figure 300 years ago had deeply influenced specific laws and ethics of today’s Empire, literature holds the power to transcend eras.
Whether he himself possessed such talent was questionable, however.......Scratch─ scratch─
In the room permeated with the smell of ink, Johann scribbled down the novel 「Valtaras」.
[ Nobles naturally bear responsibilities. In ancient Aran, this is called Noblesse Oblige. Once, my father recited that long-forgotten phrase and gave me this advice.
“When the appearance of others becomes too hideous to bear, stand before a mirror. Look at your own reflection, and ask yourself whether you have the right to judge.......” ]
The narrator of the novel was 'Paul'. He was the son of a bourgeois, an observer and bystander who had stumbled into the Empire's high socie⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠ty by chance.
The 'Valtaras' that Paul described was both the protagonist and the embodiment of a perfect noble.
......Yes, it was Maximilian.
Anyone well-acquainted with noble society would instantly recognize Valtaras as Maximilian.
[ ......At the heart of the Empire. Atop the hill in District 9 stood a grand mansion, none other than Valtaras’ estate. Every night, lavish banquets were held there, as if all the light in the nation converged at that place. ]
What Maximilian had called the ‘fun of writing’.
To find the meaning of that, Johann delved into not only the Empire’s novels but also those published overseas. The most popular theme, of course, was love—romance. The poignant love between a prince and a princess, or a noble and a commoner.
But Johann didn’t want to write something ordinary. No, he couldn't. He couldn't overlook the ugly aspects of the Empire’s nobles and bourgeois.
Thus, he decided to intertwine the two values—love and critique.
[ One day, Valtaras came to me and asked. He wanted to know if I was acquainted with a young lady named Chloe. ]
Valtaras was a noble knight, but he loved a woman purely.
A girl he had met briefly in childhood, escaping for a short time from the pressures of his family and the gaze of the world. A woman from dreamlike memories.
[ ......I told Valtaras the meeting place and time. At that moment, the face of the man who had seemed to hold all the power of the Empire crumbled. Having become a boy again, Valtaras repeatedly thanked me over and over.]
After that, he wrote out the scene where Chloe and Valtaras reunite.
Two people meeting again after many years. He sketched with his pen a moment where they built happiness, even if just briefly.
[ But even while being with Valtaras, Chloe could not ignore the shackles of reality that bound her ankles. ]
Chloe was tied to another man—‘Dyck’, to whom she was bound through a political marriage between families.
He was the epitome of a corrupt and greedy noble. The type who rampaged around, relying solely on the power of his bloated family, the kind that Maximilian utterly despised, and the very mainstream of this Empire.
Johann depicted the confrontation between the two.
[ "Dyck. Let me ask you. Between the poor and the rich, which should pay more taxes?"
“Haha. Valtaras, you always say the strangest things.”
“To you, it may sound strange.” ]
Even as he wrote the dialogue, Johann could vividly hear Maximilian’s voice in his ears.
His ideology, his perfect qualifications and dignity flowed out through Valtaras's lips like lyrics to a song.
[ “Those who have more should give more, and the shoulders of those in higher places should bear more weight. Even without it being said, that’s just the natural order of things.”
Valtaras spoke. His steadfast eyes pierced through Dyck.
"But in today's Empire, many refuse to do so. There are far too many who grew up within the warm shelter of the Empire, nourishing themselves on the Empire's resources, yet greedily suck only the fruits while abandoning their responsibilities and duties." ]
Johann's pen nib scratched against the paper.
[ Dyck’s lips, as he looked at him, twisted unnaturally. A grotesque face, distorted like a snake. ]
The fake detests the genuine.
Perhaps it is because such nobility reflects their own ugliness.
──Scratc⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠h. Scratch.
From that moment on, Johann was drawn into his novel, into a ‘world’ that went beyond the novel.
Valtaras was Maximilian. A noble who understood the responsibility and duty of the nobility.
In contrast, Dyck was the vulgarity of Imperial society itself.
──Scratch. Scratch.
Johann himself became Paul, the one observing them, and the pen nib moved of its own accord.
Before his eyes, Valtaras and Dyck appeared as if they were real people.
──Scratch. Scratch.
From the sentences etched onto the manuscript, blue particles formed.
Mana that rose up drop by drop, moistening his pupils.
It was an immersion infused with mana.
***
Reception room of the Zerpha royal palace.
“It's a pleasure to meet you... Sir Maximilian of the Empire.”
The young Crown Prince greeted me. Just as I'd heard, he had handsome features with blond hair and blue eyes, but there was no strength in his gaze.
I handed over the letter from the Berton garrison and spoke of the main matter first.
“The offensive begins in three weeks. First, the Imperial army will strike the front line at Valdes Plain from outside. At that time, I ask that the Royalist army respond from within and break through.”
“.......”
The Crown Prince remained silent, so I asked again.
“Is there a problem?”
“...I know the Empire has no real interest in Zerpha.”
He added in a self-mocking voice,
“Just as the generals serving this monarchy don’t care whether the country falls or the monarchy collapses. They're only busy maintaining their own power and gathering wealth.”
It was an accurate assessment. The military clinging to the Royalist faction was a cesspool.
Parasites propping up the Crown Prince like a puppet while lining their own pockets behind the scenes.
I took out paper and a pen from my pocket.
“...Is that so.”
Without a sound, I wrote a sentence.
“Truthfully, I also feel that the Empire has no intention to provide proper support to the──”
[ We are being eavesdropped on. The offensive is in two weeks, and the front line we will strike is the Alcantara Route. ]
“── Royalist faction.”
The mana of Ebenholtz quietly swept through the space and easily identified the presence of eavesdropping. It was likely an internal traitor colluding with the Republican faction. Compared to Yukia, it was a rather crude technique.
Thank you, Yukia. Thanks to you, I seem to have developed this kind of mana sense.
“It's regrettable, but His Majesty the King of Zerpha is on the brink of death.”
[ The Empire supports the monarchy. That justification lies solely with you, Crown Prince. ]
I wrote sentences that contradicted my spoken words.
"Our purpose is your asylum, Crown Prince."
[ Among the generals of the royalist military, there are people the Empire has been watching. ]
Even in a place like this, there were individuals competent enough to be useful. At the very least, not everyone could be rotten.
To me, the distinction between traitors and loyalists is simple.
Before my regression, the Zerpha Civil War had attracted considerable attention within the Empire, and I had known the backgrounds of the generals executed when the monarchy fell.
In other words, the general who gave his life had been a loyal servant of the king.
[ Brigadier General Esp, Major General Cellier. Both are nobles devoted to the monarchy and are alumni who studied abroad in the Empire. ]
"If the Crown Prince refuses asylum, there is nothing we can do."
[ The Empire is your only lifeline, Crown Prince. ]
The Crown Prince's e⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠yes wavered.
He was incompetent. The authority of the royal family had fallen, and he had no power to control the military. He was a man who had been weak from birth.
That was precisely why he was useful.
Because a powerless figure on the throne is easier for the Empire to manipulate.
[ The Imperial Army will move soon. We will break the encirclement with a swift decisive battle and give you everything you desire, Crown Prince. ]
Soon, the Crown Prince raised his gaze and looked at me. I did not show him any disrespect or insolence. I maintained an attitude of respect.
What the Crown Prince desired was treatment befitting royalty.
The weaker a person’s heart, the more they seek to rely on strong individuals who treat them as valuable.
[ The Empire only needs your belief. ]
“...I need a moment to think.”
The Crown Prince said this while nodding his head. Determination settled in his eyes.
It meant he didn't need time to think at all.
***
──The 7th Guard Battalion of Berton had completed coordination with the Durkon Legion and finished preparations for deployment in an instant.
Under Lieutenant Colonel Kai Han’s strict command, the battalion’s movements had become as precise as clockwork. Their relationship with the local villagers was also surprisingly smooth.
“Gairshie! Gairshie!”
The children weren’t afraid of the soldiers. On the contrary, they waved their hands in thanks. The chocolate Lieutenant Colonel Kai Han had gone out of his way to bring had done the trick.
There was no propaganda more effective than winning the favor of children, and no weapon better suited to winning their favor than chocolate.
“Lieutenant Colonel. An urgent report from the reconnaissance unit.”
The adjutant rushed over and reported.
"General Richter has withdrawn his forces. They're retreating to the main force."
Richter. The famed general of the Republican faction had withdrawn.
“He must have received intel that the Durkon Legion is advancing.”
War is a battle of intelligence. The outcome is determined by how quickly and accurately one grasps the enemy’s intentions. Richter had sensed the Imperial army’s movements and attempted to preserve his troops before the encirclement collapsed.
However, the speed was much faster than expected. As expected of a battle-hardened general.
“We will also deploy.”
“Yes, sir!”
The soldiers advanced in silence.
Thud. Thud. Thud. Thud.
The rhythmic sound of boots striking the ground echoed evenly. Their weapons were the latest model rifles produced by the Aternum factory, their supplies and ammunition fully stocked, and they had undergone countless live-combat training exercises even before being deployed here.
Most importantly, as much as they were risking their lives, there existed guaranteed rewards in return.
Their eyes overflowed with confidence and morale. No one in Berton had any intention of dying on the battlefield.
They only intended to kill.
........
BOOOOOOM──!
The Durkon Legion arrived like a tempest at their target, the ‘Alcantara Route’. As soon as they reached the key strategic point leading to the capital of Zerpha, the legion unleashed overwhelming firepower.
“Wipe them all out.”
At Major General Schweitzer’s command, the earth was overturned. New model magic cannons roared, and the tower’s wizards cast wide-area spells.
From the opposite side, Berton’s troops advanced. With organized movements, they struck the encirclement. Meanwhile, within the capital, the king’s forces poured out.
“A⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠dvance──!”
A blitzkrieg that struck the enemy simultaneously from inside and outside.
──In the midst of this chaos, the knights began their maneuver.
I did not make the knights wear Sentinel uniforms.
One of the dumbest ways the Empire had ever used knights was their obsession with uniforms. That damned pride of not discarding uniforms in war had turned knights into easily visible targets.
However, I provided Leon and the Year 0 knights with artifact armor enhanced with light-weighting and camouflage magic.
We moved covertly, sweeping through the enemy’s elite forces. Commanders, swordsmen, mages, and beyond that, tanks, batteries, and more...... The Republican forces, who had trusted their internal surveillance, rapidly crumbled.
Even so, General Richter’s reinforcements arrived without delay, and a fierce resistance unfolded. However, after a full-scale battle, the Imperial army and the monarchy succeeded in completely seizing the ‘Alcantara Route’.
It was the Royalist faction’s first victory.
However, the front line dividing North and South Zerpha remained. The significance of seizing the Alcantara Route was that it broke the encirclement and reconnected the Empire’s supply line.
At the very least, as in the time before Regression, there would no longer be cases of civilians starving to death. I had the resources to flood Zerpha with supplies.
──Tap. Tap.
On ground thick with smoke and ash. Flames flickered here and there, and moans of the wounded mixed in a land of death.
I stood there and quietly surveyed the battlefield.
The feeling is...... always fucking terrible.
But I have to get used to it. From now on, the Empire will endlessly repeat wars this fragmented and grueling.
Step─
Suddenly, someone was walking toward me from the other side.
“Knight Maximilian.”
It was Schweitzer, the commander of the Durkon Legion.
With a grim expression, he approached me. I faced him and gave a nod.
“Good work.”
“.......”
However, he did not bother to hide his displeasure. Having been dragged all the way here by my letter, his pride must’ve been hurt.
“The Durkon Legion is just as I heard.”
As Leon had once said, Durkon was one of the ‘toughest legions in the Empire’. After all, massacring civilians isn’t something the average mind can stomach.
“The speed of your advance was impressive.”
Their commander, Major General Schweitzer, was a master of blitz warfare. One of the youngest among the generals, he had exceptional combat instincts, but also showed no hesitation in acts so cruel that one might suspect an emotional void.
Civilian massacres, executions of prisoners, looting.
Schweitzer was a first-class war criminal, just like Johann.
After the Empire fell, he was one of the so-called 'first to be executed'—the first people to be hanged by the war crimes tribunal.
“...There was an order from the Imperial Palace.”
Schweitzer said that to me, flaring his nostrils slightly.
In that moment, the image of his trial before the regression overlapped in my mind.
[ I only did what I was best at. Right up to the end, I was the best. And the fact that none of you could defeate me in the end, that’s the proof. ]
Far from showing remorse, he had mocked the generals of the Allied Forces one by one, pointing fingers.
[ I! Never lost! To any of you—NOT ONCE! ]
That had been his final statement.
“It was a special mission from the Imperial Palace. But I came all the way here, even at the risk of falling out of the Palace’s favor.”
“Is that so.”
“Could you, perhaps, offer some compensation? I heard you handed out quite a lot back in Genen.”
The way to handle people differs depending on the person.
I can’t say I know the hearts of all people—but even so, my greatest weapon remains information.
“.......”
I recalled a book I had read before the regression,「Faces of the Imperial Era」. It had devoted a considerable number of pages to Schweitzer, the first-class war criminal.
“Major General Schweitzer.”
I took a step closer to him. I looked directly into his eyes from up close.
"As you must know, Major General."
You must not try to negotiate with Schweitzer.
Because he’s not the kind of man negotiations work on.
"The generals of the Empire do not receive orders from the Imperial Palace."
You must not offer Schweitzer material incentives either.
Because he’s not particularly fond of wealth.
“They obey only the will of the Imperial Command.”
For someone with a receding hairline, Schweitzer had a tall, imposing presence. He stood eye to eye with me, and even while facing me, his gaze did not waver.
It meant he was not an easy soldier to deal with.
“Was the order you received from His Majesty himself?”
That’s exactly why he must be confronted head-on, even crushed if necessary.
Because he was a soldier with very dangerous ability and temperament, I must be prepared to kill him first.
“Or was it from some nameless noble residing within the palace?”
Now─ depending on how he answered, Schweitzer's treatment would be decided.
If he falsely claims the order came from the Emperor when it did not, it's treason, punishable by execution.
If it was the order of some nameless noble residing in the Imperial Palace, that too would become a problem of shadow influence—overstepping authority.
Because of that, he remained silent.
“Major General. As a knight of the Empire, I hold the authority to oversee military discipline.”
I lowered my voice.
“If you moved the army at the behest of a mere court official with no ties to the military, if that’s why you refused to ad⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠vance and planned to hole up there.”
Schweitzer.
This war criminal is the textbook example of someone who can only be controlled with the leash held tight.
“Then I now have the authority, under military law and the laws of Imperial knights.”
Let me repeat again, my greatest weapon is the knowledge of the future.
I knew not only the human nature of Schweitzer, but also thoroughly understood all the 'life trajectories' of the first-class war criminals.
Their weaknesses, their strengths, and what they liked were all vivid in my mind.
“To sever your head right here and now.”
Srrrkk──!
I drew my long sword, wrapped in bandages. Amidst the drifting moonlight and the haze of gunpowder, the white bandages fluttered between us like a ribbon unraveling in bloom.
Chapter 103: Your Faith (6)
──With this recent victory, part of the Kingdom of Zerpha’s encirclement has been lifted.
The Royalist faction could now breathe a little easier, but the nation was already split east and west. The civil war would drag on for quite some time.
During the remaining time, I stayed in the royal palace and spent my days with Crown Prince Alonso.
Meals. Horse riding. Reading. Golf, and so on. Throughout all these activities, we communicated in Zerphan. It was my own effort to build rapport.
“......Just as expected.”
The royal palace garden. A transparent, open space free from eavesdropping.
There, I was summoned by the Crown Prince. Lately, he had grown more comfortable around me, and he had many things he wanted to say.
"As expected, the generals' demands have increased. Now that the encirclement has been lifted, they're demanding priority rights to supplies and provisions."
The Crown Prince let out a sigh.
“I feel like I ascended to this position far, far too early.”The King of Zerpha, who was seriously ill, was already beyond hope. That was precisely why the civil war had broken out.
“Haa.......”
I placed a hand on his shoulder as he sighed.
“......Your Highness Alonso. Please don’t burden yourself with excessive worry.”
However, even I could not move the Empire any further than this. It was a matter of justification.
Countless eyes from the Western Kingdom were already watching Zerpha. The moment the Empire showed any ambition, they would immediately form an alliance.
“You are the sole heir to the throne of Zerpha. While everyone else seeks to use Your power, only the Empire worries about the loneliness you will bear as the one who sits alone upon that throne.”
Instead, I was buttering up the Crown Prince.
Just as I had been doing all along, I treated him with utmost respect whether in front of him or behind his back, never treating him like a puppet.
"The Empire, the Empire alone, regards you with the highest esteem."
The Crown Prince’s eyes looked at me.
Eyes worn down by the ways of the world and bruised by betrayal. A person who had grown up too much like a flower in a greenhouse to handle these turbulent times.
“Whenever it becomes too difficult for you.”
I held something out to him. The Crown Prince absentmindedly grabbed my hand.
“No. Please don’t take my hand.”
“Ah.”
I shook off his hand and instead placed the object into it. A leather notebook, just about the size of a palm.
“What is this......?”
“It’s a so-called ‘Twin Notebook’ made by flattening the highest-purity mana stone until it’s as thin as paper.”
An artifact crafted by cutting a single massive raw Mana Stone into two pieces.
It looked like a notebook, but in truth, it was essentially a mana stone.
Since the mutual Mana synchronization rate between them was 100%, writing or leaving any mark in one notebook would be reproduced exactly the same in the other.
In other words, it allows for completely secure communication with no fear of mana waves being intercepted.
“If you write in this, I will be able to read it instantly from the Empire.”
A wide communication range reaching from the Empire’s center to the royal palace of Zerpha. Granted, this thing was insanely expensive, but still.
"Let me try writing something."
I wrote a sentence in the notebook.
[You are the true root of Zerpha and a friend to the Empire.]
That sentence was transmitted to Crown Prince Alonso’s notebook as well.
“......Knight Maximilian.”
The Crown Prince’s eyes welled with tears. I looked straight into them and nodded.
“Please don’t worry about supplies. Even if I have to empty my own personal fortune, I will make sure the people of Zerpha do not starve. All you need to do is wait and trust me.”
At the mention of using my own wealth, the Crown Prince finally burst into tears. He held the notebook to his chest like a treasure.
"Please always keep in mind. This Empire is by Your Highness's side."
“......Thank you.”
Crown Prince Alonso of Zerpha looked like he was about to break into full sobs.
Truly, he was far too powerless, too fragile, and too weak to rein in the military’s greed.
“Why are you crying? There is no reason for Your Highness to cry.”
"No...... it is not that...... in a way...... it feels as though my father, who can no longer even open his eyes, has sent you, this knight, to me......."
To put it bluntly, he was someone who would willingly sell out his own country.
.......
After parting ways with the Crown Prince, I ran into Leon in the corridor of the royal palace. Leon was wearing a combat uniform covered in dirt; he must have been training.
“Max. How did it go?”
“No idea.”
I shrugged my shoulders.
A major turning point had occurred on the front lines. The encirclement had been broken, and the future had changed.
But knights were not soldiers. From now on, it was the soldiers' responsibility.
“What about us, then?”
“We leave tomorrow. I’m going to write the report.”
“Report?”
“Yeah. I’m the one in charge, remember.”
I had participated in this mission as a knight. And since I was also the one responsible for this expedition, I had to prepare the report to submit to headquarters.
“Hmm... Ah, but, do you think Major General Schweitzer will be okay? He looked super pissed. He was muttering all kinds of curses to himself.”
I chuckled and nodded at Leon’s words.
“It’s fine. You go get some rest.”
“Okay~”
I returned to my room and sat at the table. I spread out a blank sheet of paper and pondered for a moment.
From here on out, Lieutenant Colonel Kai Han and Major General Schweitzer would take the lead in Zerpha.
Lieutenant Colonel Kai Han was my man, but I had no way of predicting what Schweitzer might do. He was someone who inherently hated staying still.
Therefore—I planned to give him a carrot.
I quietly closed my eyes and recalled memories from before the regression. All the books I read as a fugitive after the fall of the Empire. I dug into those memories through the virus.
[Schweitzer was not a strong person. Rather, he was an extremely dependent person. A monster who grew up feeding on praise, constantly craving recognition for everything he did……]
──Excerpt from 「Faces of the Imperial Era」.
Schweitzer was practically th⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌‌‌‌‌e founder of blitzkrieg.
However, the only things he was recognized for, both within and outside the Empire, were civilian massacres and brutality. Even in his final words before execution, he emphasized the “battlefield”.
Of course, his extraordinary military talent was only re-evaluated after his execution, but I needed that talent right now.
I picked up my pen.
I would fill this report with the words he most wanted to hear, recognition and praise for the ‘battle’ he so desperately longed for.
──[Operation Result Report: Strike on Zerpha Encirclement]──
Author: Sentinel Knight, Maximilian Ebenholtz
1. Oper⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌‌‌‌‌ation Overview and Achievements.
(O⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌‌‌‌‌mitted)
......The success of this operation was due above all to the swift and daring maneuvers of the Durkon Legion. Major General Schweitzer broke through the front line at a speed beyond the enemy’s expectations, serving as a model of rapid assault that deserves to be recorded in the Empire’s military doctrine.
I would like to describe this lightning-fast maneuver as “Blitzkrieg”.
Additionally, Major General Schweitzer demonstrated exceptional insight and decisiveness in reading the flow of the battlefield. In particular, his tactical judgment in precisely identifying the moment when the enemy’s encirclement was at its thinnest and concentrating firepower accordingly was nothing short of admirable......
4. Recommendation
In my capacity as a knight, I hold Major General Schweitzer's military acumen in high regard and recommend that his experience and knowledge be actively utilized in the establishment of the Empire's future mobile warfare tactics.
─────────
.......
The next morning.
We finished preparing to leave Zerpha. With the encirclement around the Alcantara Region lifted, safe airspace had been secured, and a Canilan-made transport aircraft was scheduled to come pick us up soon.
Knock kno⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌‌‌‌‌ck─
While I was packing, I heard a knock at the door.
When I opened it, the 0-year recruits were standing awkwardly at the entrance.
"Ah, Sir Knight."
Royce, Dare Tan, and Hannah. Each of them held out a large duffel bag.
“?”
I looked at them with a puzzled expression. Royce nudged Hannah on the shoulder.
Hannah unzipped her bag.
“Ah, um......”
Inside the bag, all the equipment issued for this operation had been neatly organized.
“This is the expansion backpack, this is the ultra-compact communicator, and this is the lightweight leather armor. In addition, various miscellaneous items. All have been thoroughly washed and maintained.”
Hannah reported in a clear, precise voice.
“......?”
I still did not understand, so I tilted my head.
Seeing that, Royce quickly added,
“No matter how poor she grew up, she wouldn’t do something like switching gear.”
“W-what? What do you mean poor?!”
At the mention of being poor, Hannah reacted explosively first.
“Ah.”
Only then did I understand. They had mistaken the gear equipment temporarily loaned for the operation.
Well, each item was worth hundreds of thousands of dollars. Altogether, it was close to two million. That was equivalent to about three to four years of a knight’s net annual salary.
I gave a short reply.
"No need to return them."
“......Sorry?”
"Keep them. They're your equipment now."
I zipped up the duffel bag and pushed it into Hannah’s arms. She awkwardly cradled it against her chest.
“As your superior officer, I’m awarding it to you. You did your part in this operation, so you more than deserve this much.”
They were going to face even harsher battlefields ahead, and to me, that amount of money was nothing.
“......Is it really okay?”
The 0-years’ eyes widened. Especially Hannah’s face, it was quite a sight. Her expression lit up like she had just received the whole world, and her arms trembled.
Her nose and the corners of her mouth couldn’t stay still. They quivered, twitching like spasms.
“Finish the rest of your preparations before the transport arrives.”
I turned my back. From behind, I heard a cry of "Thank you!" along with the sound of bickering that followed belatedly.
“Poor? Who’s poor─” “You are, obviously.” “Like you’re rich?”─ a squabble of words, but there was laughter and joy in it all.
***
Meanwhile, in the field tent of the Durkon Legion.
“Damn......”
Major General Schweitzer looked outside from within the tent.
The environment had changed 180 degrees. From a luxurious penthouse to a rugged battlefield stinking of dirt and gunpowder.
"......How boring."
He muttered absentmindedly.
The battle was over. The enemy had retreated, and the Durkon Legion had been assigned the meaningless task of guarding the Alcantara Route for the rest of the civil war.
“No matter how hard I bust my ass, I still can't beat one damn Supreme Commander’s son.”
Just as he was letting out a self-deprecating laugh while recalling his conversation with Maximilian─
His adjutant walked in.
“Sir. The report on the recent operation has arrived.”
“Report? What report.”
The adjutant held out a thick file of documents.
"Ah, well, it's—"
“Forget it.”
Schweitzer was about to wave his hand dismissively out of annoyance when he saw the author's name written on the cover.
[Author: Sentinel Knight, Maximilian Ebenholtz]
“......A knight’s report?”
“Yes. That’s correct.”
Knight reports go directly to Sentinel, and from there straight to headquarters.
In other words, it’s a massive pain in the ass. Because knights were the 'Sword of the Empire', the concept of overstepping authority did not exist for them.
“Gimme that.”
He sighed and took the report.
The knight of Ebenholtz. No matter how much of a hero he was for subduing Genen, the way he had done it was heavy-handed. Proof that Maximilian himself was that kind of person. A high-ranking noble who lived off his own self-importance.
So, surely, this report would be full of him praising himself.
That’s what Schweitzer thought as he opened it.
──1. Operation Overview and Achievements──
After the outbreak of the Zerpha civil war, in response to the Crown Prince’s request for support.......
──────────────
At first, he planned to skim a few pages and toss it.
[......The success of this operation was due above all to the swift and daring maneuvers of the Durkon Legion.]
“Hm?”
But then, certain sentences caught his eye.
[Major General Schweitzer broke through the front line at a speed beyond the enemy’s expectations, serving as a model of rapid assault that deserves to be recorded in the Empire’s military doctrine.]
"What's this."
Schweitzer furrowed his brow. He leaned his head forward a little more.
The report detailed his achievements in full.
The guerrilla warfare conducted by Maximilian and the other knights was downplayed as auxiliary, while the offensives of the Durkon Legion and the Berton Battalion were described in grand scale.
[I would like to describe this lightning-fast maneuver as “Blitzkrieg”.]
Blitzkrieg. A single word that perfectly described Schweitzer’s st⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌‌‌‌‌yle of commanding the legion.
“Blitzkrieg?”
Schweitzer rolled it around in his mouth while tilting his head. As he continued reading the sentences, he checked the name of the knight written at the top paragraph again.
[Author: Sentinel Knight, Maximilian Ebenholtz]
It was definitely Maximilian’s report.
“But still......”
Schweitzer opened the report fully.
Line by line, he began reading more carefully.
Before he knew it, he was holding a pen in his hand,
And underlining sections like:
[Exceptional insight and decisiveness in reading the flow of the battlefield. In particular, his tactical judgment in precisely identifying the moment when the enemy’s encirclement was at its thinnest and concentrating firepower......]
He underlined passages like this.
“Well, he sure knows how to separate personal from professional matters.”
Maximilian had accurately grasped the reason for the victory and did not inflate or downplay any achievements just because he liked or disliked someone.
Schweitzer nodded repeatedly as he continued reading─ until, suddenly:
[......In my capacity as a knight, I hold Major General Schweitzer's military acumen in high regard and recommend that his experience and knowledge be actively utilized in the establishment of the Empire's future mobile warfare tactics...]
“.......”
Schweitzer flared his nostrils in silence. Though he had already finished reading to the last page, he naturally flipped back to the first.
As he began rereading it thoroughly from the beginning, one particular phrase sparkled like gold dust, something he found deeply satisfying.
“‘Blitzkrieg,’ huh......”
Blitzkrieg, as in advancing at lightning speed.
It was the first time someone had so precisely understood and praised his combat method.
Some bastards just said all he did was move fast and dismissed him as a “speed specialist” or some nonsense like that.
Scratch, scratch.
The ink in his pen ran out as he underlined more. Schweitzer ordered his adjutant to bring more ink.
“Here it is, sir!”
“Yeah. By the way, this report, has it already been submitted to headquarters as-is?”
“Yes. It should have been. Is there a problem with the contents...?”
“No. Nothing like that. You’re dismissed.”
“Loyalty!”
He refilled the ink and resumed underlining.
No, he pulled out his notebook and began copying down the more noteworthy sentences by hand.
Perhaps because he was the son of a high-ranking noble, his writing had a certain elegance to it.
“......Hmm.”
After a second full read-through, Schweitzer finally closed the report, the corners of his mouth twitching slightly.
He caught a strangely pleasant scent of earth wafting in from outside the tent and, for no reason at all, opened the report again.
Spinning his pen, he began reading again from the first page, swish swish swish─.
“Hm~”
After a third full read-through, Schweitzer raised his eyebrows and closed the report.
The faintly fragrant smell of soil drifted in once more from outside the tent, and again, he reopened the report.
He spun his pen and scribbled down notes as he read from the beginning once more.
As if savoring a novel, he repeatedly read and pondered over Maximilian's report.
Chapter 104: What Literature Is
The center of the Empire. Johann’s room, left untidy from not being cleaned for a long time.
Ink-stained bundles of paper were piled on the floor like snow, and empty coffee cups and bread crumbs dominated the desk.
“.......”
In the midst of that chaos, the writer continued to write the final chapter of his novel with hollow eyes.
With a trembling pen tip, he crafted sentences.
[“The duty of a true noble. The posture that a noble must uphold. Have we perhaps forgotten this for far too long……?”
Valtaras placed his hand on my shoulder with a sorrowful smile. His hand was cold, yet the warmth contained in his soul warmed my heart.
“But one day, even they will finally come to realize. That the privileges they enjoy are a heavy debt built upon the blood and sweat of countless Arans.”]
Valtaras in the novel was heading toward his end.
[“Paul, as you said, if I go there, I may die.”Valtaras smiled. It was as if he sensed his own fate.
“But even so……”]
Johann felt he knew how Valtaras would end, but he could not stop. He became Paul and gazed endlessly at Valtaras's retreating figure as he departed for the battlefield.
His hand moved on its own. The time leading to the end would not stop.
[......The news of Valtaras’s death was conveyed through a short letter. From afar, I heard of his solitary war. He fought an impossible battle as an individual. He destroyed countless armies alone. But what he faced was the unstoppable tide of the era’s flow, a massive wave that was the totality of corruption……]
Johann could not bring himself to depict the scene of Valtaras's death.
His pain was expressed through the medium of a letter, conveyed in short prose.
[Gazing at the Empire's never-extinguishing night view, watching our lives that always recede into the distance, Valtaras believed in a future that held dreams. Perhaps the path he pursued was the conscience that all of us had lost.]
More noble than any noble, yet a hero murdered by the contradictions of the Empire and the aristocratic society.
[I thought to myself. That you were worth far more than thousands of those bastards combined. That you, more than anyone, could look into the mirror without a speck of shame.]
[Only after you died did I finally begin to think about what your beliefs could have brought to the Empire.]
Johann pressed his pen onto the paper so hard it seemed as though it would tear through.
[......Though the coffin carrying Valtaras was buried beneath dark soil, it is atop that grave that we will finally greet a new morning.]
However, he couldn’t bring himself to place a period at the end of the last sentence. All sorts of chaotic thoughts swirled in his head.
It was a strange thing.
He had written a cursed tragedy without even realizing it. It was a story too painful to read again.
In the end, he crumpled up all the manuscripts and threw them into the trash bin.
“Haa…….”
An indescribable emotion rose like a tidal wave from the depths of his chest.
For a long while, Johann covered his face with his hands, stifling his breath.
***
The Empire. Sentinel Knight Order Headquarters.
I visited Chiron's office as soon as I returned.
“You broke the encirclement in less than a month.”
Chiron smiled as he flipped through the report.
“......As you’ll see in the report, the efforts of the Durkon Legion and the Berton unit were instrumental.”
It was also my first time actually witnessing Schweitzer’s maneuvering methods. There was a definite reason why his legion was ‘much faster’ than others.
“Also, though the supply route has opened, the civil war itself is still ongoing.”
The Zerpha civil war had only just begun. The encirclement had been broken, but the Republican faction’s power remained intact.
It would become a prolonged war.
“I suppose so. But it seems the Imperial Palace won’t be paying much more attention to Zerpha. They already seemed displeased that Durkon is stationed in Alcantara.”
Chiron’s grasp of the political landscape is, at times, astonishing. Though a knight of Sentinel, he gathers scattered fragments of information from deep within the Imperial Palace with surprising accuracy.
“Looking at the current power map of the Royalist faction, it doesn’t even seem like they can sustain their own food supply……”
Most of Zerpha’s agricultural region was occupied by the Republican faction. Even so, before my Regression, the Empire only supported the Zerpha monarchy with leftovers, spoiled food, at best.
I replied calmly.
“I intend to handle the supply myself.”
“......You?”
Chiron’s eyes widened.
"No matter how capable you are, supporting half a country for free would be burdensome, wouldn't it? If the war drags on, it'll be a bottomless pit."
“For free?”
I tilted my head slightly.
“When did I say I’d supply them for free?”
Chiron’s expression hardened for a moment.
I continued speaking with a small smile.
"Sir Knight. I am not a philanthropist."
A nation is a far more reliable commercial partner than any individual. I cannot miss an opportunity like this.
“Of course, I’ll be putting it on their tab.”
It was, in fact, something the Empire itself had done.
Of course, the Empire had supplied trash, but I intended to supply proper food.
“Once the war is over, I’ll collect a price equivalent to the value.”
I planned to charge them with interest. If the Royalist faction won, that debt would become a leash around their necks.
Chiron stared at me intently, then nodded.
"......Indeed. That's very like you. Good work. I'll benefit from this too."
As the overall commander of this expedition, Chiron would take credit for the achievement on paper.
“Yes. Then I’ll take my leave.”
I gave a short bow and left the office.
For the first time in a while, I returned to my own knight office.
"Welcome back!"
“We’ve heard the news, Sir Knight.”
As I walked past the administrative officers greeting me, suddenly.
My footsteps stopped.
I stepped backward again.
Then walked forward again, and again stepped back.
“.......”
Something felt off about a certain spot.
I glanced sideways in that direction.
Someone was sitting there far too nonchalantly.
Tap. Tatatatatatatatata. Trrrrrrrrrak.
Slamming the keyboard at an incredible speed, her eyes fixed on the monitor, my executive secretary.
“......You’re back from vacation?”
It was Yukia.
Without taking her hands off the keyboard, she answered indifferently.
“Yes, sir.”
Yukia had returned. And she even spoke for⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠mally.
As if it were nothing. As if nothing had happened.
It was a good thing.
But I decided not to make a big deal out of it. Yaken are like wild cats or stray dogs, if you approach too aggressively, they tend to flee.
“.......”
I entered the office in silence and sat down. I pulled a small notebook from my chest.
Scratch, scratch.
The Crown Prince Alonso's words were being written in real-time.
[Zerpha’s capital is overrun with refugees. Citizens fleeing the Republican massacres have flocked to the capital seeking the king’s protection…… But the capital’s surrounding soil is barren, making food self-sufficiency difficult. There’s little food left in the warehouses, and many citizens are starving. The generals continue to debate about unseen enemies within……]
“So he’s writing a diary.”
Crown Prince Alonso’s lamentation was almost impressive.
[Do not worry. Supply distribution will begin soon.]
I had entrusted Dieter with organizing the logistics efficiently.
Civilian and military supply lines would be strictly separated, and distribution would be handled entirely by Lieutenant Colonel Kai Han. If it were left to Zerpha’s corrupt generals, those rat bastards would skim off the top and sell it on the black market, no doubt.
But that aside.
“......What’s Johann doing?”
That problematic man, who had such a rare talent even among war criminals, still hadn’t sent word about the manuscript.
I’d better go see for myself.
Not to rush him, but just in case something had happened.
.......
I visited Johann’s rented room.
"Welcome, Sir Knight."
Johann looked haggard. His body was also unkempt, as if he hadn't washed for a long time. Traces of daily life and writing were scattered throughout the room.
"It looks like you've been writing something."
“Ah... no. I tried to write the manuscript, but it seems I lacked the talent... I couldn’t write a single line.”
That couldn’t be true. He was a war criminal, and yet even scholars of the Allied Nations had said of him, “If nothing else, his literary talent deserves praise.”
My gaze naturally shifted toward the trash bin beside the desk. Crumpled bundles of paper were stuffed in haphazardly.
“This looks like a manuscript.”
I picked it up.
"Ah. Th-that, I was going to dispose of it—"
Before Johann could stop me, I had already opened the papers and started reading.
Skimming through from the first sentence, I quietly sat down in a chair.
“.......”
My eyes moved across the page.
Johann's writing style was captured in my retinas.
It was fascinating.
Far better written than I had expected.
The content, yes, but even more so, the sentences seemed to shine.
“...Ha.”
I finished the manuscript in an instant.
When I came back to my senses, this is how it was; dusk had already settled outside the window.
“Johann.”
“...Yes.”
“You really are a genius.”
It was sincere praise, without exaggeration, yet Johann’s expression remained dark.
"......It is too shameful a story. That it ends with such a tragic conclusion—"
“No. I actually like that part the most.”
I truly meant it. In this single book, Johann had perfectly captured both the duty that Imperial nobles should bear, and the depravity of the current Imperial nobility. At the same time, he hadn’t neglected the art of literature or the enjoyment of storytelling.
“But Valtaras... he dies. He’s betrayed, forgotten, and lonely.”
“That’s fine.”
Johann’s concern, the fate of Valtaras dying.
But to me, that’s what made it even better.
“Tragedies leave a stronger impression in people’s memories.”
Even if Valtaras was modeled after me, I won’t die.
I am no longer an irresponsible man.
The cause that took root as my belief grows firmer in my heart with each passing day.
Perhaps it’s because I’ve already killed too many people.
Because I had already taken too much, accumulated too much karma.
“You said it yourself, Johann. Negative emotions remain more vividly in the human brain.”
Having done this much, if I fail to prevent the destruction, I would have no face to show.
If I fail to prevent ruin, I’ll remain nothing more than a demon who committed a⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠trocities at the end of the world.
That’s why I have to live.
I have to survive, and p⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠rove it, no matter what.
“That’s why, all the more reason, a noble like Valtaras has to die for the story to resonate.”
I carefully smoothed out the manuscript and placed it on the table.
This is actually also about the Emperor. As the Empire approaches its final years, the Emperor becomes increasingly prone to jealousy. He also comes to believe in superstitions easily.
No matter how much popularity and praise Valtaras gains, he ultimately dies miserably in the novel. With such an ending, it should also prevent any potential unease the Emperor might feel.
"In the end, what moves people's hearts is literature created by humans."
This「Valtaras」will sell, no matter what.
I’ll make sure it sells.
All I have to do is place it where eyes will see it, on bookstore display tables, in the archives of military garrisons across the Empire. It’s good enough to sell on word of mouth alone.
“...Yes.”
Still looking embarrassed, Johann nodded.
“And one more thing.”
I handed him another bundle of papers.
“It’s the first draft of my autobiography.”
“A first draft... sir?”
"Yes. I want to write this together with you."
At that moment, Johann's eyes sparkled. The expression of shame he had shown while speaking of 「Valtaras」flared up and vanished in an instant.
***
......The Empire's central magic tower, Sentio.
“Aaaha~”
Ezell yawned and stretched.
Lately, she’d been staying cooped up inside the Magic Tower. Because the outside world was too noisy. News of war never ceased, and the political climate changed drastically day by day.
She found it more comfortable to bury herself in the silence of the laboratory and solve mana formulas.
“I should at least go for a walk.”
So, she stepped out of the tower for the first time in a while.
Plod, plod.
Walking down the street half-asleep, she found herself in front of a large bookstore before she knew it.
“Huh?”
She spotted a familiar back.
A woman was standing in front of the outdoor bookstand, reading a book without moving an inch.
It was Sonnet Kandel.
“Hello?”
Ezell approached her warmly and greeted her.
“.......”
There was no answer. Sonnet was frozen like a sta⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠tue.
“Excuse me? Miss Sonnet?”
Ezell called out again. When there was still no reaction, she walked around and lightly tapped her on the shoulder.
“Hey?”
“...Ah.”
Only then did Sonnet turn her head. She immediately furrowed her brow.
"You broke my immersion."
Her voice was d⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠ripping with irritation.
“...Huh?”
“.......”
Zzzzzing. She stared at Ezell like she was about to kill.
“Ah, sorry.”
Ezell awkwardly apologized and glanced at the cover of the book in Sonnet’s hands.
A pitch-black cover, with the title embossed in gold.
「Valtaras」
Author: Johann
“Johann... There must be about fifty thousand people with that name.”
Johann was the most common name in the Empire. There was even a saying, “Throw a stone and you’ll hit a Johann.” It was just a joke.
“.......”
Sonnet gave her a frosty glare, said nothing, walked into the store, paid for the book, and walked off in a huff.
“Ugh... So full of herself.”
Ezell pouted and picked up a copy of the book from the stand.
"What's so great about it that she's so immersed......."
[ Nobles naturally bear responsibilities. In ancient Aran language, this is called Noblesse Oblige..]
Starting with that oddly satisfying first sentence, she turned the page.
And so, one page, two pages.
Three pages, four pages.
Five pages, six pages.
Seven pages, eight pages.......
“.......”
Her vision narrowed naturally. All her focus poured into the page.
It was as if the letters were dancing. As if the sentences were infused with mana, vivid images formed in her mind. The image of a noble named Valtaras began to emerge.
A flawless noble, without a single flaw. Yet in front of a lady named Chloe, he would crumble like a boy...
In an instant, she was sucked into the book.
“Hey. Hey, hey.”
Then. At that moment.
Someone tapped her on the shoulder.
“Ah, damn it.”
Irritated, Ezell furrowed her brow and turned around.
“Ezell. What are you doing?”
It was a fellow apprentice from the Magic Tower. Ezell found herself growling without realizing it.
"You broke my immersion."
“Uh, huh? I mean, you didn’t even respond when I called you.”
“.......”
Ezell glared at her fellow student, then, holding the book, walked straight into the bookstore, paid for it, and quickly walked home with brisk steps.
What she needed now was a quiet space—somewhere she could concentrate without anyone interrupting her.
“Ugh, what’s so damn special about it...”
As she walked away, she faintly heard her fellow apprentice, who had just broken her immersion, muttering something familiar under their breath as they picked up the book.
~~~
TL Note: As I mentioned last week, the author took a one-day break, so there will be no chapter tomorrow.
		
Chapter 105: What Literature Is (2)
The Durkon Legion, stationed on the Alcantara Route in Zerpha, protected the Empire’s supply convoy.
At first glance, it was a boring task. It could have been dissatisfying for them, renowned as elite troops.
Instead, in the process, a gratuity from Maximilian was distributed.
High-class refreshments and snacks, as well as packages with daily necessities, were provided to Durkon’s soldiers; envelopes of gratuity were given to the officers.
Schweitzer was a man with no greed for material things, but his subordinates were not the same.
"Stay alert! Shoot anyone who hesitates on the password!"
The effect was clear. Even in the Empire, Durkon, known for its especially strict discipline, maintained a defensive posture as solid as an iron wall.
Meanwhile, Lieutenant Colonel Kai Han received the Empire’s supply convoy inside the Capital.
Bang─! Paang─!
The supply unit entered the Capital with flair, even firing ceremonial shots into the air. It was the opinion of Maximilian─ more precisely, of Johann."We will handle the distribution."
Lieutenant Colonel Kai Han informed the Royalist generals. The generals didn’t raise any objections. Still, they could not afford to lower their guard.
They would surely think of a way to siphon things off through the backdoor somehow.
“Your Highness, Crown Prince. This is the food to be distributed to the civilians.”
After that, he directly showed the list of supplies to Crown Prince Alonso.
“……Is it really going to be distributed like this?”
Crown Prince Alonso asked again, his dry lips moving slightly.
“Yes. It will be distributed to the civilians just like this.”
“Haa… Haha.”
Alonso let out a relaxed laugh, placing a hand on his forehead.
Lieutenant Colonel Kai Han whispered softly.
“Sir Maximilian went to great lengths to prepare this for Your Highness.”
“I know. I know it well. As expected, knight Maximilian is……”
The Crown Prince called the knight's name with honorifics, and furthermore, with respect.
Lieutenant Colonel Kai Han did not bother to correct the title.
“……The people will like it very much. They might eat so much they get indigestion.”
Wartime rationing was divided by level.
Level 1 was for core workers who performed arduous labor, combatants, repairmen, etc.: a protein-based diet including bread, meat, soup, and pepper.
Level 2 was for light laborers and office workers: bread, soup, and grains such as potatoes.
Level 3 was for ordinary citizens, clerks, and shopkeepers: bread and soup.
Level 4 was for non-workers, the elderly, and vagrants: one loaf of bread.
Compared to the previous supply in Zerpha, the menu was so rich that the Crown Prince couldn’t help but be impressed.
"To distribute the rations, I wish to access Zerpha's administrative registry and place it under our control. Will you permit this?"
“Ah, of course.”
Ration tickets would be issued according to the registry recorded in Zerpha’s administration, and the supply would be distributed accordingly.
However, a problem still remained. The enemies within─ the corrupt Royalist generals.
As for the plan to “deal with” them…
Maximilian himself might personally step in again later.
“Truly, this is a beautiful thing.”
At any rate, the Crown Prince was moved.
Once the distribution began, the troops in Zerpha, and surely the people as well, would share the same sentiment.
"By the way, Your Highness, you speak Imperial language at the level of an Aran native?"
Lieutenant Colonel Kai Han asked with a faint smile.
The Crown Prince nodded gently.
"I visited the Empir⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌‌‌‌e when I was young. As royalty, the Imperial language is a basic skill."
“In that case…”
Lieutena⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌‌‌‌nt Colonel Kai Han took out a book from his coat and handed it over.
It was a book with a black cover, its title embossed in gold leaf.
"Would you like to read it? It's a book that came with the supplies from the Empire's central region."
The supply packages from the Empire had several books included, but this particular title was especially well received among the soldiers.
“Valtaras……?”
The Crown Prince gently caressed the luxurious cover and opened the first page.
***
......A trend is spreading through the Empire's central region.
It was a single book called "Valtaras."
“Ha... This is driving me crazy.”
A tranquil afternoon.
‘Eshton’, formerly of the Sentinel, now working as a private knight after leaving the order, was also reading the book, savoring each line and feeling the emotions within.
"How did such a book come out of the central region......."
It seemed like an ordinary love story, but it was nothing of the sort. On the contrary, it was more heartfelt and realistic than any love story.
As expected, geniuses pay no heed to censorship.
No, honestly, it was surprising that a book like this even made it through censorship at all.
“Hey! Egilon!”
At that moment, someone called out to him. Eshton sighed and closed the book.
He slowly stood up and looked in the direction of the voice.
“Egilon! How’s the farm?!”
This was the Empire’s southeastern border region. A massive farm operated by the Parmano Cartel, cultivating black poppies, the main ingredient for the drug ‘Arcia’.
“Hey, Egilon! Nothing unusual?!”
A cartel executive shouted from atop a jeep.
Knight Eshton, that is, the cartel's undercover agent 'Egilon', jerked his chin toward the farm.
“Can’t you see? It’s quiet.”
“Alright. Let’s change shifts then!”
The southeastern border region was an area where the language of the eastern nation 'Verkina' was used interchangeably. They exchanged rough jokes in their coarse dialect as they disembarked from the jeep.
They were armed guards of the cartel.
They weren't ordinary people. In this cartel, there were also mercenaries who handled not only guns but swords, with skills surpassing active knights.
“Good work.”
“Yeah. Good jo⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌‌‌‌b, you fucking bastard, Egilon.”
“Fuck off.”
Eshton raised his middle finger as he walked away from the farm.
The cartel’s executives and security guards armed themselves with swords and guns.
As the sun set, the farm slowly sank into pitch-black darkness.
That quiet and peaceful air...
─Bang!
Was torn apart at some moment.
Along with the gunshot, flames spread.
Clang─! Claaang──! Ratatatata!
The sharp ringing of sword against sword.
You fucking son of a bitch──! Kill him──! You son of a─ Aaaaargh──!
Blood splattered, and screams erupted.
Srrrk. Srrrrk───.
Blades parted flesh. Body parts separated from bodies rolled away.
Squelch──.
As the chaos gradually died down and calm began to return to the area...
───Whooosh.
A wildfire began to blaze.
Hundreds of thousands of square meters of farmland, the raw ingredients of the drug, were engulfed in red flames and reduced to ash.......
Step.
A knight’s combat boots stepped onto the ground. A man with blond hair and golden eyes stood before the flickering blaze. The moonlight shone on his sharp jawline.
He stroked the stubble that had grown rough over time and looked up at the night sky.
“Ah~ Sir Julian!”
The Department Chief of the Narcotics Enforcement Bureau in the Empire's southeast rushed over urgently.
“Thank you for your hard work.”
Julian nodded quietly.
It was a drug farm eradication operation. A mission to wipe out black poppies, the raw ingredient of the highly pure drug ‘Arcia’.
“Wow. How much do you think all this is worth? Must be tens of millions of dollars, right?”
The chief muttered trivial things, but Julian remained silent, lost in thought.
Drugs make people forget about life.
Do people seek drugs because life is hard?
If so, is the problem with the people who seek drugs, or the people who make drugs, or the groups that make people's lives miserable?
Whichever it is, there’s no clear answer.
“By the way... Sir Knight. Have you read this book?”
The chief pulled out a book from his coat.
"Valtaras."
“It’s the big craze lately, a huge hit. My daughter kept nagging me to read it, so I finally gave in, and it’s really good. But that Dyck, that piece of sh─... Oh, maybe I shouldn’t. Just in case you haven’t read it─”
Julian pulled out the same book from inside his coat.
“Oh, of course.”
“Reading is a hobby of mine. And yeah, Dyck is an asshole.”
“Ahaha~ I knew it. I knew it, Sir Knight. There’s no way someone like you wouldn’t have read such a mas⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌‌‌‌terpiece.”
“I think I even know who Valtaras is based on.”
“Eh? A model? Ah~ it’s you, isn’t it?”
The chief suddenly started spouting nonsense. Julian’s brow furrowed slightly.
“Ah, wasn’t it you? To be honest, when I read it, I kept thinking of you, Sir Julian.”
“Valtaras isn’t worn down like me.”
There was exactly one person who fit the description of Valtaras.
“Just handle the cleanup properly.”
“Ah, yes. Leave it to me. There's nothing much to handle anyway. We burned everything down.”
As Julian turned away, he opened the book. On the 17th page, a coded message left by Eshton was hidden.
This operation had been a joint effort between Eshton and Julian.
The two of them, as long-time comrades, had been conducting investigations together for many years.
To make the Empire more just, to eliminate the drug cartels that brought harm to the Empire...
Julian looked at the burning farm and gripped "Valtaras" tightly.
“.......”
But then, which side truly represents ‘justice’?
He still hadn’t found the answer.
***
Two weeks since the release of Valtaras.
The novel "Valtaras" caused a sensation in the Empire. The young noble ladies fell for the tragic protagonist Valtaras, while other corrupt nobles pretended to fall into deep reflection.
Surprisingly, not a single one of them seemed to believe they were the villain of the story, ‘Dyck’.
However, Valtaras carried not only entertainment, but also a propagandistic purpose.
Apart from the Aran supremacism underlying the novel, while Valtaras was betrayed by Empire nobles, the force that actually killed him was the barbarians on the eastern front.
Literature. Art. Propaganda. Johann’s first work held all three.
So then, what kind of influence could this thing called literature have on the spirit of the times?
It couldn’t be predicted yet.
Nor should I expect too much.
I only hope it will help with the laws I intend to propose later.
“Hm.”
One afternoon.
Having arrived at the knight order a bit late, I picked up the newspaper as usual.
[“Valtaras” sweeps across the Empire.]
[ A noble who wanders the Empire...... ]
As I skimmed the headlines with satisfaction─
Knock knock─ Creak!
The door opened right alongside the sound of knocking.
Julian.
A very unusual, uncharacteristic surprise visit from him.
“Sir Julian. What brings you here?”
Instead of answering, Julian sat down in the chair across from me.
“......Max.”
“Yes.”
“As a knight, I would like to formally request your support.”
Julian was asking for my assistance.
It was quite a surprise.
“Hmm.......”
In my head, I tried to estimate the timing.
What sort of crisis could be happening to Julian around this time? The cases he had been personally pursuing...
──Parmano Cartel.
The southeastern region of the Empire. The Empire’s worst and largest drug organization, running rampant in the lawless borderlands where law and order did not reach.
“......I assume you’ve heard of Parmano.”
“The cartel, yes.”
“A colleague who had infiltrated them has gone missing during a highly dangerous mission.”
Julian continued speaking calmly.
“His last known location has been roughly identified, but......”
As always, he maintained his composure.
This was just like Julian, remaining calm even in the face of death, in prison, even with execution looming right before him.
“I can’t handle this alone. I need reliable personnel and funds for the operation.”
Julian was incorruptible. He spent all his rewards and salary on orphanages and poverty relief, so he probably had little to spare for his own missions.
“Yes.”
I answered without hesitation.
“I’ll volunteer.”
Drugs are a poison that corrupts the Empire. And behind the spreading of that poison, undoubtedly─
Ezenheim must be involved.
“Go ahead. I’ll make preparations and follow.”
Therefore, this was, in fact, the ‘incident’ I had been waiting for.
Julian may have lost to the cartel in the past,
But I would not let it end that way.
.......
Chiron leaned against the office window and closed hi⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌‌‌‌s eyes.
The dim moonlight streamed through the crack in the window, casting its glow across his face. A droplet gathered at the corner of his eye and rolled down.
Valtaras.
All his words and sentences had resonance. Even his tragic end had noble meaning.
“......Haa. Khuhk.”
The attitude, the bearing─ everything that all nobles ought to emulate.
The dignity of endlessly and purely loving one woman.
Perhaps it had been a long time since he had been immersed in such pure emotion.
“Khuhk... Kuhhep.”
He composed himself from the surging emotions. After calming his heart, he left the office.
“Phew.......”
Taking a deep breath, he pressed the elevator button.
Ding.
Inside the opening elevator stood a knight who had gotten on first. It was the high-ranking knight, Adria.
She too held a black-covered book in her hand.
"Did you read the book too?"
"Yes. I see you cried, Sir Chiron."
“Me? No way.”
“There are traces on your face.”
"......That kind of book doesn't really suit someone like you."
Chiron glanced sideways at Adria with a hollow chuckle. Adria gave a small nod.
"That's true. I understood the noble's duty that Valtaras speaks of. However, the overall theme of the book making one side the enemy was narrow-minded."
“You're insane. Shut your mouth. How dare you.”
“......Even if it’s just the two of us, isn’t that a bit harsh? I mean, I thought the storyline itself was really good. That kind of romance is hard to come by in the Empire.”
Ding.
Just then, the elevator arrived. They quickly descended to the parking lot.
Chiron didn’t want to associate with this woman. She probably felt the same way.
“──Are you heading out now?”
At that moment, when they turned toward the sudden voice.
The moment they looked at the man who had appeared from somewhere.
“.......”
Chiron’s eyes widened. Adria’s did as well.
In their ears, the description of Valtaras replayed itself.
[He had golden eyes that did not lose their light, even in the darkness. His clean blond hair always shone brilliantly. His uniform was always immaculate without a speck of dust, and his demeanor and posture were flawless.......]
“Take care.”
Without any particularly special words, he got into the car and drove off. Even his most ordinary gestures were immaculate.
Adria and Chiron stood there, blankly watching him.
“......Ha.”
They were speechless.
A knight like Valtaras, a knight who was at least outwardly perfectly similar—
Had been working at the same place as them all along.
Chapter 106: The Way to Reach the Dream
Cartel.
They are a group that sells dreams.
Dreams that cannot be obtained or reached by ordinary means, but with just a single puff, allow one to touch that place.
“Huuuu……”
Fragrant smoke rose from the cigar at the corner of his mouth.
Southeastern part of the Empire, the border region. More precisely, a lavish mansion located deep in the city center of the eastern country 'Verkina'.
This was the hideout of the massive drug organization [Parmano Cartel].
"Fuck. This book is fucking beautiful....... Hey. What about that guy?"
The boss, ‘Costa’, asked in a languid voice. In his hand was the novel「Valtaras」, imported from the Empire.
“Yes. We’ve captured him now.”A subordinate replied.
Though the word ‘captur⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠ed’ might sound funny, there was no other choice since the opponent was someone who used mana.
"Gouge out his eyes, rip out his guts, whatever it takes to find out. Whether there are other spies inside. There's no way there was only one rat."
Costa furrowed his brows and put out the cigar by pressing it down.
Because of that damned bastard, the damage they suffered was enormous. An entire large-scale plantation had gone up in smoke.
“But, Don Costa. The Empire’s knight—”
“Hey. Do you even know how much money we lost? If we’d sold all that product, it would’ve been tens of billions, tens of billions! It's basically like we fucking threw away a massive jackpot!”
Just talking about it made the veins pop on his neck. He was still furious. Because of that fucking bastard, all that money went up in flames...
"Those knights can't come here anyway."
This was Verkina’s territory, and Verkina belonged to the Eastern Union. It was a region where even the Empire couldn’t recklessly deploy its troops. Some treaty or agreement or whatever existed.
Thanks to that, the Parmano Cartel was conducting a lucrative ‘business’ between Verkina and the Empire.
“No, they won’t come.”
Costa let out a sneer.
“In fact, it’s safer precisely because it’s the Empire. Those guys are so stiff-necked. They hate the lowly types who do drugs so much, they don’t even look at them. Yet they’re the ones always high on the best quality stuff.”
All of the top-grade packages produced by the cartel flew straight to the Empire's center, specifically to the upper districts.
“Even the nobles use our stuff, you see~”
He lit his cigar again and motioned to his subordinate.
“Hey, enough of that. You know what Valtaras is?”
"Val... tars? Like, your feet are on fire?"
“You d⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠umb bastard.”
Costa burst out laughing and waved the copy of Valtaras in his hand.
“It'such a shame, truly a shame. Being born dumb, you can’t even appreciate the beauty of such a novel.”
“I’m sorry.”
To the subordinate bowing repeatedly, he handed over the copy of「Valtaras」himself.
“I’m giving this to you since we caught that guy. Read it when you have time. You need to cultivate some refinement too.”
“Ah, yes…”
"Don't worry, you little shit."
Costa bit down hard on the cigar as he spoke.
“Do you really think those noble lords of the Imperial Palace would make a fuss just to save one washed-up, discarded commoner knight who got kicked out of the Sentinel? No way there’s a crazy bastard in this world who’d—”
***
"Knight Maximilian."
Southeastern part of the Empire— Pelan Province.
A border town in that region that jutted out from the Empire's mainland like a spike, its coastline facing the Eastern Alliance.
“Y-Yes! Loyalty! Sergeant Lopez of the Pelan Province Police, ‘Rurales’ Division!”
The sergeant, with relatively dark skin, hastily saluted.
He was an Aran, but because of his skin color, he was treated as being of quite a low class.
“Hmm……”
I had arrived at the coordinates where Eshton had last transmitted his location.
I stood still and looked around. The scenery was completely different from the central region.
The humid tropical air and exotic architectural style. It felt more like a small resort town than a territory of the Empire.
In fact, due to its geographical characteristics, this area functioned more like an autonomous region where local customary laws held more sway than Imperial law, and the language used was a mix of the Imperial language and ‘Mercagnol’, a language from several eastern countries.
“Eshton, that is, Egilon, was kidnapped from the middle of this town and taken across the border?”
“Well… we inquired with the villagers, but no one claims to have seen anything. Since it’s such a remote place, there’s no foot traffic at night…”
Lopez was sweating profusely as he spoke.
I looked past his shoulder.
“......”
Other Rurales with rifles slung across their backs were gathered behind him, smoking cigarettes. They glanced at me and snickered.
“Hmph.”
The conversation they were having was entirely in 'Mercagnol’. It’s the second or third most spoken language after the Empire's Aran language.
Of course, Imperial nobles never bother to learn it. At most, the language nobles learn is Prozen. It’s known for having an elegant, artistic pronunciation.
─Thump
Those men concerned me.
Not just the content of their whispered conversation, which they thought I couldn't understand, but—
─Thump.
Surprisingly, two of those four were Ezenheim.
“First, follow me. There’s somewhere we need to go.”
“Ah, yes. Where to...?”
Without answering, I began walking. The Rurales followed behind, looking puzzled.
Through a winding dirt path, to a remote cliff by the coast where the sound of waves could be heard.
Crunch──
I stopped, stepping on loose dirt, and looked back at Lopez.
“Sergeant Lopez.”
“Yes.”
I asked quietly, my voice barely audible over the waves.
“Did you sell information to the Cartel?”
“...Huh? What do you... N-no, I didn't!”
Lopez’s pupils trembled. I quietly nodded and drew the longsword from my back.
“You four over there. Come here.”
I called out to the ones behind in Mercagnol. They flinched and looked at each other in surprise. They probably never expected to hear Mercagnol from the mouth of an Imperial noble, much less a knight.
"Come over here."
The ones hesitating as they approached had just whispered something in low voices—but to my senses, those words remained vividly clear.
─Whoa. So this is an Imperial knight? He’s cuter than I thought.
─You think a pretty boy like that can actually swing a sword? He’ll probably just pose and leave.
─How old is he? If I get close, I feel like he might still smell like his mommy’s milk. Should I take a whiff?
Honestly, even if they hadn’t been Ezenheim, I had no intention of letting them live.
Perhaps my reverse scale is my mother.
"By the laws of the Empire, I hereby execute you for the crime of insulting a knight."
I swung my sword.
Schlick—!
I severed the head of the one who'd spoken of my mother first. The headless corpse collapsed onto the sandy beach. Blood sprayed across Lopez's face.
"Ugh, AAAAHH!"
While Lopez screamed, my sword moved once again. The second one’s arms and legs were severed, the third had his heart pierced, and the last one was cleanly split in two.
In an instant, four corpses lay scattered.
I flicked the blood from my blade and turned around.
“Sergeant Lopez.”
“Ah... ah, hurrrgh...”
"I despise people who laugh flippantly in front of me, who lie, or who spout off like vagrants."
Lopez's face went pale as a sheet. His legs gave out and he collapsed.
“Now, I’ll ask again.”
I sheathed my sword and repeated the question.
"Did you sell the information to the cartel?"
Lopez began hyperventilating, then hastily dropped to his knees.
“I—I have a child! And a sick elderly mother...!”
“I didn’t ask about your family situation.”
“I’m sorry! Please, please just spare me!”
He pleaded, trembling, hands pressed together.
“...Sergeant Lopez.”
I gazed down at him and called his name.
“Y-yes...?”
“If you want to live, then answer.”
He wasn’t an Ezenheim, so he was worth sparing.
"What exactly did you sell to the cartel? That's all you need to tell me."
“A-ah, that...”
Lopez opened his mouth with a trembling voice.
.......
"So he leaked Eshton's personal information while also turning a blind eye to the crime. The cartel gave the Rurales advance notice of Eshton's kidnapping date, and the Rurales didn't respond that day. They didn't even file a report with the authorities."
That was Sergeant Lopez’s confession.
“I see.”
Julian replied bitterly. His gaze was deeply sunken.
"It's confirmed he was taken to Verkina, but do you have any idea where specifically?"
This incident had occurred before my regression as well, but I had no memory of exactly where Eshton had died. Only a brief report remained, stating that his body was never found.
"There's intelligence that the head of the Parmano Cartel has a residence in this area."
Julian pointed to a spot on the map. It was a part of Verkina’s city center, slightly removed from the Imperial border.
“Not far, then.”
We were currently having this conversation at the airport.
The Empire and the Eastern Union were currently in a very ‘open’ state. A situation where both sides smiled with words while hiding blades behind their backs.
Thanks to a previously signed agreement, many Imperial citizens and companies were conducting business in the Eastern Union, and airport entry was also possible.
“Here. Take this. It’s your ID.”
I handed Julian a forged Verkina identification card.
"Can you speak Mercagnol by any chance?"
“...To some extent.”
“Say som⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠ething. Let me judge how fluent you are.”
Julian cleared his throat and opened his mouth with an awkward accent.
“Ish thish good enuff...?”
“No. You sound like all your teeth fell out. Let’s go with a silent type persona.”
“......”
Julian closed his mouth, seemingly embarrassed.
“Here, take this as well. Carry it.”
I handed him a heavy duffel bag.
“There’s ten million dollars inside.”
Julian nodded.
“Then, let’s go.”
“Yes.”
We stood up. Without delay, we passed through the airport gate and boarded the plane.
“......”
Julian raised an eyebrow as he looked around. The cabin was full.
“There are a lot of people today.”
“Ah. Everyone here is part of our operation team.”
“...Really?”
“Yes.”
"I didn't know."
Mercagnol was a relatively common language. Most nobles wouldn’t know it, but among eastern commoners, quite a few could speak it.
So I had hired such commoners with an offer they couldn't refuse.
“I’ve acquired this airport as well.”
“...When?”
“Yesterday.”
I'd purchased it yesterday. I had always planned to own most important facilities like airports anyway.
“...I see.”
Julian nodded and leaned back against his seat.
He seemed somewhat stunned.
.......
Before my regression, the Eshton incident was swept under the rug. The Empire knew that a knight had died, but because he was a knight without official status, and because he was a commoner, they simply buried it.
That probably meant the Imperial Palace bastards had taken bribes from the cartel too.
Therefore, to bring down the cartel, time, money, and above all, people were needed.
From the moment I arrived in Verkina, I dispersed agents everywhere.
Civilians, military, wherever—it didn’t matter. I spread them everywhere. Agents bribed locals, and those locals bribed other locals in turn.
The operation budget was unlimited. Verkina wasn't even a country with a large economy.
That’s why, within just two days, the situation could be resolved.
“Knight Julian. I believe we’ve found him.”
And that’s exactly what happened.
We pinpointed the exact location where Eshton was being held.
“Let’s move immediately.”
We got into a jeep. Leaving the city behind, we drove for a long time on an unpaved road.
Before long, we arrived at a place far removed from the typically lavish hideouts of cartels—a ranch deep in the jungle.
In the center of it stood a structu⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠re that looked like an abandoned stable.
“That’s the place.”
“Let’s go.”
Creeeak. We parked the jeep at a distance and pushed through the forest, advancing silently.
The area’s security was lax. At most, a few thugs with rifles were dozing off nearby.
Schlick! Squelch!
We exchanged hand signals and took them out one by one with precision. However, standing directly in front of the building was someone with notably sharp senses.
He was, at the very least, a swordsman.
“I’ll handle the outside. You go in.”
Julian said as he warmed up his mana. With his skill, he could easily subdue the opponent alone, but speed was of the essence.
The cartel's forces must never be underestimated. They were people who hired the strongest talents from their own or other countries as mercenaries.
If we didn’t rescue him quickly, more of them would keep pouring in.
“Yes. Understood.”
Julian leaped out soundlessly, and I circled around to the back of the building.
Before entering, I first released my mana.
The calm wave of Ebenholtz passed through the wall and scanned the interior. No enemies were detected. Only the presence of a single person could be felt.
Creeeaak.
I o⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠pened the door.
In the slowly revealing darkness, a man was tied to a chair.
“.......”
For a moment, I nearly dropped the sword I was holding.
Knight Eshton.
Covered in blood, he was hanging his head and gasping for breath. His entire body was wrecked from torture, but his chest rose and fell ever so faintly.
He was still alive.
However...
I couldn't comprehend it. It felt like a fuse had blown in my head.
A retired knight of the Sentinel.
He had joined nine years ago, but left the order after some incident.
The man whom Julian had trusted so deeply.
Why was it that for such a man—
──Thump.
My heart was reacting?
Chapter 107: The Way to Reach the Dream (2)
A space reeking of blood, mana-infused chemicals, and the stench of horse dung.
I stared at Eshton, who was tied to a chair. Outside, the clash of swords grew urgent, but in this moment, time itself seemed to have stopped for me.
"......Is that you?"
He asked me.
The Ezenheim named Eshton,
“Julian.”
He called out his comrade’s name while gasping for breath.
“Julian......”
But he could not open his eyes.
Because he had none.Dark crimson blood trickled from his hollow eye sockets, trailing down his cheeks to gather at the tip of his chin.
──Thump.
My heart continued to beat.
Ezenheim.
They had infiltrated among us for quite some time. There could certainly be one among the knights—no, perhaps more than one.
“Julian.......”
The knight named Eshton, calling out to Julian.
Should I kill him?
Or should I spare him?
Many thoughts spread through my mind.
Ways to keep him alive, interrogate and use him. The possibilities of extracting the information he has to track down other Ezenheim.
But the Ezenheim serve only their own kind. They desire nothing but the great cause of annihilation.
They are an otherworldly race with no will to live, or rather, whose entire focus of existence is fixed solely on that purpose.
Could I even make use of such beings?
When I still don't even know exactly who I'm fighting against.
Still, the true nature of the Ezenheim remains veiled from sight. An opaque silhouette whose existence alone I can confirm. And because of that, because every aspect of them remains unknown to me.......
There is no need for unanswerable worries.
Enemies of humanity must not be left alive.
Though the method may differ, that is a duty that must never change.
I established a sta⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌ndard to stop my own thoughts.
It became my criterion, my maxim, and further, something I accepted as conviction.
“.......”
On the ground were remnants of unknown drugs the cartel had used for torture. I picked up a reagent bottle and a discarded syringe. Through the virus's intuition, I understood the mana formula of this drug.
The virus perceives mana as mana.
Perhaps it even interprets non-mana things as mana.
──Rrrrrumble.
The liquid inside the vial began to churn. The variables emitted by the virus seeped into the liquid, twisting the mana formula that composed the drug.
It was a method I had never used before. This too was a new kind of realization, yet a question arose.
Why was I trying to kill Eshton in such a complicated way?
Just because I didn’t want to be suspected by Julian?
Stab.
I plunged the syringe needle into Eshton’s neck.
“......!”
Eshton let out a short groan. His body convulsed, trembling.
As the syringe emptied, Eshton’s head fell limply to the side.
His breath stopped.
“.......”
I crushed the empty syringe into powder in my hand. I lifted Eshton’s corpse onto my shoulder. Then I exited the stable and ran on foot. I sprinted across the jungle.
Julian, who had also taken care of his opponent, followed shortly behind. Shouts and footsteps of cartel bastards echoed from behind, but it didn’t matter.
On this rugged mountain path, we are faster than any vehicle.
Knights are human tactical weapons, cultivated by the Empire's philosophy of the iron man pushed to its extreme.
Though the passage of time may have dulled that meaning somewhat, at the very least, the two of us were no imitations.
***
An unnamed forest in the border region.
I set down Eshton from my shoulder. Julian kindled a small spark of mana at his fingertips to illuminate the corpse.
“He’s dead.”
Eshton's appearance, revealed under the bluish light, was gruesome. Flesh torn away, bones exposed, countless marks of torture.
Yet Julian showed no emotion. In his dull pupils, clouded like dust had settled on them, there was not even a flicker.
Finding that strange, I asked Julian.
"Was he your comrade?"
Julian nodded.
"He was."
I looked at Eshton.
This man will not return to the Empire. Just like before the regression, not even his corpse will be found.
Because he possessed the heart of a subspecies.
“What are you planning to do with this body now?”
Julian asked.
“I……”
My words caught in my throat.
Just now, Julian's voice echoed in my ears.
‘What are you planning to do with this body now?’
As if he were asking about the use of the corpse,
In the spaces between his words, as though he knew something I didn’t, suddenly—
A spark ignited in my mind.
Strange suspicions began to rise.
──Looking back, it had been odd.
What exactly had Julian been doing until I arrived here?
Julian is an exceptional knight. In the Sentinel, there aren’t many who are as balanced in both martial and intellectual skills as he is.
And yet, he had been excessively calm. Even though his comrade had been kidnapped, he hadn't taken the initiative himself, only moving as I led.
As if he were waiting for me to discover something. As if he were subtly guiding me toward it.
“.......”
To blame it on his dry personality would make him seem far too incompetent.
The Julian I knew was absolutely not an incompetent man.
“......Julian.”
I turned to look at Julian. The suspicion that had grown like a side branch reached a single possibility.
Why had Eshton suddenly been captured by the cartel, and how had I ended up coming here?
Knight Ezenheim are rare. From Ezenheim's perspective as well, he was a valuable talent that must have been preserved, and yet, how could someone like that be captured by something as trivial as a cartel?
“It was you.”
No matter how much I thought about it, there could be no other reason except this man.
“.......”
Julian silently looked at me. An unreadable light shimmered faintly in his deep eyes.
“You.”
I asked him,
“Did you kill Eshton?”
Julian’s expression was always the same. He was a man devoid of expression. I had thought of it as composure, calm, equanimity, but that had been a grave misconception.
I had never once looked into his true self.
There were far too many things I didn’t know about him.
“......Yes.”
Julian gave a low cough and nodded.
“I leaked information to the cartel.”
My face hardened.
He lowered his gaze to Eshton's corpse. A small breath escaped through his teeth.
"Eshton. This m⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌an was not a pure-blooded Imperial citizen. He borrowed the identity of a commoner named Eshton...... a man whose dreams were far too grand."
Julian murmured quietly, as if recalling a not-so-distant past.
"I was the first to learn the truth. I was also the one who had him expelled from the Sentinel."
If one enters Empire Point by impersonating an Aran, the minimum punishment is death.
Even those who knowingly allow such a person to go free, depending on their status, face extreme penalties equivalent to execution.
"I let Eshton go. I allowed him to keep his title as a knight."
Julian confessed both his own crime and Eshton's simultaneously.
“He said he was grateful. Said he’d definitely repay me in some other way.”
A glass-like sharpness crept into his dry voice.
“But at some point, Eshton’s greed seemed to grow again. He broke his promise and showed signs of returning to the Capital.”
“......You were monitoring him.”
"If he could deceive the Empire, do you think he couldn't deceive me?"
A man whose depths cannot be seen shows no openings.
Julian continued speaking calmly.
"Max. I cannot say what is right. Nor can I say what is wrong. But I can certainly see what is amiss."
Julian’s gaze flickered slowly.
"Do you know how much cash the cartel tributes to the Imperial Palace and the Imperial Guard?"
The Imperial Guard siphons money from all manner of sources.
Whether it was soaked in drugs, filth, or blood—once laundered, it didn’t matter anyway.
“Even so, the higher-ups are turning a blind eye to the cartel. There are even people who think of it as funding for war preparations.”
Julian continued in a faint tone.
“But t⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌hat money flows back into the Empire through the borders, destroying the subjects and crushing the poor. They’re destroying people’s souls just to make a bit of money.”
I sat down on a rock in the forest, using it as a chair.
“Max. Do you know the crimes the nobles commit using drugs? Do you know the crimes addicts commit just to get their hands on them?”
How upper-class nobles forcibly addict commoners and turn them into horrifying slaves. And that even children were among the victims. Fathers who slaughtered their families in a drug-fueled frenzy, or sold off their loved ones just to buy more...
“Before this evil spreads further, before it becomes irreversible, someone has to end it.”
While I was in the Capital, Julian had been watching all of it—watching, observing.
“Maximilian.”
He called my name.
“To bring down the cartel, it’s impossible by normal means. It requires much more money and people.”
I could understand Julian’s words easily.
“......You need a stronger cartel.”
Julian nodded.
“Destruction and replacement.”
Then he pointed at Eshton’s corpse.
“Use this as justification to destroy the current cartel, and fill the vacuum with someone at least partially controllable.”
This was Julian's plan from the beginning, the true reason he had asked for my cooperation.
“You were testing me.”
“I won’t deny it.”
For a moment, I didn’t know what to say to him.
Since the regression, perhaps for the first time, I was at a loss for words. The miracle of regression had instead revealed a new side of Julian.
“Before the war, we must clean up internally.”
Julian looked at me and continued.
“If we go to war without dea⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌ling with the cartel first, it’ll be a massive harm to the Empire as well.”
He was trying to persuade me.
“Also, the ingredients for the drugs aren’t much different from stimulants. They’ll be extremely useful during wartime.”
The crops cultivated at cartel farms, including Black Poppy, are used as stimulants on the battlefield.
Stimpacks are core war supplies.
“For someone like you, a pure imperialist more than anyone else, there’s no mission more fitting than this.”
I looked at Julian.
His proposal was the right one—for the Empire’s benefit, and for the sake of my own cause.
But was it t⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌he same for Julian himself?
To someone who seemed worn down, who had stepped too deeply into the darkness of the world...
“Julian.”
Suddenly, words spilled from my mouth.
“What are you searching for?”
Swoooosh──.
The wind blew, rustling the branches. Shadows flickered as if dancing.
Julian gazed quietly up at the night sky. Gentle moonlight gathered in his eyes.
“......Who knows.”
And in him, I saw.
"Perhaps I'm searching for a way to reach my dream."
A fragment of Valtaras.
***
A luxury villa in downtown Bekinia.
I opened Eshton’s chest cavity laid out on a metal tray. I examined the heart first in detail. I didn't need the other organs.
"......He's a subspecies."
"You learned autopsy?"
“Yes. The shape of the heart is different. The more trained in mana someone is, the more distinct it becomes."
The atria, ventricles, muscles, every form was different. Unlike humans, the hearts of subspecies are altered by mana. More efficient pathways are carved according to each individual's talent.
“I’ll keep the heart.”
I removed the heart and placed the corpse in the freezer.
Thanks to Julian, I had learned something new.
A living Ezenheim is difficult to use, but a dead one is more than usable.
"Then, let me explain."
“Yes.”
Julian pointed to the chalkboard hanging on the wall. Dozens of photos were connected like a spider’s web.
“Costa, Fellier, Kunta. These three are the most influential cartel heads. Also called Capo. They're at war with each other while selling drugs recklessly and competitively. There’s no order and no control.”
I scanned the Capo and their subordinates. In their world, they had many nicknames—Viper, Boss of Bosses, Iron Boar.
They were nothing more than frogs in a well.
“They can be easily taken out. I’ll use this body to handle the ‘destruction’ of the cartel.”
Eshton. This man would become a hero. Not as an Ezenheim spy who falsified his identity, but as an ill-fated knight who was brutally murdered while working for the people of the Empire.
By enraging the Sentinel and the other knight forces and directing that fury at the cartel, the destruction operation would resolve itself naturally.
The problem comes after.
Julian pointed out that very part.
"However, even if we cut off the head, new heads will emerge."
Before the regression, the Empire had also severed the cartel's heads, but their underlings had risen up in chaos, making the political situation even more turbulent, and their atrocities continued even after the Empire's fall.
“If that’s the case, then it’s better to create a controllable organization that encompasses the entire cartel.”
In other words, to establish the strongest cartel.
“Do you have a candidate?”
“There’s someone I’ve been cultivating for quite a while. He has both the skills and the purpose. But... cough.”
Julian let out a dry cough. He wiped his mouth with a handkerchief and gave a bitter smile.
“My funding has its limits. To raise him properly, I need far more money than I currently have.”
“Funding won’t be a problem.”
“I know, but... truthfully, the cartel devours money faster than you think. It’s like pouring water into a bottomless pot.”
Julian seemed concerned about me. Of course, even that could be an act, but one thing was certain.
Just as I can’t read Julian, he can’t read me.
Perhaps no one in this world can see my ‘end’.
"You've seen my money and you're still worried? There's no need for that."
I said calmly.
“I’ll tell only you. My net worth exceeds at least ten billion dollars.”
“Ten billion?”
Julian blinked.
“Yes. That’s the minimum. Honestly, I don’t even know how much I have. It keeps growing every day”
The short selling profits from Canilan, the surge in raw materials, revenue from mana stone mines, and the acquisition of several Imperial corporations—at this point, a structure where money generates more money was already complete.
“......I see. Ten billion, I didn’t expect that.”
At the very least for me, problems that could be solved with money were the easiest.
Chapter 108: The Way to Reach the Dream (3)
The downtown area of Verkina.
I purchased the prime land in the heart of the bustling street entirely and immediately began construction.
Thunk! Thunk! Thunk!
Heavy machinery powered by mana stones operated tirelessly. The business model I planned to launch here was based on Canilan's latest clubs. Mana stone speakers, outer walls finished with transparent glass... It would become a uniquely special space for pleasure in Verkina.
"A club."
Julian muttered as he looked up at the construction site.
“Have you ever been to one?”
"Yes. Once, in Canilan."
Drugs ultimately lead to pleasure. If I create a flashy and provocative playground in the very center of Verkina, the cartel's executives will swarm to it like moths to a flame.
Tracking their movements, seizing their weaknesses, and if necessary, abducting them without a trace—there’s no better trap than this.“I’ve also purchased the entire stretch of this street from end to end.”
“I see.”
“An underground hideout will be built beneath the main road. Armory, prison, communication room included. This entire place will likely become our command center.”
In truth, it didn’t cost much. It was the equivalent of buying two or three buildings in the central wealthy district of the Empire.
I took out a bearer bond from my pocket and handed it to Julian.
“Take it. Julian, you’re the owner of this club. I’m too busy with Imperial affairs to stay here full-time, so I’ll entrust the management of this place and the organization entirely to you.”
Julian nodded as he accepted the bond.
There was no doubt about his abilities, so I just needed to be his backing.
“However… before I leave, I’d like to see the friend you’ve taken note of.”
The only unfortunate thing was that Julian lacked the ability to distinguish Ezenheim.
.......
A tavern near the border of Verkina.
Kalo, who ran a cartel subsidiary using that place as his base, bowed deeply to someone.
“I’m sorry!”
The person was Luka, an enforcer under the Parmano Cartel.
"You think saying sorry fixes everything? The tribute's short, you bastard."
Tap. He pressed the muzzle of his gun against Kalo’s forehead. Kalo quickly dropped to his knees.
“I’m sorry! If you give me three days, just three—”
“Two days.”
Luka cut him off with a sharp smile.
"No, tomorrow. If you can't bring it by tomorrow, this kid here will be taking your place. Understand?"
He patted the shoulder of the young boy standing beside him.
“......Yes.”
A boy who hadn’t even reached twenty yet. Though the punk looked down at him with eyes even more arrogant than Luka’s and giggled, there was nothing Kalo could do. He just buried his head deeper, hiding his expression.
“Well then, see you then. Be ready, you worthless piece of shit~”
Luka and his men left. Kalo’s subordinates hurriedly ran over and helped him up.
“Boss. Are you okay?”
“.......”
Kalo clenched his teeth silently. More than anger, he was flustered. There was no way to come up with that kind of money by tomorrow—
Clink.
Just then, the tavern door opened, and two people entered.
“We’re closed.”
A subordinate stepped in to block them, but the visitors paid no heed.
“Hey. I said we’re closed.”
“Kalo.”
One of the guests called his name. Kalo flinched and looked up.
A familiar face. It was Julian, a knight of the Empire.
“......Let them through. You all, get out.”
Kalo quickly pulled a few bills from his wallet and dismissed his subordinates.
Step. Step.
Julian and his companion walked in and sat down on the chairs.
“Looks like things are tough.”
“It’s nothing. Not a big deal.”
Kalo forced himself to look composed. He glanced at the man next to Julian. A man with black hair and sharp eyes. He looked Kalo over coldly.
It was a gaze that felt like a blade passing beneath his throat.
“Is it him?”
The man asked. Julian nodded.
“His name is Kalian Ross. Goes by Kalo. As you can see, he's a capo of a minor cartel. Though his influence is too weak for a capo, there's always a capo above another capo. That's how it works.”
“Hmm.”
The man looked at Kalo and smiled faintly.
“Looks like you’ve racked up a lot of debt.”
"...The tribute suddenly skyrocketed, so I h⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠ad no choice—"
“Can you pay it off by tomorrow?”
“.......”
Kalo fell silent. That was his answer.
Thud.
The man lifted a bag and placed it on the table.
“Take it. Three million Imperial dollars.”
"...What?"
“On top of that—”
He set a duffel bag on the floor. Its contents spilled out. It was filled with firearms, ammunition, and various other weapons like grenades.
“These are exactly what you need right now.”
The money alone was astonishing, but the weapons—those were even more valuable. In Verkina, lower-level groups had no way of obtaining such arms. The cartels watched each other with hawk-like vigilance.
“Huh?”
Kalo’s head tilted involuntarily.
Was this a dream?
Did Luka just kill me, and is this the afterlife?
As Kalo stared blankly between the money, the weapons, and the two men—
“Kal⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠o.”
Julian placed a hand on his shoulder and spoke.
“From now on, you will act as a collaborator of the Empire, and you will carry out missions for the Empire.”
.......
Verkina's night market.
We were sitting side by side at a street stall, eating. The presentation was rough, but the local flavor, heavy with spices, was quite the treat.
"Do you like him?"
Julian asked as he tore into a piece of chicken.
“Yes. I like the look in his eyes. Seems you’ve found the right person.”
Kalian Ross. It was a name I knew. Right now, he was just a average cartel officer, but someday he would unify the chaotic territory of Verkina and become the drug kingpin.
“He lost his parents and younger sibling to the cartel. He’s good at handling mana and fluent in Imperial language. More than anything, he’s strong-willed.”
"He seems like it."
Backed by my funding, Kalo would quickly grow his power and influence. And when the time is right, I would use Eshton as kindling.
With the corpse of a knight, I’ll incite the Empire’s fury and establish a pretext for a full-scale cartel purge.
Once most cartels except Kalo's suffered near-total devastation, Kalo would fill that void.
“The operation’s name is ‘Path of Dreams’. What do you think?”
It was the name I would write in the report.
“Not bad.”
Right on cue, our order arrived. It was Verkina-style chicken, deep-fried whole and coated in a spicy sauce.
I took a bite.
Crispy skin and juicy meat.
Delicious.
“This is good.”
I devoured the drumstick in an instant.
Should I order another one?
“Owner. One more.”
“Eat as much as you want. Verkina is famous for its food. You’ll miss it once you return to the Empire.”
─Crunch. Crunch.
That sound came with every bite of chicken.
─Crunch. Crunch.
After finishing the meal, I stood up from my seat.
"Well then, take care of yourself."
It was time to part ways.
I had to return to the Empire, and Julian had to stay here.
“You take care too.”
***
Just as Julian has his dream, I too have mine.
It isn’t personal, but the survival of humanity, and it requires a deeply complex effort. Sometimes it must be etched into a sword, sometimes into a gun, and sometimes onto paper...
──Meeting Room of the Imperial Ministry of Finance.
Before the National Assembly could propose it, I officially submitted a tax reform plan that included ‘withholding tax’. There were many documents. Dieter handled the review and refinement based on Johann's ideas.
Since the thoughts of two geniuses were combined from the start, it would be far more sophisticated than before my regression.
"...So in the end, you're saying we should collect more taxes?"
Minister of Finance, Oscar, adjusted his glasses and asked.
"On the contrary."
I firmly shook my head.
"Rather, taxes for low-income households and families with multiple children should be drastically reduced."
“Ha. And where do you plan to find such massive funds? Dig it out of the ground?”
“You already know. The Empire has numerous corporations that exploit the Empire itself.”
The Empire must secure its finances for war without fail. Even while waging war, it must not struggle with money.
However, this must not be achieved through the exploitation of its citizens.
I handed over another document.
“Foreign corporations are remitting massive profits earned within the Empire back to their home countries. This is, in effect, a drain of national wealth.”
Capital from several Western nations had infiltrated the Empire, along with comprador capitalists parasitizing off them.
“We must impose a complete ban on the overseas transfer of profits, and if violated, apply punitive taxation. Furthermore, surplus profits above a certain threshold must be used to purchase Imperial government bonds.”
“.......”
Minister Oscar's expression went blank. The other officials looked the same.
It seemed the Empire's bureaucrats were still somewhat naive.
Well, all the outrageous and bizarre laws of that era had originated from the Imperial Guard—more specifically, from Johann’s head.
“Even the Arans, who own businesses yet do not serve the Empire, are no exception. They too must be ‘advised’ to purchase Imperial bonds with a portion of their profits.”
Oscar let out a baffled, disbelieving laugh.
At that moment—
“─If that happens,”
A deep voice echoed from the head of the table. It was Chancellor Ken Steiner.
“All the corporations and factories under Sir Maximilian’s control, including Aternum, would be subject to taxation as well.”
Ken Steiner.
He is a noble. Among nobles, a noble of the highest order.
But unfortunately, he was also someone who had already fallen out of the Emperor's favor.
“Aren’t you an entrepreneur yourself? You’ll suffer the greatest losses.”
"Yes. And I am saying I would gladly accept that."
I had no intention of keeping my money. In a world facing annihilation, profit margins were nothing but pointless flailing.
"You seem unaware of how massive an administrative undertaking this legislation would require. Corporate backlash, diplomatic friction, market chaos... Can you handle all of that?"
“I simply place my faith in His Majesty’s will.”
Ken Steiner’s brow f⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠urrowed.
“...His Majesty’s will?”
“Yes. I am thinking of the great endeavor the Empire seeks to achieve.”
Every word spoken here would be conveyed to the Emperor.
The Emperor of the Empire believes himself to be a god—and possesses an authority close to it.
A legitimacy as if bestowed from the heavens. A human bearing a bloodline seen only a few times in the Empire's thousand-year history.
He was prepared to do anything for his legacy, therefore—
“For His Majesty the Emperor, the true and rightful heir to the throne, the most perfect and noble sovereign.”
I would become his most loyal servant.
"The Empire must secure war funding and unite its strength as one. I have been prepared solely for that—"
"I do not share t⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠hat view."
Ken Steiner shook his head.
"There are still unexplored territories on the continent. Consider the resources buried there. The Empire can achieve prosperity again without resorting to the uncertain means of war."
This was the reason Chancellor Steiner would be removed. The reason the Empire hadn't gone bankrupt until now was thanks to this Chancellor's excellent economic policies, but the Emperor would cut him down.
Because he was unambiguously anti-war.
“.......”
I silently looked around the room. Though I had fully expected Ken Steiner’s opposition, I stiffened my expression to appear appropriately angry.
“...That is most unfortunate, Chancellor Ken Steiner.”
At my words, the officials licked their lips.
“It is deeply unfortunate.”
Their heads slowly bowed.
But Ken alone did not avert his gaze from mine.
***
As darkness settled over the night.
Maximilian’s radical tax proposal had, overnight, spread throughout the entire Imperial Palace. Largely because Reutern II, that loose-lipped magpie, had spent the entire day chirping about how, “This is a policy truly for the Empire!”
“...It can’t be helped now.”
In the innermost chamber of the Imperial Palace, the Emperor was enraged.
And at the same time, pleased.
He was pleased with Maximilian’s loyal legislative proposal—and enraged by the ever-cowardly conduct of Ken Steiner.
It was unavoidable.
The Emperor had favored Ken Steiner for decades, but the two had aged in different directions.
"That man has grown old."
The Emperor's confidant, Chief of Staff Grossman, murmured quietly as he smoked a cigar.
Before him stood Werner, the Director of the Intelligence Bureau, a direct Imperial agency.
“His Majesty was very pleased with Maximilian’s proposal. With his loyalty as well. So we, too, must follow His Majesty’s will.”
Grossman exhaled a long stream of cigar smoke.
In truth, Maximilian’s meteoric rise was threatening enough to warrant some caution, even from Grossman.
But if the Emperor’s favor was tilting toward that side, there was no reason to resist. Rather, riding that wave and eliminating his political rival, Ken Steiner, would be to his advantage.
After all, power in the Imperial Palace was still fragmented beneath the Emperor, and Grossman was just one of many players.
“Handle it quietly.”
An order to fell Ken Steiner, the great tree that had sustained the Empire's economy until now.
“Yes.”
The Intelligence Director bowed. He retreated backward out of the office.
─Ssshhh.
Grossman stubbed out his cigar in the ashtray. He gazed at the dying embers, lost in deep thought.
“Maximilian…”
The son of Sebestian, the heir of Ebenholtz.
Until now, Grossman had never tried to keep Ebenholtz in check. There had been no reason to. Sebestian had been a loyal retainer who moved only on the Emperor’s orders—the Emperor’s sword.
But what about Maximilian?
Would that young knight be like his father—or was he harboring something greater?
“I’ll have to keep an eye on him for now.”
Grossman was not one to let his guard down.
Gazing out at the darkness blanketing the Empire beyond the window, he simply pondered the future in which his own influence would be most secure.......
.......
Late one night.
K⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠en Steiner left the Imperial Palace. These days, the National Assembly had him working relentlessly from dawn till dusk.
“Thank you for your hard work, sir.”
“You all worked hard as well.”
Receiving tired greetings from fellow Finance Ministry officials equally worn out, he dragged his weary body into the car.
“We’re departing now.”
He sank into the seat and headed back to his residence.
─Srrrrrrk.
The black sedan glided smoothly onto the road.
The same familiar route he’d taken for decades since his starting days in the ministry.
While thinking about the future of the Empire, they reached a dark and narrow path where streetlights were sparsely scattered.
─Screeeeech!
Suddenly, a car in front of them stopped and blocked the road.
“...Hm?”
The driver furrowed his brow. He tried to reverse and turn around, but another vehicle was now right on their tail.
"What the..."
They were completely boxed in.
Ken silently bit his lip.
“What, what the...?”
As the panicked driver fumbled, someone stepped out from the car in front.
“.......”
Ken Steiner stared at the man through the window.
Under the fragmented glow of the streetlights, a blond knight came into view.
Maximilian.
Chapter 109: The Way to Reach the Dream (4)
......Ken Steiner firmly rejected the tax reform proposal that Maximilian had suggested.
From the beginning, legislation was the exclusive authority of the Imperial Parliament.
Of course, as guardians who oversaw the Empire as a whole, knights could voice opinions on legislative matters to some extent, but their position was clearly limited.
“Chancellor, will you be alright?”
Even so, the officials of the Ministry of Finance, and even the nobles of the Imperial Palace, cast worried glances.
Their concern was not solely Maximilian. It was because everyone knew that the Emperor's heart had already tilted toward war.
“I shall speak to His Majesty myself.”
However, Ken Steiner trusted in the long-standing bond between himself and the Emperor.
For so long, as a teacher who had instructed the Emperor in various disciplines before he had even become Emperor.
“Chancellor, Maximilian is not someone to be taken lightly. You saw what happened in Genen, haven't you?”The officials, those who followed Ken, still worried about Maximilian.
They knew all too well his ruthless decisiveness—how he had led tank units to blockade the city and executed every official in the Governor-General's Office.
“......That is precisely why I am doing this.”
Maximilian was no longer someone who could be regarded as a mere point on the map.
He was a monster born of Sebestian, but of a different kind than Sebestian.
That was exactly what he intended to convey to the Emperor.
More than matters like tax reforms, including withholding taxes, it was Maximilian himself who felt dangerous. No matter how he thought about it, he was cut from a different cloth than his father, Sebestian.
The aura emanating from him resembled something deeper, darker—an ambition of another magnitude altogether.
“For the sake of His Majesty, we must absolutely keep Maximilian under control.”
With that thought, he walked the corridors of the Imperial Palace.
......Thud. Thud.
The sound of his footsteps echoed clearly. They seemed to continue, then suddenly stopped.
When he suddenly stopped and looked back, there was nothing but darkness, and the officials who had been following him had disappeared without a trace.
──Looking back now.
Was it even possible to control him?
“.......”
Ken returned to reality and gazed at the man beyond the car window.
Beneath the flickering white light of the streetlamp, stood a faintly visible blond knight.
Maximilian.
──Step.
He began walking toward him.
──Step.
The echo of his stride spread like a cold wind.
Swoooosh......
The fallen leaves fluttering on the street seemed to stir the worn-out heart of his old body.
“Haa.”
Ken let out a brief sigh, closing his eyes for a moment before opening them again.
──Step.
Maximilian’s shadow stretched long.
He had come near before he noticed and knocked on the backseat window.
Knock knock.
Ken lowered the window. He met Maximilian's eyes directly and spoke.
“......Maximilian. This is the Capital. The Imperial Palace is not far from here. Such discourtesy will not be tolerated.”
“I know.”
Maximilian replied calmly. Without a hint of agitation, with nothing but a composed expression.
“I know very well.”
An agent who had appeared from somewhere dragged out the driver. The driver vanished in an instant, as if he were nothing more than a piece of luggage.
“......Hmm.”
Maximilian got into the now-empty driver’s seat.
Ken sank back into his seat, and Maximilian, watching him through the rearview mirror, murmured.
"Good t⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌‌‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌o see you, Chancellor."
Such an ordinary greeting left Ken speechless. It was an outrageous pretense, completely at odds with the current situation.
“What have you come for?”
“You don’t know?”
He responded to the question with a question.
Ken stared at Maximilian’s reflection in the window. Neatly kept blond hair. Sharply subdued golden eyes. A figure who embodied the ideal appearance of an Aran from the Empire, and yet now......
He resembled a wolf about to tear into a person’s throat.
“Haa.......”
Maximilian let out a long sigh. That alone tightened around Ken’s throat. He felt a tension as if his heart might burst.
At such an old age, this kind of confrontation was far too taxing on his health.
“Chancellor.”
The corners of Maximilian’s eyes softened gently.
He gazed out the window and murmured quietly.
"It's quite dark outside."
“.......”
“Can’t you see it?”
“......What are you talking about now?”
Maximilian grabbed the steering wheel.
“Mana is a truly mysterious power. It not only moves cars, but also illuminates things unseen.”
Mana flowed from his fingertips and seeped into the car's frame.
‘Virus’ manipulates the properties of mana and amplifies its output.
Fwaaash─!
The headlights flashed. A white light, dozens of times stronger than usual, tore through the darkness on both sides of the road.
Within that halo of light, dark silhouettes were briefly revealed.
Between the trees. On top of the walls. Beneath the grass on the ground. Along both sides of the asphalt road.
They vanished in an instant, but their presence was certain.
“Did you know? They’ve been following you since inside the Imperial Palace.”
At those words, Ken fell silent. A brief stillness settled in.
Maximilian waited quietly. An uncomfortable sensation floated in the car like grains of sand drifting through the air.
“.......”
Suddenly, Ken's gaze sharpened. The mana from his younger days gathered in his pupils.
Outside the window. He could now sense movement undulating within the darkness.
They were waiting for an opportunity.
But they couldn't bring themselves to enter.
Not because of him── but because of the man in front of him.
“......Chancellor. I once respected you.”
Maximilian suddenly spoke.
"I sought guidance by reading your writings. Until quite recently, in fact."
Though at some point, Ken had become a chancellor in title only, still, Maximilian had respected him.
"However, His Majesty now desires war."
His voice crumbled dryly.
“Whether you want it or not, the only way to reach His Majesty’s dream is through war. Did you not know that?”
“......I did.”
“Then why did you turn away from it?”
Ken gave a bitter smile.
The corners of Maximilian’s lips twisted faintly.
“You are no longer someone special to His Majesty. He only desires subjects who follow his will.”
Why had the Emperor's heart become so extreme?
Why had he changed so much?
Why was he trying to start a war he could not win?
What could he possibly hope to achieve by killing countless people?
“Do what you came here to do.”
It was a remark made in readiness for death.
“......Haa.”
A sigh mixed with a faint smile leaked from between Maximilian’s teeth.
“However, even so.”
He pulled something from his coat and tossed it to the back. Ken, wiping the cold sweat from his neck, accepted it absentmindedly.
It was a plane tic⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌‌‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌ket.
The destination was across the western sea of the Empire. The Canilan Independent State.
"I find that you, an intellectual of the Empire—"
Suddenly, Maximilian glared out at the darkness beyond the window, as if it disgusted him, and continued,
"I cannot allow you to die at the hands of such ignorant vermin."
At that moment, Chancellor Ken Steiner finally understood.
“So.”
Maximilian had not come to kill him.
"Please, leave the Empire."
He had come to save him.
.......
Imperial Palace office.
"Maximilian got there first?"
“Yes.”
The Director of the Intelligence Bureau bowed his head to Grossman.
"We couldn't find an opening. He had more personnel, and they were highly organized."
“......Hmm.”
It seemed their operations had overlapped.
It was quite a surprise, but not entirely a bad thing.
"So Maximilian has made up his mind this time as well."
Calm on the surface, yet a hothead with a furnace burning beneath—that was Maximil⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌‌‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌ian.
"What a man of cold fire."
Ken Steiner was not someone who could be dealt with cleanly. Just the fact of having touched him could provoke attacks from within the Imperial Palace.
Though ordinarily everyone found the old man disagreeable, once he was dealt with, it was obvious they would repackage him as an “elder statesman of the Empire” and use him as a political weapon.
But if Maximilian handled it instead?
It would be like blowing one’s nose without getting one’s hands dirty.
After all, he wasn’t part of the Imperial Palace, and the consequences would fall solely on him.
“There is a problem. It doesn’t look like Maximilian intends to dispose of Ken Steiner directly.”
"Of course not. No matter what, it wouldn't be the noble way."
Grossman let out a quiet laugh. The Bureau Director asked again with a persistent look.
“Shall we continue to pursue him?”
“Leave it. Let him go now. He's as good as dead politically anyway. No need for us to get our hands dirty.”
“......Understood.”
“Go on.”
At Grossman’s gesture, the Bureau Director turned and left, hiding his disappointment.
──Step. Step.
As he walked down the corridor, he fell into thought.
As Bureau Direct⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌‌‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌or, his personal opinion of Maximilian was this: he seemed similar to Sebestian.
All of his enterprises faithfully paid taxes to the Empire, distributed profits fairly to workers, and consistently purchased Imperial bonds.
Every word and deed proved him a loyal subject of the Empire.
And yet, Maximilian was clearly different from Sebestian.
It was an instinct he couldn't justify with evidence. The very fact that Maximilian was such a flawless subject was precisely what made him suspicious.......
The Bureau Director had not let go of Maximilian yet.
***
A country where the clear sea breeze blew, but one that felt more deeply melancholic than anywhere else.
Ken Steiner arrived in the Canilan Independent State. He was with his wife and grandchild. His only son had passed away from illness a few years ago, so the direct line of the Steiner family was now just the three of them.
“Let’s go.”
Steiner led the way, and his grandchild held his wife’s hand and followed.
The scenery of Canilan as they exited the airport was like that of a fallen nation. Instead of vitality, only silence hung over the streets.
The shops and companies were open, and office workers passed by, but no hope was visible on their faces.
They were all people working to pay off debts.
Just as Ken had forewarned the Imperial nobles, the economy had collapsed.
Screeeech──
Suddenly, a black limousine came to a stop in front of them. Ken flinched and stepped back, and his wife, frightened, hid behind him.
Had the Empire's pursuers followed them all the way here?
“I’ll handle it!”
Just as his grandchild began fiercely drawing in mana—
The limousine’s rear door opened, and a man in a neat suit stepped out.
“Nice to meet you, Dr. Ken. I’m Dieter Schmidt.”
“......Dieter Schmidt?”
"Yes. I'm Secretary to Sir Maximilian. I've been waiting for you, Dr. Ken."
Doctor.
His title from the Empire was gone, but the degree he had earned had not vanished.
“Please get in.”
Ken hesitated briefly before getting into the car with his family.
Vmmmmm──
The limousine glided smoothly along the road.
Before long, they arrived at the heart of the city, not far from the airport. There stood a building that looked like a museum.
“This is「Kronen Schatzinsel」.”
“A bank?”
“Yes. We would like to hire you here as an advisor, and if possible, as the bank president.”
“......?”
Ken blinked and tilted his head. His wife and grandchild also looked surprised.
"I'm merely a secretary, but I've always admired your economic insight and financial acumen, Dr. Ken. I hope you can pursue that dream again here at this bank, rather than in the bureaucracy."
“......W-What? Here?”
"Yes. Ah, but first you'll need to unpack. We've prepared a separate residence for you."
The limousine soon passed the bank and arrived somewhere nearby.
A quiet and luxurious residential area, not far from「Kronen Schatzinsel」.
“This is your residence. Whether or not you accept our offer, this will be your space to live in, Dr. Ken.”
A location chosen with commuting in mind. A comfortable mansion where the family could live at ease, with security guards patrolling 24 hours a day.
“Not only security, but every communication line is also connected by mana......”
As they listened to Dieter's explanation, Ken and his family got out of the car.
His grandchild let out a hollow laugh, and his wife looked moved.
Ken stared blankly at the place for a moment, then suddenly asked Dieter,
"Secretary Dieter. Did Sir Maximilian establish the bank?"
Dieter didn’t respond.
"And in Canilan, no less, he started a business that requires this much money."
Still, no response.
Ken quietly raised an eyebrow.
“......Was it about two months ago? I heard a certain rumor.”
Only then did Dieter open his mouth to ask,
“What kind of rumor, sir?”
“That someone bet on Canilan’s collapse. There weren’t many, but those few amassed wealth beyond imagination because of it.”
Ken’s gaze sharpened.
“And among them, the one who profited the most was an Imperial citizen.”
“.......”
“Was that Imperial citizen Maximilian?”
Dieter once again shut his mouth. He only lowered his head with an expressionless face.
“Well then. Please unpack and rest comfortably.”
He got into the limousine and left without another word, but it was answer enough.
“Hah.”
Ken let out a hollow laugh.
Maximilian. Wasn’t he just an ignorant brute trying to collect more taxes for the sake of war? A warmonger squeezing the Empire with absurd economic logic?
If so, had he perhaps seen a path farther and deeper than Ken himself had?
Ken still couldn't know for certain.
Perhaps, his future actions would prove it.
***
The mansion's garden, a peaceful afternoon.
“Woof.”
Leo's bark was now quite dignified. His resonance had deepened, booming with authority.
“You’ve grown this much already.”
I patted the pup’s head with a faint smile.
He was still cute, but I felt a twinge of regret that the cotton ball-like appearance from before was fading away.
"Master. How is Leo doing?"
I asked Freya, who was cutting steak at the outdoor table. She stabbed a piece of meat with her fork and replied flatly as she brought it to her mouth.
“He definitely learns faster than most humans. His sense for handling mana and his adaptability are already top-class. At this rate, he might even reach a level comparable to a decent knight. A dog like a knight. What nonsense—”
“Woof!”
Leo, understanding the praise, puffed out his chest proudly. Freya coolly extended her knife toward him.
"But you mustn't be arrogant. Nobles must always be humble."
“Woof.”
He immediately settled his tail obediently.
He actually thinks of himself as a noble.
"Very good."
I nodded with satisfaction and straightened my clothes. Freya raised an eyebrow.
“You’re dressed rather neatly. Heading to the Imperial Palace?”
"Yes. I'm going to the National Assembly. There's an important agenda item."
When going to the Imperial Palace, a clean and tidy suit is better than extravagant attire. Too flashy an outfit makes one look like a nouveau riche—and may incur the Emperor’s displeasure.
“Hmph.”
Freya returned her focus to the meat, clearly uninterested.
“Master, are you not interested in politics?”
“Not at all.”
She leaned deep into her chair and stretched both legs out. It was the most comfortable posture imaginable.
Not long ago, she was the one telling me to maintain the dignity of a noble.
“My dream was to be a rich slacker. Feels like I’ve pretty much achieved it now. Haaaam.”
Watching her yawn lazily, I fell into brief thought.
......Now that I mention it, the Ebenholtz family has no branch lines.
The reason is simple. Due to the Ebenholtz family’s unique and “medically unexplainable” hereditary disease, it's impossible to have more than one child.
Because descendants were that precious, from the moment of conception, the mother would be thoroughly cared for, drinking the elixirs passed down through the family for generations.
Thus, in the 500-year history of the Ebenholtz family, records of more than one heir being born in a single generation were extremely rare.
And even in those cases, they were all 'twins', with one always being infertile.
I said to Freya,
“Please take good care of Leo.”
“No need to ask. I’m getting paid to train this dog. Tutoring a dog. What a funny phrasing. Hmph. Tutoring a dog... fucking ridiculous...”
Letting Freya's complaints go in one ear and out the other, I headed to the parking lot.
I got into the waiting car. Johann was already sitting in the passenger seat, and when I looked at him absentmindedly, I flinched in surprise.
“.......”
His hair was slicked straight back, neatly styled.
With his forehead fully exposed and paired with his sharp eyes, it overlapped with the face of the infamous 1st-class war criminal from before my regression.
“......Is something the matter, sir?”
Sensing my gaze, Johann asked cautiously.
“That hairstyle doesn’t suit you.”
“Ah. Yes. Is tha⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌‌‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌t so?”
Johann awkwardly touched his hair. Just touched it.
I frowned.
"Put it down."
"...Sir?"
“Let your hair down.”
“Ah, yes.”
Johann let down the hair he had carefully styled with pomade.
At first glance, it seemed like an overly mundane and unnecessary remark—but in truth, it was important. This too was part of managing the overly distinctive character traits of this ‘1st-class war criminal’ type.
I had to control even the smallest details meticulously so that I could always manipulate them to my will.
“Refrain from those kinds of spontaneous actions next time.”
“Yes, understood.”
Johann put his hair down more neatly. Since he'd already applied a lot of pomade, it looked like a cow had licked it, but it was still far better than the slicked-back style.
~~~
		
Chapter 110: For the Emperor
In the grand assembly hall packed tightly with the high-ranking officials and bureaucrats of the Empire, the Imperial National Assembly was in full swing.
Lined up and taking turns to step onto the podium were lobbyists from various interest groups, elders from academic societies, wizards from the Magic Tower, and individuals with titles like president of this or that association. Each and every one of them poured out legislation designed to serve their own interests.
“Uh, regarding the regulation on mana stone usage for wizards, there are many opinions saying it’s too strict, so I’ve brought a relaxation plan based on my own research results……”
The wizard demanded a reduction in the consumption tax on mana stones.
“I strongly oppose the current environmental regulation proposal! If factory smoke emission standards are strengthened, productivity will drop, and the national economy will suffer serious damage!”
The industrialist cried out for the abolition of environmental regulations.
"Please lower the trade tariffs with the Empire's western regions! Only then can we merchants circulate more goods and make the Empire prosperous!"
The merchants pleaded for tariff reductions.
Most of the proposals, while harmful to the Empire as a whole, promised enormous profits in their own sectors.
People from all walks of life, industrialists, wizards, and others, came forward and proposed countless bills, but most of it remained at the level of formal procedure. The legislators just let it go in one ear and out the other, looking at their watches with troubled faces or yawning.The real thing was yet to come.
Ken Steiner, the chancellor of the nation, had one day suddenly submitted his resignation, and the person who had caused that would soon arrive.
Countless industrialists had lobbied and made requests to the nobles and legislators of the imperial palace, but this time, they couldn’t bring themselves to accept it.
Just then, when the officials were exchanging uneasy glances.
Creeeaaak──.
The door opened. All eyes turned to the entrance. The noise died down in an instant.
And then, he appeared on the red carpet of the grand assembly hall.
Blonde hair and golden eyes. A knight’s full dress uniform, flawless without a speck of dust. A gait with not even the slightest falter.
His figure, maintaining composure and elegance as he ascended the podium…….
"I am Maximilian, knight of the Sentinel."
Indeed, just as the rumors said.
He bore a striking resemblance to Valtaras from the novel.
.......
A tax reform plan including withholding tax, and proposals concerning corporate obligations.
The speech that opened the first page of my blueprint was reaching its conclusion.
“──As you all know, we are Aran. Our blood and sweat must be used solely for ourselves.”
I recited the script written by Johann. My voice rang clearly throughout the National Assembly hall. It was a deliberate resonance I had never brought out before.
To be honest, controlling the lower abdomen was more exhausting than most battles.
“The air we breathe, the ground we walk upon, all the abundant life we enjoy—let us not forget that all of it exists within the fence of the Empire.”
The script prepared for the National Assembly was filled with far more refined vocabulary than typical public speeches. There were many literary expressions that nobles liked.
“Taxation does not need to be painful. If it is for the Empire, it should be a devotion that flows as naturally as breathing.”
I paused for a moment. With the grace of a noble, I surveyed the crowd. As Johann had advised, I moved my gaze in a way that looked as if I was making eye contact with everyone, without focusing on any one person.
"The wealth of Aran, springing from its source, shall serve as the Empire's purest sword and shield..."
Withholding taxes. Structural reform of the tax system.
Reducing the tax burden on the lower classes of the Empire, and imposing regulations on foreign companies that do nothing but suck away the Empire’s fruits.
The speech continued at an appropriate length. Neither too long nor too short. Just enough for the core essence to be perfectly understood.
“......This has been Knight Maximilian.”
I quietly bowed my head.
──Clap. Clap. Clap.
Amid the rising applause, my eyes met Sonnet’s once more. Again, she pushed up her round glasses with her middle finger. I too lightly scratched the end of my eyebrow with my middle finger.
It was our own form of greeting.
......
Hermes Province, possessing the largest landmass even among the southern territories.
Thanks to Maximilian's various businesses and infrastructure like the Aternum factory, this region where the population was quietly growing had emerged as the heart driving the economy of the Empire's south.
"So exactly what percentage is our weekly pay dropping by?"
"Don't know."
The workers’ locker room.
After finishing their work, they changed clothes while discussing the new bill.
“It’s roughly around 20%. That’s what the supervisor said?”
“Ah... damn. I was planning to buy a nice gift for my son.”
“No need to fret. It’s just paying taxes in advance. They say we’ll get used to it soon enough?”
“They say it was proposed directly by the knight. If it’s for the good of the nation, we have to accept it......”
With bitter smiles, they took off their work clothes.
Shuffle, shuffle. They stepped outside and stood in front of the wage settlement office. A long line had already formed.
The official in charge addressed them.
“──Everyone, listen up! As you know, the tax law has been revised, and it’s taking effect immediately. From this week’s wages onward, withholding tax will begin. I believe our factory will be the very first to implement it!”
He pointed to the items written on the blackboard.
“Medical insurance, pension, unemployment benefits, and income tax will be deducted in advance. On top of that, due to the direction of our Sir knight, the membership fee for the ‘Arten Labor Union’ will also be included, making for a total deduction of exactly 25.5%. Please don’t feel too resentful—it’s just paying taxes in advance!”
The workers, one by one, received envelopes from the settlement office, but couldn’t help returning with glum expressions.
They understood it was for the nation's sake. The same went for paying taxes in advance. Even so, the money they actually received was reduced—
“Huh?”
One worker, upon opening his envelope, suddenly widened his eyes.
“It’s the same?”
The amount hadn’t decreased. No, it was actually slightly more than last week. Other workers quickly checked their own envelopes.
“Wait, mine too?”
"Did they calculate it wrong?"
As the murmuring grew, the officer spoke with a bright smile.
“Nope. The calculation is correct.”
It was part of the pre-learned protocol.
Deliver the bad news first, and then offer a greater reward—a psychological technique.
“As you’re now paying taxes, the weekly wages from Aternum have been raised. Because all of you have consistently exceeded your targets, our Knight Maximilian!”
He paused briefly at the name Maximilian.
“Has made a special gesture of consideration. Thanks to that, the money you’re taking home has actually increased.”
The workers’ faces lit up with joy.
They had paid taxes, but their income hadn’t gone down. In fact, thanks to the knight’s grace, their wages had effectively gone up. No—actually, they had gone up.
“Wooooaaahhh!” the workers shouted in cheer, and as the noise settled, the officer tapped the blackboard.
“However, be absolutely mindful of this.”
His expression turned serious.
“All of these benefits stem solely from the knight’s heart, devoted to the Empire. The knight believes in you and has invested in the Empire's future.”
He pointed to a poster on the factory wall.
“The knight, and all of you, are Arans of the Empire. Therefore, we exist only for the Empire.”
His resolute voice echoed through the factory.
“If anyone suspicious, or anyone trying to spread subversive ideas, appears in Aternum—report it without fail. That is how we protect our livelihoods and repay the knight’s grace.”
It was the content delivered by the officer every day at the end of the workday.
A form of ideological training that went far beyond mere warning—bordering on indoctrination.
“You are raising your families within the fence of the Empire. Thanks to the Empire, you live in good houses and eat good food. Without the Empire, none of us could maintain this life. Keep that in mind.”
The workers nodded with solemn expressions.
“Oh, and also, before you leave today, there will be a random inspection. All workers, please head over to that person there.”
The officer pointed somewhere. A woman in sunglasses—Yukia was standing there.
“Go through a short interview and receive your ‘Worker’s Handbook’.......”
***
Even in this Empire, there are artists, painters, and architects.
It goes without saying.
But those are the first to be discarded when the economy collapses and the winds of war begin to blow. To the poor, a single painting is a luxury; to the rich, it's a burdensome item with no liquidity.
Still, I intended to preserve those meaningless values, if only for a while.
“Sir Knight. The Arte Museum has gone bankrupt and is up for auction.”
On a quiet afternoon, I nodded at my aide's words.
“Let’s g⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌o.”
I hurried into a car and headed there.
The Arte Museum, once boasting the largest scale in the Empire.
But now, there wasn’t a single visitor in the place. The spring breeze sweeping the streets felt bleak.
“Wait outside.”
“Yes, sir.”
The entrance was empty. No one was at the counter. The entrance fee was ten dollars, so I casually threw in a hundred-dollar bill and walked in.
Step── Step──
Each step echoed too loudly. It was almost uncomfortable.
At least I didn’t have to worry about assassination.
Step──
The interior furnishings were empty, but the artworks on the walls were immaculately maintained.
“.......”
Standin⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌g in the middle of it all, I looked around at the paintings.
"...How unexpected."
Someone walked out from the inner exhibition room. A refined elderly gentleman in a dignified suit. It was Verdi, the director of Arte.
“I never imagined you would come here.”
There was a trace of wariness in Verdi’s voice.
I calmly asked back.
“What kind of image do I have, that made you think that?”
The director gave a bitter smile and adjusted a painting hanging on the wall.
“Maximilian Ebenholtz. Son of Sebestian. The most noble-like appearance, with such outstanding looks, but...”
He turned to look at me.
“But they say a monster lives inside you.”
A monster. I quietly closed my eyes.
In a way, he was right.
The virus inside me — it’s you that he’s referring to. Not me.
“Is that so.”
I took a step closer to him.
"Yet are you not afraid of someone like me, Director?"
“......Sir Knight. I’m very good at remembering faces.”
Director Verdi looked at me intently.
“A long time ago, I saw you as a child. Your bright, clear eyes were adorable. You were a child whose eyes sparkled with curiosity at everything in the world.”
“.......”
“With that image of a child still vivid, how could I be afraid?”
I gave a bitter smile. That child had once stood here, feeling something very special while looking at the artworks.
“Yes. That’s right. I was probably holding the hand of the person I loved most.”
Mother.
My mother.
She loved art, and she loved beauty.
"...And that child has become you."
The director's gaze grew complicated.
Verdi had been a longtime friend of Ken Steiner. So it was only natural that he wouldn’t have good feelings toward me, the one who took him down.
“Then. You wouldn’t accept the patronage of such a child either?”
I asked him directly.
The director's brow wavered.
“Patronage?”
“Yes.”
“.......”
Verdi stared at me and quietly asked back.
“For what purpose?”
There was no good intention behind his question. Nobles who truly lived as nobles tended to dislike me.
Perhaps even despised m⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌e.
“For the sake of beauty, and nothing else.”
Even so, I gave a faint smile.
"No matter what destruction may come, there is beauty that we must protect and preserve. Not as a means, but simply for its existence."
Protecting this museum partly served my personal desires, but that alone was not the reason.
“Beauty that, just by looking at it, makes me recall the person I love most. Makes me relive the happiest times of my life.”
I looked at the director. I took out my checkbook and scribbled in an amount. Without hesitation, I tore out the check and placed it on the table.
“My mother loved this place very much.”
And there was another great person who loved this place.
This is something I’m doing for her as well.
A stepping stone, of sorts, to get closer to her.
“.......”
The director’s expression darkened. Distrust was thick in his aging eyes. Even before the massive check, he showed no sign of greed.
“......It’s not money earned by killing people. So you needn’t worry about that.”
I looked at the director and added bitterly.
“I’m someone who’s doing what I can in my own way, Director Verdi.”
From now on, I’ll live being treated as a monster for the rest of my life. So I neither feel anger nor pain from that kind of look in your eyes.
I simply give a faint smile and leave quietly.
I had already prepared myself for all this hatred since the moment I regressed.
──Haa.
From behind me, I heard the director sigh.
Whether it was a sigh of relief or a deeper lament, I didn’t know. But at least this museum would not disappear.
***
Late at night.
Director Verdi was lost in deep contemplation. The cause was a single check that Maximilian had left behind.
"I cannot make sense of this..."
As he pondered Maximilian's words about preserving the museum his mother had loved, Verdi found himself conflicted.
──Tap.
The silence of the museum was broken in an instant.
A new visitor had entered.
──T⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌ap.
The sound of heels echoed through the empty exhibition hall.
Verdi lifted his head.
──Tap.
From the darkness, a woman walked in. Her clothes weren’t extravagant, but they were elegant. The moonlight streaming in through the window glimmered on her golden hair.
“.......”
She slowly strolled through the exhibition hall, examining the canvases.
“It’s been a while.”
At Verdi’s greeting, the woman merely gave a small nod. Beside her stood a nameless knight, attached to her like a shadow.
“Has business ended for the day, or is the place simply deserted?”
The woman spoke. Her voice was low, but carried a distinct dignity.
"Fortunately, business hours have just ended... but there were only two visitors today."
“Then I’m glad at least one more person showed up.”
Her eyes moved. Her golden hair swayed following her gaze.
“Hmm.......”
She soon stopped in front of a particular painting.
[Secret of the Sea]
A landscape of black ocean and crimson sunset intertwined.
She stared at it for a long time, then suddenly turned to the director.
“Would you prepare me a cup of tea?”
The knight at her side was startled and tried to stop her, but with a single flick of her hand, she waved him off.
“......Yes. I’ll bring it right away.”
The director hurried toward the pantry. He did not treat her lightly—no, he couldn’t. Though she looked no older than her early twenties, the grace flowing from her was beyond comparison with anyone in the Empire.
“Here you are.”
The director promptly brought warm black tea.
She lifted the teacup and moistened her lips.
“These paintings... will they now be sold outside the Empire?”
Her eyes swept across the paintings. Her expression held quiet regret at these fading traces of art.
“No, they will not.”
The director answered carefully, looking at her.
“I’ve found a patron.”
“A patron?”
“Yes.”
"What eccentric would patronize art in times like these."
She let out a soft laugh. Somehow, it was a smile of relief.
“Who is it?”
"...Knight Maximilian."
For a moment, her hand holding the teacup froze.
Maximilian.
The name most frequently spoken in the Imperial Palace these days.
“......I see. Maximilian.”
The way she said his name was similar to Verdi’s attitude. At the very least, she didn’t seem to like him.
“Then, will the museum open tomorrow as well?”
She asked.
“Yes. I believe so.”
“And the day after tomorrow? And the day after that?”
S⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌he asked again. It was a question about the museum’s continuity.
“Yes. I will make sure of it.”
If there was even one person who purely loved art, that was reason enough to keep the museum open.
Even if that patronage came from a monster, there was undeniably a purity within that monster’s heart.
“......Is that so.”
She gave a faint smile.
“I came thinking I’d have to take one last look before it closed. Seems that won’t be necessary.”
Tap. She set down the teacup, raising her eyebrows in satisfaction.
"Then I shall take my leave for today."
"Yes. If you come a bit later, I should be able to bring in new canvases as well."
“That is welcome news indeed.”
Though she smiled brightly, it was clear that some monster lived within her heart too.
It could not be otherwise, given her bloodline.
"I shall come often."
She left first, and the knight beside her glared at the director and said,
"Keep your silence."
From the way he fiddled with the sword at his waist while making threats, his origins could be guessed.
“......Yes. I will remain silent.”
Verdi bowed deeply once more.
He had already realized her identity long ago.
The Emperor had only one child, and that heir was a woman who loved works of art.
Chapter 111: For the Emperor (2)
Canilan Independent State. VIP Consultation Room of the bank「Kronen Schatzinsel」.
Ren, the first Commander of Akarius, wore a bitter smile as she checked her thick salary envelope.
“Haha……”
Akarius was now under the management of「Kronen Schatzinsel」, but in return, all the messes Ren had made were neatly taken care of, and her salary had increased compared to when she was the owner.
It was thanks to the much-improved quality of client contracts.
The difficulty of the requests was not much different from before, but purely, the new CEO’s negotiation skills were exceptional.
‘If I grind hard for just five more years like this, I think I can recover all my losses.’
Ren now focused solely on the field as the Commander, while the new CEO oversaw all mercenary contracts on her behalf.
All the team members were satisfied with the arrangement.
“Have you checked?”“Yes.”
Ren tucked the salary envelope into her inner pocket.
“By the way.”
She carefully took something out from inside her clothing.
“……This.”
A palm-sized jewel box.
It was akin to loot or spoils of war.
An unwritten rule of the mercenary world: if life and death are at stake in battle, you always take the belongings of the one you kill.
She wasn’t sure if a bank would accept something like this...
“Yes. Confirmed.”
Her tension was for nothing. They accepted it without even asking about its origin. One of the privileges of being a VIP.
Moreover, all transactions at「Kronen Schatzinsel」were conducted through anonymous accounts, making it the perfect place for handling spoils.
“The appraisal result will be notified later.”
“Yes. Then, I’ll be off.”
Ren exited the VIP room.
“……There are a lot of Imperial people.”
She muttered while glancing around the lobby.
PWord must have spread. Imperial nobles, even people who looked like members of the Imperial Guard, were swarming the place. They all had tense expressions, there to open accounts and receive VIP badges.
Ren observed them with curiosity as she exited the bank.
“Canilan’s changed a lot too.”
Canilan, which had once been a city that never slept, had now settled into calm. Real assets had filled the space where the bubble had burst, and the economy seemed to be rebuilding itself solidly from the ground up.
In Ren's opinion, it was still a far better place to live than the Empire.
“That guy must’ve made a fuck-ton of money.”
Even so, she couldn't help but sigh whenever she thought of Maximilian.
"I'm jealous, so jealous... Hm?"
At that moment, some goods were being carried out from inside the bank. Boxes tightly wrapped, seemingly being delivered somewhere. Through the gaps in the packaging, she could faintly see ornate frames.
“Artworks, huh.”
While some have no bread to eat and starve to death, others waste wealth buying and selling such art.
The world was truly a strange place.
***
The weather was gradually getting hotter. The mountains and rivers were coming alive with blooming vegetation.
Before I realized it, a new summer had arrived, and the creative forces of Lorenzo Academy, where I had invested unlimited funds, began to explode with creativity little by little.
A state-of-the-art household air conditioner that circulated cold air using medium-grade mana stones had been developed, and agricultural machinery powered by low-grade mana stones now roamed the fields of Hermes Province.
Above all, the mana stone detection technology had developed dramatically, and new veins I hadn’t even known about were being discovered one after another.
Which meant the numbers in my account were ballooning non-stop.
Srrrrrrk──
The Sentinel Knight Order's office. Basking in the cool breeze blowing from the state-of-the-art air conditioner, I asked the administrative staff.
“How is it?”
“It’s great!”
“Extremely comfortable.”
Everyone looked delighted. The number of administrative staff had quietly grown to about fifteen before I knew it.
Knock knock─.
Right then, a visitor arrived. Chiron walked in.
“Max, just in ti- huh?!”
He was wiping his sweat and flinched in surprise at the cool air in my office.
“What the-!”
He completely forgot his composure and relished the rush of cold wind.
“Wait, is this an air conditioner?”
“Yes.”
“How’d you get one in here? You couldn’t have drilled through the wall.”
Air conditioners were already invented, but they couldn’t be used in the Knight Order. The building’s magic and the existing magi-tech structure of typical air conditioners conflicted with each other.
I pointed to the window.
“It’s a window-type air conditioner. Developed at Lorenzo Academy.”
“…….”
An amazing invention from Lorenzo Academy that used an entire window pane as the air conditioning unit.
Chiron turned to look at me like a caveman discovering fire.
"C-c-could you—"
"I'll introduce you to the company."
“......Thanks. Ah, right, Max. Perfect timing.”
Chiron returned to his original purpose. He fluttered an assignment file and signaled at me with his eyes.
“Let’s go.”
“Yes. This way.”
I led him into the inner office. He handed me the file first.
A peculiar schedule was written inside.
[ Perimeter Security Schedule ]
13:00 ~ 15:00 : Routine patrol in Central District 33’s food alley
15:30 ~ 17:00 : Perimeter patrol near the Arte Museum
18:00 ~ 20:00 : Close protection at Royal Opera House VIP seating
It looked like child’s play for something assigned to a knight, but the note written below was chilling.
[ Special Authority: Immediate execution and full discretion over life and death upon encountering suspicious individuals ]
“This isn’t ordinary security duty.”
“Right. Seems a key figure of the Imperial Family wants to take a stroll.”
Chiron said, rubbing his chin. I thought I knew who that ‘figure’ was, but I didn’t say it out loud.
“......Sounds like one of those mischievous characters from a novel.”
There was weight in Chiron’s words.
“Might be a polite way of saying we’re supposed to coax her back inside.”
“No.”
I shook my head.
“Rather, I think they’re about to start putting her forward now.”
“Put her forward?”
“Yes. It’s just my guess.”
The Emperor is well aware of his own weakness─his appearance, which is not at all Aran-like. That’s his greatest complex.
If he had a face like mine, he’d be flaunting it all day.
Anyway, he holes up deep in the imperial palace, but with war approaching, diplomacy is essential. To reassure and also deceive neighboring countries, The Empire needs its ‘beautiful face’.
“Hmm…… Well, we’ve been assigned the mission. No way around it.”
“Ye⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠s. Understood.”
“But you know,”
Chiron furrowed his brow with an unusually curious expression.
“What on earth is Julian up to these days?”
“......Probably working on his own task.”
I was looking forward to it too.
Before long, Operation ‘Path of Dreams’ would begin.
.......
Beeeeep── Beeeeep──
In the center of the Empire, under the glaring midday sun of District 33─
I was watching a special protection target.
─Target is now in visual range.
She was walking through the food alley of District 33, where street stalls were lined up. Dressed modestly like a commoner, with a beret pulled down to hide her blonde hair.
“.......”
More than her, it was the expressions of the commoners around that caught my eye. Maybe I was imagining it, but their faces looked fairly bright.
I think it’s because of the taxes.
The Empire used to impose income taxes over 30% on the lower class, but with the recent tax reform, it had dropped significantly.
─This is Sector B03. No unusual signs detected.
Reports from the intelligence operatives continued.
I, too, moved within a short radius, keeping watch on her. The Imperial escort trailed closely behind her, but she casually bought and ate skewers from a stall. She drank fruit juice too. Her guards behind her looked restless.
—Max. Did you check the stalls?
“We completed a full inspection starting three hours before the target's arrival. It’s safe.”
─......Confirmed. By the way, what’s your impression? I heard rumors she’s into the arts, especially painting. She seems pure and cheerful. I heard she likes dogs too, like you.
Chiron seemed to have gathered quite a bit of information already, but I didn’t respond.
“The next schedule is approaching.”
I looked at my watch.
"I'll head to the museum first. I'll leave the rest to you."
─All right. Got it.
I turned and sprinted toward the Arte Museum.
My own two legs were faster than most vehicles anyway.
.......
Arte Museum.
I arrived at the next surveillance point. I had expected it to be empty, but surprisingly, there were quite a few visitors.
"...This piece has a very unique composition."
“The color palette is intense.”
“Quite imperial indeed…… As expected from the birthplace of Impressionism."
The languages being spoken around me were unfamiliar. Of course, I could understand them. Prozenian. It seemed that tourists from Prozen, a powerful nation in the West, were admiring the artworks and sharing their thoughts.
"There are many high-quality artworks here."
“Ah~ this is really... disappointing for me.”
“What do you mean?”
“This museum was basically on the verge of bankruptcy, and yet... somehow they managed to secure funding.”
On the surface, the Empire appeared to be extending friendly gestures toward the Western nations.
In truth, however, many Western countries despised the East just as much as the Empire did. They believed the people of the East were fundamentally different and "inferior humans" due to differences in language and ethnic roots.
Nationalism was not exclusive to the Empire. It was just that the Empire was so large, and its wrongdoings so blatant, that it stood out.
“The original purpose of this trip to the Empire was act⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠ually to acquire these paintings.”
“Ah~ is tha⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠t so?”
“Such a shame it didn’t work out...”
Suddenly, they approached the painting I was looking at.
“What’s the title of this one? I can’t read it.”
"Hmm... I don't know either."
“What? And you call yourself a professor?”
“It’s not in Imperial language. It’s in Ancient Aran.”
“Ancient Aran?”
Ahem. It's hard to resist the urge to show off when you know something.
I spoke casually.
“‘The Coronation.’”
They flinched and turned to look at me in surprise.
"The title of the work, I mean."
I pointed at the painting and added an explanation.
“It depicts the coronation scene of the Emperor of the Empire. The red carpet symbolizes loyalty, and the golden crown represents glory. But if you look closer, you’ll see a deep shadow cast beneath the crown. It reflects the weight and solitude of power, an intentional detail by the master artist, Astar.”
They listened blankly to my words. Or perhaps they were surprised by the language itself.
While I was at it, I pointed to another painting hanging beside it.
“That one is ‘The Barge Haulers’. The texture of the muscles as they haul a boat ashore through rough waves is vividly portrayed. It’s a depiction of the Empire’s founding myth.”
“......Thank you. But your Prozenian is very fluent.”
A middle-aged gentleman asked in admiration.
“For an Imperial noble, it’s considered basic education.”
I answered matter-of-factly. He studied my face with interested eyes, then smiled.
“Pleased to meet you. I’m Jean Pierre, currently a professor at the National University of Prozen. If it’s not too rude, may I ask your name?”
Jean Pierre.
It was a name I knew. He was a fairly famous professor even in academia, and I had also read the books he wrote.
“Ah~ Professor Jean Pierre.”
I smiled.
“I’ve read your papers and books.”
His eyes widened.
“Oh. Is that so?”
“Yes.”
I extended my hand. Jean Pierre, caught off guard, shook it.
“Nice to meet you.”
As I firmly gripped his hand, I revealed my name.
“Maximilian Ebenholtz.”
In that moment── the air froze.
Jean Pierre’s expression stiffened. The breaths of those around us halted for a moment.
“Professor Jean Pierre. I saw you published several analyses about the Genen Incident. You even had a recent paper published on it in the newspaper.”
“.......”
The title was 'The Most Violent Oppression', if I recall.
This is the image the continent holds of me. An imperialist who drove tanks and trampled a city. They fear me and are terrified of me.
But there’s no need to grieve over that.
Because I truly intend to become that very person.
“Ah......”
Jean Pierre couldn't continue speaking. He just stood there, still tense, staring at me.
I spoke gently.
“There’s no need to be so frozen. Anyone can offer analysis on an issue.”
Only then did Jean Pierre take a deep breath and compose himself.
“......I see. So you are Sir Maximilian.”
He opened his mouth with calm determination.
“If it’s not too rude, there's one thing I'd like to ask? As a scholar who studies history and politics, it's a curiosity I simply cannot contain."
I gladly nodded.
“I’d like to hear from you personally... why you felt it necessary to suppress Genen with such force.”
The curiosity of a scholar is, sometimes, so utterly useless.
Because they don't know. Because they can't understand. The even more horrific future that would have unfolded in Genen, had it not been for me.
“You know it as well. A wildfire must be trampled out before it grows. Before the flames rage across the fields, you must burn the field yourself and erase any place where the fire could settle.”
Therefore, what I have to say to them is always the same.
"It was all for the Empire, and only for the Empire."
“......I see.”
Jean Pierre took out a notebook, scribbled down a few lines, and gave a slight bow.
“Thank you.”
“Yes, Professor. Let’s meet again, should duty bring us together.”
At my words, Pierre gave a bitter smile. He didn’t respond.
Perhaps it meant he never wanted to see me again.
“W⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠ell then, I'll be going.”
Pierre a⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠nd his companions hurried away. The murmurs spilling from their lips were all about fear, appearance, and terror.
──Tap.
At that moment, a sound of footsteps suddenly approached from my blind spot.
I turned toward it. My heart wavered slightly, but I didn't let it show.
At some point, ‘she’ had come to stand beside me.
“......For the Emperor.”
She extended a finger and pointed at a painting. A portrait depicting an ancient emperor.
"That's the name of this canvas."
She looked at me again and murmured.
"Not 'for the Empire'."
As if correcting me.
"'For the Emperor.'"
I kept my expression calm and nodded, and she twisted her lips wordlessly into a faint smile before walking off to another exhibition hall.
“.......”
Indeed, she had an aura about her.
The Emperor's heir loved art. She enjoys beauty and holds a curiosity about the lives of common people.
But just because one loves art does not mean they are innocent.
Just because one claims to care for the people does not mean they are pure.
No one, no matter their outward words or actions, can see into the very depths of a person's soul.
Before my regression, Princess Justine ended her own life together with the Emperor, deep within the Imperial Palace.
The worst war criminal in history. A co-conspirator in genocide.
She was etched into history as the eternal symbol of the Empire's downfall.
*****
TL Note: Since the author took a break yesterday, there will only be 4 chapters next week instead of the usual 5.
Chapter 112: The Path of Dreams
The Imperial Royal Opera House.
This place, the final stop on the Imperial Princess’s schedule, was once the most famous opera house on the continent “before my regression”.
It was, before my regression.
Which meant it wasn't yet. Of course, it could be called the finest within the Empire, but the Republic of Prozen far surpassed the Empire in culture and the arts overall.
Even the citizens of the Empire had to begrudgingly admit that fact.
—Poor Giro! How is it that your love is so fleeting!
Instead, a special story is tied to this Royal Opera House.
─Ah! It feels as though my heart is being seared with fire!
I looked up at the VIP balcony. There sat the Imperial Princess “Justine” and her escort knight.
However, Justine’s expression didn’t look pleased. The VIP balcony had a limited view and wasn’t ideal for enjoying the opera, and she preferred the general seating.I turned to continue my patrol. I entered the corridor leading backstage, behind the opera house stage.
I spread my mana thin to sweep the interior, extending my senses to detect any potential enemies.
Th⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠ump─.
My heart trembled faintly.
I turned my gaze toward the end of the corridor, hidden in darkness.
Thump─.
The virus was reacting. It was the presence of an Ezenheim.
I quietly walked in that direction.
Thump─.
A busy space filled with staff carrying props from the waiting room and organizing costumes.
In the midst of that chaos, a man walked by, carrying a ladder on his shoulder.
He was just a staff member in ordinary work clothes, but my heart pointed toward him.
“.......”
I walked up to him and deliberately bumped shoulders.
Thud.
“What the he... oh, uh, I-I’m sorry!”
The man initially showed a flash of irritation on his face but hurriedly lowered his head.
I stared at him intently.
Right now, I held the power of life and death. Anyone threatening the safety of the Imperial Family was subject to immediate judgment. If I killed him now and performed an autopsy, there would surely be proof he was a subspecies.
“.......”
I gripped the sword angled at my lower back and stared him down.
"I, I, I... Sir Knight?"
The man’s eyes trembled as he faced me. His lips turned blue, his complexion pale.
His fear was vivid.
The Ezenheim race mimicked human emotions even more convincingly than humans. That made them all the more repulsive, and far more chilling.
“Johan!”
Just then, someone shouted and rushed over. I turned my head. A man with heavy stage makeup. It was “Leonard”, a star in the Empire’s opera scene.
“Johan, what are you doing here! You need to move! Aren’t you preparing for the next act?”
“I-I...”
“Go! I said go!”
Johan was indeed a common name.
“Don’t just stand there like an idiot. Move!”
Leonard forcefully pushed the Ezenheim away. The Ezenheim scurried off in a panic, and instead, I turned to look at Leonard.
Leonard was the one who spoke first.
"Sir Knight. What are you doing here?"
“...I’m on duty.”
At my reply, Leonard furrowed his brows. He held himself with dignity.
An attitude that didn't cower even before a knight. Probably because he too came from a distinguished knightly family. He was an unusual person who had purely chased his dream to become an opera performer, and his conviction in himself was equally strong.
“I don’t know what kind of duty it is, but this kind of behavior during a performance is disruptive. You’re scaring the staff.”
Leonard was a fine man from a prestigious house.
Justine was the Emperor’s daughter.
The reason this place became so famous was because of these two.
On a day not far from now, the princess would visit the opera house without her escort and get caught up in a terrorist attack. The person who saved her then was this opera performer, Leonard.
The two fell in love as if by fate. It was uncommon in the Empire, and precisely because it was the Empire, it became the romance of the century.
“Yes. My apologies.”
I gave a faint smile and shook my head.
“I think I was being overly sensitive.”
But the ending was a tragedy.
Leonard was assassinated. It was presumed that the culprit was either a spy from the Eastern Union, the Revolutionary forces, or perhaps a staged act by the Imperial Palace concerned about dilution of power, but the truth remained unknown.
The Imperial Princess, having lost her lover, spiraled into extremity, and both the Emperor and Johann used the incident for propaganda. It was the beginning of the Empire’s collapse, one that came far too “prematurely”.
—Bang.
Perhaps it was intermission, as the waiting room door swung open. Actors and staff came pouring out.
Thump— Thump— Thump—
Among the staff being pushed from behind, I sensed at least three Ezenheim.
“.......”
There was an unusually high number of Ezenheim here.
It was likely in preparation for the upcoming terror attack.
I stared at them intently, then turned back into the shadows.
***
At the Royal Empire Hotel in the imperial capital, under a sky stained black.
Professor Jean Pierre was deep in thought.
The manuscript paper on his desk was blank. No, it had but one name written alone.
[Maximilian Ebenholtz]
In Jean Pierre’s opinion, the man held immense academic value. As dangerous as he was fascinating, a subject of research so compelling that, as a scholar who delved into personalities, it was the first time he felt such a powerful intuition that “this man will shape an era”.
It was thrilling, and at the same time terrifying.
Maximilian’s appearance was certainly outstanding, just as the rumors claimed. He had a face that most Imperial nobles, no matter how hard they tried, could never imitate.
His linguistic abilities were also beyond expectations.
It was nothing new for imperial nobles to learn Prozen out of pretension.
Prozen actually mocked such tendencies among imperial nobles, but Maximilian's learning was far from mere pretension.
"In Zerpha too......."
Maximilian’s name appeared there, too.
There, he once again demonstrated his military leadership capability. The 7th Imperial Guard Battalion on the western frontier, a newly formed battalion. He had participated as a knight on the battlefield and broke through the Republican faction’s encirclement within a month.
But what stood out most was his “restraint”.
He had indeed broken through the enemy encirclement. Most young commanders, intoxicated by such a high, would recklessly push deeper into enemy lines or pop the champagne to flaunt their military merit at the center.
Maximilian was not like that.
Even in the moment of victory, he remained cold; even in the heart of enemy territory, he showed no disarray. He gave credit for the achievement to Major General Schweitzer and Lieutenant Colonel Han.
“...And even in politics.”
Recently, the Empire introduced new policies that caused several western nations to sputter in outrage.
Foreign exchange controls, restrictions on profit remittances, and the unprecedented taxation concept of “tax withholding”.
The real reason Jean Pierre had come all the way to the Empire was to directly analyze the diplomatic repercussions and impacts on the populace brought about by these policies.
“Haa...”
Jean Pierre exhaled a long stream of c⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠igarette smoke.
‘For the Empire.’
The words Maximilian had spoken at the museum.
Jean Pierre mulled over the true meaning behind those words.
“Does he truly serve the Emperor?”
The current Emperor was a ruler with legitimacy that ranked among the greatest in the Empire's thousand-year history. He called himself a god, and his belief that "I am the state" was well known.
But would Maximilian see it the same way?
Maximilian was the son of a loyalist, but he possessed as vast, perhaps even broader, a range of talents and capabilities as Sebestian.
And there is one eternal truth.
A person’s ambition grows to match the size of their vessel.
Would Maximilian’s aspirations... really be satisfied with just Ebenholtz?
“.......”
Having organized his thoughts into an outline, Jean Pierre began writing without hesitation.
A biographical critique, or perhaps a warning to the current generation.
Either way, Jean Pierre felt he would be absorbed in the figure called Maximilian for some time.
***
The Sentinel Knight Order, now fully embraced by midsummer. Built in a terrain where the sun beats down relentlessly, it was now gradually being equipped with window-type air conditioners supplied by Lorenzo Academy.
“Opera terror attack...”
I was lost in deep thought in my office.
In the face of great cause, emotions were nothing but obstacles, and the individual was a trivial byproduct.
But the Ezenheim exploit even that. They consume human emotions as a tool, making them the most inhuman of beings.
Therefore, to face them, one must become a monster even more monstrous than they are.
“If, perhaps...”
I won⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠dered about the "what if".
What if, on that night, Justine didn't meet Leonard at the opera house?
What if she met someone other than Leonard...... someone like me, for example?
What if the future diverged, and she came to feel affection for me?
“…Could I…”
…become Emperor?
…No. Politics isn’t that simple.
Even so, these thoughts kept coming to me lately.
Emperor.
If I had been an Emperor rather than an Ebenholtz, could I have walked this hellish path a little more easily?
“…….”
I shook my head to dispel the idle thoughts.
Knock knock.
Just in time, my executive secretary Yukia entered with a knock. She held out an envelope.
"It's a sealed envelope from Sir Julian."
Her formal speech was rather pleasing to hear. I took the envelope from her.
Yukia hesitated for a moment in place.
“Do you have something to say?”
When I asked, she paused briefly before speaking.
“…I went to the grave.”
“…….”
“My father looked… peaceful.”
Her voice was calm, but the corners of her eyes were slightly red.
I remained silent for a moment before asking teasingly.
"Did you wiretap me again?"
She gave a small laugh and shook her head.
“Not anymore. But… I want to ask about that fishy smell.”
Ezenheim. The source of that rotten stench.
Then she placed one more document down. It was a list of names from the Arte Museum factory, people with the “fishy smell”.
I tapped on the document and replied.
“…Later.”
“When?”
"When the time comes that you can fully trust my words. I'll tell you then."
Yukia didn’t ask any further. She quietly bowed her head and left.
I opened the documents Julian had sent.
On the first page, a short sentence was written.
[ It's ready. ]
True to Julian's style, it was straight to the point.
Below, it explained how a new club in Verkina had become a city landmark in less than three months, and that cartel executives were coming and going as if it were their own home.
Kalo had expanded his power rapidly. Thanks to Julian’s help, he had established a new farm.
“…….”
Finally, it was time to make use of Eshton’s corpse.
I rose from my seat and headed to Chiron’s office.
On the upper floor of the knight order, just as I was about to habitually knock on the door labeled ‘Senior Knight Chiron’─
“…Phew.”
I paused. Took a deep breath. Deliberately disheveled my clothes. Loosened my tie, and slightly tousled my neatly combed hair.
Ebenholtz maintains composure and grace. Precisely because of that, this kind of effect might work better.
Bang!
I threw open the door without knocking.
The clerks in the lobby and the 0-year knights jumped up in surprise.
“S─Sir Maximilian?!”
“Wh-What brings you here, sir?”
Ignoring them, I walked straight into Chiron’s private office.
Sensing the commotion, Chiron o⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠pened the door himself.
"Max. What's wrong?"
I spoke with a deliberately cold expression, acting as though I was barely holding back my anger.
“I have something urgent to report. Immediately.”
“…….”
Chiron gave a solemn nod at my appearance.
“Everyone, leave us.”
After sending away the staff, we went inside and began discussing matters related to the cartel. The moment the name Eshton came up, Chiron’s face hardened instantly…
……
We moved out immediately. Instead of a civilian aircraft, we boarded a military transport vessel from Canilan that I had prepared in advance. There were four of us total. Chiron brought along his two most trusted subordinates.
Whoooooooo──.
The transport reached the skies over the Verkina border region.
"Commencing descent."
At my signal, the ramp opened.
We threw ourselves into the dark sky. Chiron and his knights followed smoothly. They were well-trained in aerial deployment, and we reached our destination via low-altitude flight.
Fwhoooooo─
Inside the Verkina border, in a deserted forest clearing.
Julian was standing there.
"You've come."
He let out a low sigh and pointed to the duffel bag at his feet.
"It was difficult, but I managed to recover the body."
“.......”
The zipper was half-open. Through the gap, the gruesomely mutilated state of Eshton─Egilon─was visible.
Chiron's expression hardened. He likely knew Egilon as well. They had been comrades at the Sentinel.
“Egilon. He was an old friend.”
Julia⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠n spoke in a subdued tone.
“He left Sentinel and was crawling through this sewer for the sake of the Empire’s peace. And now he's ended up like this…”
I sighed and closed my eyes. Moonlight mana shimmered around my body like heat haze.
I slowly opened my mouth.
“...A knight has died.”
I filled my face with restrained fury and cold killing intent.
“A man who was once a member of Sentinel, reduced to this, by nothing more than gutter rats selling drugs.”
Crack. Chiron and his subordinates clenched their fists tightly. The death of a comrade, especially a death by such torture, was the greatest humiliation for a knight.
“.......”
I looked up at the night sky. Through it, Julian’s performance was flawless. His appearance, steeped in grief, was natural.
Or perhaps… he truly was grieving.
The five of us knights stood by the corpse in silence for a long while.
Fwhooooooo──
A cold night wind swept through the forest.
The cartel dared to lay hands on a knight.
Now they would pay a price fitting that offense─
No.
They would pay far beyond that.
Chapter 113: The Path of Dreams (2)
A strange rumor spread throughout the Sentinel Knight Order.
To the knights, Maximilian was someone terrifyingly cold.
A fierce bird of prey that quietly honed itself inside the shell called Empire Point, only revealing its true colors late.
However, the rare disheveled state he showed when he went to Chiron’s office, along with Chiron’s equally furious demeanor as he followed him out, was enough to make the entire knight order tense.
“......Tiana. Do you really not know what’s going on?”
First-year Sentinel knight Tiana’s office. Leon tapped her on the shoulder as he asked.
“Ah, damn it, I don’t know. How would I─No, not there. Please install it on the window next to that one.”
Even as Tiana was giving instructions to the air conditioner engineers, Leon kept chattering, his hand resting on the back of his neck.
“Even the seniors knights and the rookies all come to me and ask. What’s going on with Max?”
“......Rookies, my ass. The 0-year kids are only one year younger than us.”“These days, some of them are two to three years younger. You know that.”
“I don’t care.”
Tiana’s eyes were fixed on the window-type air conditioner. Leon puckered his lips.
"Tiana. Isn't that thing way too expensive, though?"
The latest invention from Lorenzo Academy. Sleek design. Stylish and reliable performance, but the price was steep.
“It is a bit expensive...... but the staff are saying they’re dying from the heat. We have to install it. The seniors and juniors are all getting it, so I can’t be the only one not doing it.”
Knock knock─
Just then, the door opened with a knock. A few senior knights peeked in from the hallway.
“Hey, Tiana. By any chance, has Maximilian─”
"I don't know either."
Tiana answered right away. They turned back with awkward expressions.
Leon snickered.
“Do they all ask you too?”
“Yeah. I guess we look close because we’re from the same class.”
But no matter what, they couldn’t say they were close. It wasn’t a relationship where they could open up and talk to each other about everything.
Even so, the two of them held a rather unique position within the knight order. They were the only ones who called Maximilian “Max”.
“Installation is comple⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌te.”
Meanwhile, the air conditioner installation was finished.
“Oh...... Is it all done?”
“Yes.”
The engineer began gathering his equipment.
“Leon, did you get yours installed, the air conditioner?”
"Ours is coming next week. Orders are completely backed up right now."
“Why? Aren’t we the only ones using the window-type?”
"Come on, it's not just us. Look. It doesn't damage the interior."
Traditional air conditioners were bulky in appearance. Since they have to connect the inside to the outside, they require drilling through walls and take up a lot of space. In other words, they were eyesores typically found in banks or government offices.
But this window-type air conditioner was different. Thin and stylish, it actually looked like part of the interior.
“If you pay extra, they even customize it with something called crystal? Or whatever. That’s why the nobles are going crazy right now, paying extra to get it installed in their mansions first.”
“Ah...... yeah, I can see that.”
“How did you get yours done so early, Tiana?”
“I asked Max, and he arranged it. I even got a discount. If you ask him, he’ll probably do it for you too.”
At Tiana’s words, Leon realized something belatedly.
Ah, this is why everyone comes to us whenever something about Max comes up.
“Turning it on now.”
The engineer pressed the remote firmly.
Ssssss─
With a soft noise, cool air swept into the room. Before long, the atmosphere in the office became pleasant.
“Oooooh!”
The staff, exhausted from the heat, clapped their hands. Tiana raised her eyebrows with a touch of pride.
“......Huh?”
Suddenly, Tiana’s administrative officer muttered while looking out the window.
"Did the knights return?"
Through the window, they could see Maximilian's latest custom transport ship landing.
“But seriously, why does he change aircrafts like they’re bicycles?”
Tiana was dumbfounded. The latest model she had seen last time had already become outdated, it seemed.
***
......Verkina, the secret VVIP private room of a newly opened club.
A tri-lateral meeting was being held there. It was an emergency gathering of the leaders of the three major factions dividing the territory of the Parmano Cartel.
“......I don’t really think there’s a need for us to gather like this.”
Costa grumbled as he looked at the man sitting across from him.
The boss of bosses, Fellier.
Though now calmly seated in a formal suit, the bloody legend he left behind in Verkina was nothing short of infamous.
Even Costa, known as the Mad Dog of Verkina, the Iron Boar, couldn't help but be tense in his presence.
"Hey, Fellier. Is there some kind of problem?"
At Costa's question, Fellier's expression stiffened.
“Hoo.......”
He silently puffed on his cigar and glared at Costa. The pressure and unique aura emanating from his silence remained as overwhelming as ever.
“What you did is the problem.”
Fellier spoke as he exhaled smoke. His gaze held both coldness and fury.
“What problem?”
Even so, Costa responded nonchalantly. Instead, he exaggeratedly spread both arms and gestured around him.
“What the hell’s the problem? Did we just drop dead or something? Or is this heaven? Well, it does feel like heaven. Never thought a club like this would open in Verkina.”
Fellier's lips twisted silently. For a brief moment, mana surged threateningly. The mercenaries behind Costa reached for their weapons. Fellier’s escorts also drew up their mana.
Murderous intent thick enough to tear the air apart filled the VVIP room.
"Hey, hey. What's with everyone? Calm down."
Kunta, the third faction, waved his hand dismissively.
Costa arched an eyebrow shortly after.
“......Alright, Fellier. You know damn well who’s backing us. The Imperial Guard, the fucking Imperial Guard. Those guys take our money and even grease palms in the Imperial Palace.”
He lowered his voice and let out a sneer.
“But the knight that died was a commoner. A fucking nobody pretending to be a knight. Killing a lowlife like that doesn’t cause any real problems.”
“.......”
Fellier listened quietly to Costa’s words.
“And do you know where the intel leak came from?”
He let out a fish-like chuckle.
“The Imperial Palace. The information came through the palace. The bigshots didn’t like that pretentious commoner poking around their cash flow. We just did a bit of housekeeping for them.”
Even so, Fellier’s face remained composed. Costa hated that face. That smug look that always seemed to say, 'I know everything', and 'You’re right in the palm of my hand.'
Costa’s brow twitched.
“So the real problem here is─what the hell are you staring at me like that for?”
“......Where’s th⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌e body?”
Fellier asked.
Costa’s expression hardened.
“You said the body disappeared.”
“......We confirmed the death. No way he could’ve survived. The guy was only barely breathing thanks to drugs keeping him alive.”
The skin flayed, bones shaved, eyes gouged out, just a mutilated hunk of flesh, kept barely alive with medication.
"It's nothing. What would anyone do with a body like that? He was someone the palace discarded anyway."
“.......”
Tap tap. As he flicked ash off the long-burning cigar, Fellier delivered his conclusion.
“This time’s tribute is doubled. Costa. If you’ve got a conscience, you should shoulder more of the burden. You caused the mess, so you should pay the cleanup fee.”
“What? You fucking─...”
Costa spat curses, but Fellier didn’t bother listening and stood up.
As he exited the VVIP room, a mercenary asked him,
“Boss. Will this be okay? He killed an Imperial Knight─”
“It’s fine. Everything he said was true. The Imperial Guard won’t want it getting out that they were taking money from us.”
Eshton. Because of that bastard, Fellier’s large estate had taken a significant hit. Costa’s method had been rash, of course, but it was at least satisfyin⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌g.
"Brainless beasts like him are actually easier to use."
Costa had done the dirty work for him, while Fellier saved money, time, and manpower.
“If anything goes wrong, we just throw that guy under the bus.”
“......Yes, boss.”
Fellier adjusted his sleeve cuffs as he descended the stairs.
──Step. Step.
With each step, his shadow stretched long. Muscles rippled beneath the neat suit, and from his pitch-black eyes, a murderous aura flowed, one no ordinary person could face easily.
──Step. Step.
A man who had trampled over thousands, tens of thousands of competitors, and climbed atop a mountain of corpses.
That was Fellier Crusio, the man who ruled the nights of Verkina.
***
From the moment the four knights returned from their classified mission, a secret “special team” was formed under the leadership of Chiron and Maximilian.
So confidential that even high-ranking knights weren’t given access to the information, the entire Sentinel Order was wrapped in taut tension.
Every member of the Order, knight, administrator, office clerk, or janitor, was curious about the matter.
“Me? You want me?”
Leon stared wide-eyed at Maximilian, who had come looking for him.
Maximilian, seated across from him, gave a brief reply.
“Yeah. You.”
“What’s the mission?”
“Classified. If you don’t want in, back out before hearing more. But once you’ve heard it, there’s no turning back.”
Leon blinked blankly for a moment, then nodded for now.
Next was Tiana.
“Me? You want me?”
Just like Leon, Tiana asked again.
“Yeah. You.”
“What’s the mission?”
“Classified. If you don’t want in, back out before hearing more. But once you’ve heard it, there’s no turning back.”
“......Alright then, I’ll do it.”
And so, the two most reliable members among the first-years were assigned to the team, and three were also recruited from the 0-years.
They were knights selected specifically for having minimal ties to the Imperial Guard.
──And today.
Pitter-patter. On an evening when summer's heavy rain poured down.
"What? You again?"
0-years Royce, and Dare Tan, frowned as they stood at the entrance of a building.
“What.”
It was because of Hannah, who had appeared across from them.
Dare Tan stroked his chin and muttered,
“If she’s here, it probably is⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌n’t that important of a mission......”
They had all gathered very cautiously, dressed in civilian clothes, so why Hannah?
“It’s definitely not war, that’s for sure.”
The designated meeting point wasn’t the Sentinel Knight Order. Holding discussions there risked leaking information to the Imperial Palace.
Instead, they were invited under the guise of a dinner gathering at one of Maximilian’s buildings.
“Maybe this really is just dinner? Otherwise, there’s no way she’d be here.”
“Sounds about right.”
“He⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌y. You two, piss off.”
As Royce and Dare Tan chatted, Hannah raised her middle finger and stepped inside.
“But I mean, gotta admit, for a commoner, she’s got skills......”
Royce's chatter cut off abruptly as he followed Hannah in.
In the darkness that faintly revealed what lay beyond, a round table came into view.
“.......”
And there, not only Chiron and Maximilian were present.
Over twenty knights whose faces were recognizable by name, and whose names conjured their faces immediately. Just by standing still, their presence radiated mana pressure that filled the large interior. If one had to describe it, like hundreds of tanks gathered into a single space.
In an instant, their hearts were clenched tight.
“What are you doing? Get over here and stand properly.”
At Chiron’s command, the three 0-years hurried to a discreet corner.
"Well then. It seems everyone is here."
Despite being 0-years, they had arrived last. The trio shut their eyes tightly in shame.
Chiron looked over the faces gathered and gave a nod.
“Maximilian. Would you explain?”
At the nod, Maximilian stepped forward.
He placed a few photos onto a panel beside the round table.
"There was a knight who joined Sentinel over a decade ago."
Egilon.
A young man with handsome features, wearing a Sentinel uniform.
“His future was bright. As a Sentinel knight, he could have enjoyed a life of abundance acknowledged by everyone, but he resigned, for a greater cause. To serve those in hardship, from the lowest places in the Empire.”
Not because he was an Ezenheim.
Not because he was a spy who had stolen someone else’s identity.
Not because Julian had uncovered the truth.
But because, as a pure Aran, he chose to care for the weak and the suffering.
“However.”
Maximilian placed a large duffel bag on the table. Without giving the other knights a chance to prepare, he immediately unzipped it.
In that instant, gasps escaped.
A corpse, eyes gouged out, skin flayed. The chest crushed, heart and internal organs completely torn out, horrific traces of brutal torture.
“He returned to us like this, barely in this form.”
Maximilian’s voice dropped low. The faces of the knights turned cold and grim.
“A mere cartel dared to do this to a knight of the Empire.”
Their eyes turned toward Maximilian. Deep beast-like lines were etched into his expression.
Perhaps it was a face no one here had ever seen before.
“He was undoubtedly our brother.”
His every tone was sharp. Like a blade slicing through flesh, murderous intent radiated.
“I, Maximilian, as a knight of Sentinel and an Aran of the Empire, cannot─must not─let this insult stand──”
Maximilian clenched his fist so tightly it turned white.
“I insist on that, with utmost force.”
......Silence fell.
Except for the occasional sighs and the faint grinding of teeth, no sound could be heard.
One knight reached out and placed a hand over Egilon’s hollow eye sockets. Another, with eyes closed, made the sign of the cross.
From within that silence, Chiron stepped forward.
“Operation name: ‘Path of Dreams.’ A large-scale decapitation strike against the Parmano Cartel, who dared to lay hands on a knight of the Empire.”
In effect, an entire axis of the knight order moving as one in a projection of force.
“We will─”
Chiron marked several locations on the map. They were the hideouts of the cartel capos positioned near Verkina’s border.
“─annihilate them all in one swift strike.”
6th-year knight Fried raised a hand and asked,
“Then the operation’s time limit would be about a week─”
“The time,”
Maximilian answered instead,
“─is one day.”
Everyone froze at his words.
“We will crush them all within 24 hours.”
Chapter 114: The Path of Dreams (3)
Whooooosh──
The rooftop of a building where winds blew in the dark.
I stood gazing at the Empire's night skyline. The atmosphere of a nation that had endured for a thousand years, slowly rotting from within. The lights of a fortress that had unknowingly become humanity's bulwark.
Suddenly, I sensed someone approaching from behind.
“......Max.”
It was Chiron.
“Will you be alright?”
He was a man well attuned to the political climate. As ambitious as he was cautious.
Now that the operation had been set in motion, he must be worried about the Imperial Palace's reaction.
"They have to watch their step around the Sentinel too. They have no choice."At my resolute words, Chiron let out a sigh.
“However, the Imperial Guard─”
“Before that.”
I cut him off and closed my eyes.
"I simply cannot bring myself to endure it."
There are many things I asked Johann to prepare for me to say. Once this operation ends, I will unleash all of it through the Jemion Daily.
“The knights of the Sentinel. Those bastards who tarnished the spirit of Aran in such a way. All the rot eating away at the Empire.......”
Feigned fury, meticulously calculated just⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌ification.
The genius of propaganda, Johann Goetze, is now my man. As long as I have a proper justification, there’s nothing I need fear.
"I cannot possibly forgive them."
“.......”
Chiron fell silent for a moment. In his deep eyes, it seemed a multitude of calculations were passing through.
“Maximilian.”
As the night breeze swept in like moonlight, brushing against our clothes, he called my name.
“It’s already the tail end of summer.”
Nearly two years had passed since my Regression, and before I knew it, it was already the second October.
“I remember when I first met you.”
With a faint smile, he continued.
“Back then, I thought you were just a frail young master, as the instructors at Empire Point had described. I wondered if you’d even live up to the Ebenholtz name.”
It was an unusually candid remark from him.
“I was completely wrong.”
I gave a faint smile.
An unbelievable miracle called Regression. The final conversation I had with Edmon.
My purpose that I must never forget, not even for a single moment—humanity's survival.
That is what brought me this far.
“.......”
Chiron looked at me for a while, then slowly came to stand beside me.
But not quite on the same line.
One step behind.
A subtle but unmistakable distance.
“I will stand behind you.”
Chiron's words… honestly, were almost laughable. The ‘present’ him was of little help to me.
However, Chiron’s sincerity seemed genuine, and more importantly, the Chiron of the future would be of great help to me.
Because he is a man with abilities that match his ambition.
“......Thank you.”
***
The cartel's money laundering operated like clockwork.
First, the drugs smuggled by the cartel into the Empire spread across the eastern, central, and western borders. The profits are then laundered through shell companies scattered throughout those regions.
During this process, the funds are split and mixed dozens of times. They’re disguised under plausible pretexts such as payments for auctioned artworks, deposits for real estate investments, or overseas trade settlements, transforming into clean, untraceable Imperial dollars.
The refined funds first flow into the secret accounts of the Imperial Guard.
"...The transfer has arrived."
In the office of Goebel, commander of the Imperial Guard.
At the report from his adjutant, Goebel smiled in satisfaction. After checking the account records, he closed the file.
“By the way, Commander, what do you think about that place? The bank that’s been getting famous in Canilan lately......”
“You mean Kronen Schatzinsel.”
“Yes. The Imperial Bank is a bit risky now. Who knows when that monstrous man will pull something strange again.”
The adjutant spoke with a voice laced with concern.
That monstrous man, he meant Maximilian Ebenholtz.
Sebestian was the Emperor’s eternal loyalist, and thus he never laid a hand on the Imperial Guard, which was the extension of the Emperor’s power. But Maximilian was different. He has been cherry-picking corporations that had caught the Guard’s attention, all while empowering the regular army instead.
“......Don’t call h⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌im a monster.”
Goebel adjusted his monocle and said quietly.
“He’s just a twenty-two-year-old young knight. There’s no need to assign unnecessary narrative to him and fear him. He’s nothing more than a lucky brat born into the right bloodline.”
The adjutant nodded quietly.
“Canilan is still premature. We’ll observe a little longer and move then. Focus on wrapping up this matter first.”
Goebel immediately gave the order to transfer funds to the next stage.
“Yes, understood.”
Half of the funds tributed from the cartel and various other sources were used for the operational expenses of the Imperial Guard and the dignity allowances of its officers. The remaining half was offered up to higher places.
The Imperial Guard was a pipeline connecting the imperial palace and outside society.
──The mansion of the prestigious Bertem family.
A powerful noble favored by the Emperor, one that rivaled Ebenholtz, Kandel, and Runsellot. Kentz Bertem, the second son of the Bertem family and one of the pillars of the Imperial Guard, picked up an envelope full of cash placed on the tray.
“There’s especially a lot today, huh?”
Kentz asked with a tone of curiosity, gauging the thickness of the envelope.
“Yes. From what I’ve heard, there was an especially large amount of presented tribute this month.”
At the butler’s cautious response, he let out a small chuckle.
"Hmm. How diligent of them."
He didn’t wonder too deeply. There was no need to. The origin of this money had nothing to do with him.
Whether it was squeezed out of someone’s lifeblood or stained with blood, it was all good as long as his wallet grew fatter and his vault filled up.
“By the way, that guy Maximilian has been a problem lately. Acting like he’s a king or something.”
Kentz grumbled as he placed the money in the safe.
“......His Majesty seems to be fond of him.”
“He’s just being amused by the antics of a young cub. The brat got his hands on one mana vein and now he’s acting all high and mighty.”
Sebestian of Ebenholtz was certainly a man deserving of respect. A hero of the Empire and a general who had never lost a battle.
But even Sebastian was merely a general, and Maximilian was not Sebastian.
“Just a insolent brat who looks like a squirrel.......”
Kentz Bertem crossed his legs and swirled his wine glass.
.......
A secret airfield hidden deep in the mountains. Three transport aircraft lined up on the foggy runway.
Around them, Sentinel knights in plain clothes gathered. This was thanks to Chiron's implementation of Maximilian’s order that “It’s time to let go of the uniform obsession.”
“Looks like everyone’s gathered.”
Maximilian and his attendants began distributing the gear first. It was a suit with a sleek black texture.
“These are the lat⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌est model wingsuits.”
The knights curiously examined the wingsuits.
“They’re made of special fibers with maximized mana conductivity. Not only do they drastically improve aerial mobility, but they also resonate with the wearer’s mana circuits to ensure stability during flight.”
An invention created by the brightest minds of Lorenzo Academy working together. However, Maximilian had added one condition.
‘Knights place great importance on appearances, so make sure they look cool when worn. They must not end up looking ridiculous like flying squirrels.’
Thanks to that, the wing suits excelled not only in functionality but also in design. The knights seemed satisfied.
“These wing suits have been meticulously custom-made to match your body sizes and mana characteristics. Additionally, if you infuse mana into this specific part, they will compact into a portable size. After the operation, you’re free to keep them as personal gear.”
At that, everyone folded the wingsuits tucked under their arms a bit more carefully.
Immediately after, Chiron stepped forward.
“The main unit will split into five. Three will drop into the cartel capos' hideouts and behead the targets.”
He pointed to the key strongholds on the operation map, Fellier, Costa, Kunta. These were the hideouts of the capos, known as the three heads of the cartel.
“The remaining two units are special strike teams. They’ll strike the mid-level officers, who are spread throughout Verkina like a spider’s web, simultaneously. Since each knight is equivalent to a company on their own, the detailed tactics are left to individual discretion.”
The doors of the three transport ships opened. The knights boarded the aircraft in perfect order.
“However, remember the rules of engagement. Injuring innocent civilians is strictly forbidden. But anyone who collaborates with the cartel or aids them─consider them enemies, and you may execute them on the spot.”
Kwaaaah──!
The engines beneath the wings roared, moving through the thick fog. The transports took off like birds, soaring into the night sky.
A very quiet and concentrated drop of lethal human firepower, to utterly crush the cartel that dared lay a hand on an Imperial knight.
The “Path of Dreams” forged through Egilon’s death, would stain the streets of Verkina red. And the wreckage left behind…
‘They’ would devour it.
.......
Kalian Ross. He was quietly awaiting the moment in an underground bunker in Verkina. Calming his pounding heart, preparing for the battle to come.
“Do you trust them?”
Suddenly, Julian asked him from across the room.
“......Pardon?”
“I’m asking whether you trust the ones under your command.”
“Yes. I do.”
Kalo answered without hesitation.
The members he had gathered were those who had lost their families to the cartel, whose lives had been trampled. He had intentionally embraced people driven by the strongest motive of all, revenge.
“The cartel bastards don't realize it. They forget, drunk on immediate pleasure, that their crimes will one day return as blades aimed at their own throats.”
There were more than enough people in Verkina’s underworld holding such grudges. Enough to build an army with them alone.
“What I’m asking is, can you really trust all of them?”
Julian pressed him persistently.
Trust is the most difficult thing. In this world where betrayal is routine, not every man you trust will turn out to be a loyal one.
Kalo fidgeted with his fingers, then gave a faint smile.
“......Actually, I have a secret.”
“A secr⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌et?”
“Yes. I can tell truth from lies... at least when it comes to these bottom-dwellers here, it’s not that hard. Though it doesn’t work on someone like you, Sir Julian.”
A thought suddenly occurred to Julian, and he asked again.
“Are you Yaken?”
For a moment, Kalo’s face stiffened. His brow twitched as if his secret had been uncovered.
He answered with a sigh.
“......Yes. I’m a half-blood. Fortunately, my appearance doesn’t give it away, so I’ve been able to hide it until now. But how did you know?”
“Yaken usually have one of those peculiar tricks up their sleeve.”
Julian’s eyes dropped to Kalo’s wrist. A strange bracelet, as if carved from human bone, was wrapped around it.
“If it’s not just a bad hobby, it must be a Yaken tradition.”
“Ah...”
Kalo fiddled with the bracelet and gave a bitter smile.
“May I ask you to keep it secret? I’m well aware of how the people of the Empire view subspecies...”
“It’s fin⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌e.”
Julian shook his head.
“Maximilian. He despises the eastern races and is a figure of fear among various minority groups, including subspecies. He believes in racial hierarchy more than anyone else.”
His gaze deepened.
“But in some ways, he’s tolerant. A Yaken, in fact, might be able to become his friend.”
“......Is that so?”
"Yes. That man likes competent dogs."
Julian looked up at the ceiling. He closed his eyes, seeming lost in thought for a moment, then lowered his gaze again.
“Kalo.”
“Yes.”
"This place will soon become your domain, but remember one thing."
He didn't consider the operation failing.
Because Julian trusted Maximilian.
“Improper control, or corruption driven by blind desire, will turn us into your enemies.”
Julian’s voice carried weight.
“The reason he’s let you live is because you’re useful and controllable. The moment you cross the line, you’ll die a death more miserable than Eshton’s.”
It was both a warning and a piece of advice. Kalo nodded with a serious expression.
“Don’t worry. And besides─”
Facing Julian, he replied,
“I fear and trust you more than I do Sir Maximilian, whom I’ve barely even met.”
“.......”
Julian looked at him silently, without a single shift in expression. His gaze remained dry and inscrutable. Silence served as his only reply.
***
────.
The interior of the transport ship was relatively quiet. The sound of wind striking the steel hull rippled like white noise.
Eight knights, awaiting deployment, sat in silence, each calming mind and body in their own way. One bobbed his head to a rhythm, another took deep breaths with arms crossed.
I watched them as I waited for the moment.
"We've reached the point."
The pilot called out.
The ramp opened, and
Kwa-da-da-da-da───!
A blast of wind and noise rushed in. A torrent of air whipped through the interior. My shout pushed against the pressure and rang out.
“──Jump in designated order!”
At the designated drop point, one by one.
“Raynel. Jump!”
One more.
“Zionne. Jump!”
Another.
“Royce. Jump!”
They descended one by one. At a glance it seemed meager, but the moment they touched down, they would unleash firepower equivalent to dozens of tanks.
Swooooshhhhh──.
The knights vanished into Verkina’s night sky.
Now, only Chiron and I remained inside the transport.
“Sir Chiron.”
Facing the wind, I called out to Chiron. There was something I wanted to say to him.
Chiron turned to look at me.
"I've been thinking carefully about what you said to me that day."
Whoooosh──
The gale swept through, rustling our clothes.
"That you would stand behind me."
“......Yes.”
Chiron nodded solemnly. He had decided to align himself with Maximilian.
More than the background of Ebenholtz, he had staked his ambition on the individual potential of Maximilian.
If that was the case─
“I will temporarily suppress my rage, for your sake. Though I want to rip apart the filthy Imperial Guard and the bastards of the Imperial Palace along with the cartel......”
I spoke as if I were restraining myself.
I have to maintain some level of relationship with the Imperial Palace─for now. Until my power grows. Until I could be certain of cutting their throats.
“At the scene, I’m sure we’ll find plenty of evidence, likely in the form of ledgers. But I will stay silent about the bribes they’ve accumulated and the corruption they’ve committed. I’ll endure it.”
In exchange for offering a path to survival to the Imperial Palace and the Guard, the price we’ll extract must be clear.
“What we will gain is─”
The thing Chiron desires most.
I looked straight into Chiron’s eyes and said it.
“Unconditional support from the Imperial Palace for the position of Knight Commander.”
In that moment, Chiron’s eyes widened. In the pupils of a man in his mid-to-late thirties, starlight poured in brightly.
It was an overwhelming sight, but it only meant his dream was that grand.
“......Alright. If that’s your wish.”
He placed a trembling hand on my shoulder. I looked up toward the sky again.
“Yes.”
My father, Sebestian, was a knight who abandoned the knight order. All to be loyal only to the Emperor.
But I will make the Sentinel my foundation. I would grasp the Empire's sharpest blade.
How far I can go using this foundation as my means...
“Let’s go.”
...I didn't know yet.
But one thing is certain─
That I’ve come to look just a little farther than before.
“Jump!”
I shouted and threw myself out of the transport ship. Following the currents of air rushing toward me, I glided elegantly through the sky.
When I turned my gaze to the side, I saw Chiron following right behind me.
~~~
TL Note: As I mentioned last week, the author took a one-day break, so there will be no chapter tomorrow.
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Whooooo──.
The knights who had descended from the transport ship traversed Verkina's airspace and touched down softly at their respective target points.
Tap.
The moment they touched the ground, they pressed a button to release their wingsuits. Whirrrr. The suit compressed like nonwoven fabric and folded behind their backs.
There was no time to marvel at the new technology. Following the prearranged path, they infiltrated the hideouts of the cartel capos.
Destination─ Target point reached.
There were many mercenaries on lookout in all directions, but the knights had no need for hand signals.
Slice! Slash!
They simply charged in nearly the same instant, beheading as they moved, silently.Only pushing deeper......
──Thud!
Capo Costa opened his eyes at the dull sound that echoed from outside.
“......?”
Rubbing his face as he looked at the clock, it was 3 a.m.
“......What the hell.”
A wide room with heavy red velvet curtains. Costa sat up in bed.
He loosely wrapped his gown around himself and brushed back his messy curls. A chilling sensation ran down his spine for no apparent reason.
“Hmm......?”
The women beside him stirred groggily, but Costa pressed their faces away with an annoyed gesture.
“Just go the fuck back to sleep.”
Still naked, he drew up his mana. Iron Boar. Just like his nickname, lead-colored mana wrapped around his entire body, hardening it.
“.......”
With the edge of his hand raised sharply, he flung the door open!
The hallway was silent.
No one was there.
No guards, no subordinates in sight.
“What the......?”
Just as Costa tilted his head in confusion.
From the darkness, an indistinct figure shimmered.
Slaaash──!
A flash of light glinted.
“!”
Costa’s eyes froze wide open. His head dropped to the ground. Thud, thud, thud. The head, now ownerless, rolled down the stairs.
“Iron Boar slaughter complete.”
The knight turned away, leaving the fallen corpse behind. There was no need to collect the head, nor any reason to leave a mark.
Those who dare lay a hand on a knight of the Empire deserve nothing but death.
.......
A hidden dark chamber in the heart of Verkina’s city center.
On the table of the luxurious VVIP room in the lavish gambling den, chips and cash were stacked like mountains.
“Phew.......”
The cartel capo ‘Kunta’ narrowed his bloodshot eyes and peeked at his cards.
A good hand.
He buried his face like a mole, tryi⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌ng to hide his expression.
“......All in.”
He pushed all his chips in, but the opponent blandly folded his cards.
“Ugh. I give up. Just not getting any decent hands tonight.”
“.......”
A vein popped on Kunta’s forehead. Blood seeped from the lips he bit down on tightly.
"......Oh, and I'm sorry. I need to get going now."
To top it off, the son of a bitch who just folded was even getting up from his seat.
The game wasn't even over.
I had a full house!
“Have fun, everyone.”
“Where do you think you're going? We're just getting started.”
Kunta slapped down his cards with a growl.
“Oh come on... My son's waiting. It’s his birthday today.”
“So what? Fuck that. Who gives a shit when he was born.”
“Ayy~ Come on~ I already lost all my money, I’ve got barely anything left. I’m cleaned out.”
Kunta glanced at him. The bag that had been filled with chips now held less than half.
“Cut me some slack.”
The man chuckled nervously and backed away. Kunta stared at him with bloodshot eyes.
“If you leave, you're fucking dead. I’ll have your head hanging in the street like a shoe.”
“It really is my son’s birthday. If I go now, I’ll make it in time. I’ll stay longer next time, I promise. I’m really sorry!”
Spouting a pathetic excuse, he bowed 90 degrees repeatedly and walked out.
“.......”
Kunta stared in that direction for a while. He shoved a crumpled cigarette into his mouth.
Chew. Chew.
He ground it with his teeth and gave a small nod.
“Hey. Kill that bastard for real. Cut off that ‘son’s’ head too.”
“Yes.”
The mercenaries followed the man without hesitation.
“Fucking bastard.”
Kunta picked up the cards again.
“Alright then, let’s play. Deal ‘em.”
Just as the dealer was about to shuffle the cards.
Creeeak.
The door opened again.
“You're killing the mood, sit d─”
Slaaaaash!
A blade surged out of Kunta’s mouth instead of a tongue. His face, split into two, dropped onto the table.
“Wha─”
Before the mercenaries could even grab their weapons, the knights stormed through the door. They ran along the walls, stepped on the ceiling, and lopped off the enemies’ heads.
Slash! Slice!
A refined slaughter that precisely distinguished and cut down only the targets, sparing civilians.
The enemies inside were wiped out in an instant.
“......Eagle. Operation complete.”
Chiron said as he flicked the blood from his sword.
.......
In the dawn tinted with navy blue,
The boss of all bosses, the 'Capo Dei Capi'─Fellier─opened his eyes.
He was different from the other capos. He wasn’t indulgent like Costa, nor was he addicted to decadence like Kunta.
Fellier’s hideout was located at the highest point in the city, a building atop a cliff.
The interior was designed like a labyrinth. Mana alarm systems were installed throughout. Traps placed in every hallway.
A fo⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌rtress that amply reflected his paranoid tendencies.
However, Fellier did not prefer the top floor of this fortress. Looking down from high above always felt good, but it left him too vulnerable to assassination.
“Hmph.”
Fellier stepped out onto the terrace on the fortress's middle floor. The panoramic view of Verkina's city center spread out beneath his feet. A city where crimson lights and sweltering darkness intermingled.
In the distance, the brilliant lights of a newly opened club shone through.
"I'll have to take that."
There was only one reason. Because he was Fellier. In Verkina, what he desired had to become his.
“Heh.”
Fellier smirked and turned around. He went out to the living room and opened the shelf.
Step.
He suddenly sensed a presence. It was his personal bodyguard. A loyalist and former knight of The Empire.
“......Sti⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌ll awake, sir?”
The man asked.
“I couldn’t sleep.”
Fellier raised his eyebrows and swirled a glass of whiskey. The ice clinked clearly.
“Care for a drink?”
“I’m alright, sir.”
Fellier puckered his lips.
“You could’ve, though. Well, take it easy.”
“Yes, sir.”
The mercenary smiled and withdrew. Fellier stepped back onto the terrace and raised his glass. Gazing out into the mood of Verkina, he murmured faintly.
......My world.
Mine.
Just as he took a sip of whiskey, lost in sentiment.
────.
A bright light approached from beyond the night sky.
Slicing across the horizon... a meteor?
A silver light advancing in silence, leaving a short trail behind.
“.......”
Fellier gazed absentmindedly at its path for a moment.
It almost felt like a revelation. Like a divine blessing watching over his future.
It truly felt that way to him.
Before long, he would kill Costa and Kunta and seize Verkina. He would become the king of Verkina, growing so powerful that not even those Imperial bastards would dare look down on him.......
───
The comet.
What seemed as though it would simply pass through the skies above suddenly halted in midair.
Even that was mystifying, but then its trajectory twisted unnaturally.
And the direction it was headed─
This way.
It was coming toward him.
“......?”
At some point, Fellier’s vision was filled with silver.
A pure white longsword descended from the sky.
It was the final scene of his life.
─────.
The moonlight silently cleaved the terrace. The elegant sword strike carved a scar into the hideout’s building.
KWA-GWAGWAK! The sound of shattering debris came a beat too late, and at the same time, Fellier’s head flew into the air.
Fsss.......
As moonlight scattered in full bloom, Maximilian landed atop Fellier's corpse.
He let out a soft breath and muttered.
“Moving in.”
***
Within just six hours, all three capos of the Parmano Cartel, along with the mercenaries they hired, their second-in-commands, and the rest of their executives, hundreds in total, were completely beheaded. And before the day was over, the return operation was already underway.
“How was the harvest?”
In the east of the Empire, outside the airfield.
Chiron asked from beneath a tree as rain drizzled down.
“It’s confirmed.”
I held the Canilan-made crystal chip taken from Fellier’s safe. The payment for drug trafficking─where it flowed, which corporations it reached, and who ultimately received it─everything is present within this tiny chip.
"Well, I hear in some circles they call it a golden goblin."
Unlike the others who handled things crudely, Fellier’s ledger was precise.
He truly lived up to the name ‘boss of bosses’. (TL: Capo Dei Capi)
"Can it be traced?"
“Yes. My secretary is quite capable. However, to properly decode this, we’ll need to go to Canilan. The properties of Mana differ there, so smooth restoration is difficult within The Empire.”
There are some advanced devices that only function properly in Canilan. Because the frequency and density of mana vary by region.
Especially in the north and Canilan, the mana environments are distinctly different.
"We'll get all the useful information out of it."
Chiron nodded with satisfaction.
“Let’s go.”
“Yes.”
We entered the airfield together. Inside, more than a dozen knights were gathered. The remaining units would soon return safely as well.
In this operation, we had used information, purchased with a ridiculous amount of money, to identify the enemy’s positions and status in advance. All the knights had to do was swing their swords.
It wasn’t a battle we fought and won. We fought already having won.
“Um, I have a question.”
At the airfield, Royce, a zero-year knight, hesitantly raised his hand.
"These wingsuits...... are they really ours to keep? We don't have to return them?"
Judging by the senior knight Raynel’s awkward cough beside him, it seemed to be a question asked on his instruction.
I nodded. Looking around at the other knights, I added,
“You may think of the wingsuits as a reward for all of you who participated in this operation.”
Raynel, a third-year knight, nudged the side of zero-year Royce again.
“Um, sir, sorry to ask, but... if we wanted to buy one separately─”
“It’d cost at least two million.”
Even the knights’ expressions flickered with mild surprise. That’s how advanced the equipment was. For someone skilled in aerial descent, it was strategic gear capable of amplifying their power several times over.
Tududududu──
Just then, the transport ship that had completed its mission rumbled in. Chiron and I went out to greet them.
“Julian will handle the rest now, right?”
“Yes.”
“Does Julian understand our intent?”
Chiron asked.
I fell silent for a moment.
Julian.
Even now, I still didn’t fully understand him. He always seemed one step ahead of me, as if he could see right through my moves.
But just as I don’t fully know him, he too doesn’t truly know who I am.
What future I’ve seen, what great cause I’ve embraced. And how firm my conviction is in achieving it...
"Yes. He probably does."
I spoke while watching the transport ship descend.
"Now we just need to take what is rightfully ours."
***
[The Hidden Hero of the Sentinel, Meets Tragic End]
[Imperial Knight Who Infiltrated Drug Cartel, Dies After Torture]
[The Atrocities of the Verkina Cartel……]
An exclusive originating from Jemion Daily struck The Empire like a thunderbolt. Partially mosaic-censored images of the knight's remains, gruesomely mutilated by the cartel, were published.
Imperial society was furious, and Sentinel's Knight Commander Alberich also issued an unprecedented statement of mourning, outrage, and regret.
Johann Goetz, too, played a supporting role while in his doctoral program.
── 「Editorial: The Sacrifice of Pure Blood, and the Wra⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌th of Arans」 ──
......We all saw it. How one of the Empire’s noblest sons perished at the hands of vile beasts. The wounds carved into the body of one who devoted himself to us. The nail driven into the heart of the Empire, the desecration inflicted upon the soul of us all......
The blood shed by a single knight must never be in vain. What was it that he tried to protect? From the poison spread by drug cartels beyond our borders, he sought to shield our brothers and sisters of Aran, to safeguard our pure spirit.......
──────
Right on cue, news broke on a massive scale that all the core executives of the cartel had been beheaded overnight.
[Sentinel Devastates Verkina Cartel Stronghold on Behalf of Imperial Knights]
[Senior Sentinel Knight Chiron: “We already carried out a classified operation”]
[The Sword of The Empire Purifies the Den of Savagery!]
[The Path of Dreams, Unfulfilled in One Knight's Lifetime.......]
Operation name: Path of Dreams. Everything beyond the name was classified, but a perfect act of retribution had been carried out.
Naturally, the Verkina government reacted with strong opposition. Not just them, the entire Eastern Alliance seethed with hostility toward the Empire.
However, since it was the cartel who first laid hands on an Imperial knight, and there were no civilian casualties, Verkina merely deployed troops along the border. The situation did not escalate into armed conflict.
Instead, the vacuum left by the elimination of Parmano and the smaller cartels was swiftly filled by the ‘Kalo Cartel’. They dispersed vast amounts of bribes among local officials to ease the growing anti-Empire sentiment.
And then── one morning.
On the desk of Imperial Guard Commander Goebel, who had gone to work as usual,
A document stamped with a red seal was delivered.
“......Hmm?”
Commander Goebel hadn’t been the least bit concerned about the recent incident.
The cartel had nothing to do with him─or at least, externally speaking.
The money laundering had been that thorough, and even if someone knew, he had been certain no one would have the guts to drag him into it. He had hundreds, thousands of tails that could be cut off in his place.
But on this day, the document Goebel read while seated in his chair read:
───「Summons」───
.Recipient: Goebel von Rosenberg
.Sender: Imperial Sentinel Knight Order
.This Knight Order, based on secret ledgers and various other records seized during the recent Verkina cartel suppression operation, has identified illegal financial flows.......
You are hereby summoned as a key person of interest on charges of "funding anti-state organizations and accepting bribes". Please report to the Sentinel Knight Order Headquarters by 15:00 on October 30th.
Failure to comply may result in the issuance of a compulsory arrest warrant under the Knight Order's inherent authority.
─────
Audacious sentences, daring to summon the Emperor's own Commander of the Imperial Guard.
Goebel fiddled with his monocle, then removed his hat.
“.......”
Without a word, he read through the full text again, then pressed his fingers to his temples.
At the very bottom.
He looked at the signature of the writer.
[Maximilian Albrecht von Ebenholtz]
“Maximilian.......”
As he murmured that name softly,
"Heh."
A scoff escaped him before he even realized it.
Chapter 116: The Meaning of Politics (2)
Transl⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠ator: KJ
National University of the Republic of Prozen.
The Liberal Arts and Science campus was abuzz with talk about the Empire’s cartel purge operation, named “Path of Dreams”.
Some said it was too much, even for the Empire, an act of violence with every potential to escalate into war. Others found it satisfying, claiming drugs had been the problem from the start, that the easterners had it coming, that the Empire had cleaned up the beasts in their stead......
Amid such conflicting opinions, Professor Jean Pierre stood at the lecture podium in his lecture hall.
“A new event has been added to history.”
A newly established course: 「History Through Individuals」.
“And in the end, it is individuals who create events.”
With that short commentary on the recent incident, he signaled the beginning of his lecture.
“First, here is Sentinel’s official stance.”A statement from the Sentinel Knight Order was projected on the screen. Sentences in the Imperial language explained that they had beheaded all key members of the cartel in a single night, as retribution for the murder of a Sentinel-affiliated knight advisor.
“‘Path of Dreams’ truly unfolded just like a dream. The Verkina government didn’t even realize Sentinel had entered their territory before it was over.”
The incompetence of the Verkina government. Its corruption, fueled by bribes from the cartel, had always been notorious, but this time was particularly special.
“External analysts predict the following timeline......”
For ninety minutes, Jean Pierre explained the background and execution of the operation in detail, weaving in some speculation.
The students were fully immersed in his lecture.
“──Now, if you've followed so far.”
Jean Pierre suddenly raised a finger.
“Doesn’t something seem a bit off?”
The students looked puzzled, but the professor continued speaking nonchalantly.
“This operation was like a pinch of salt.”
He opened a salt shaker he'd brought from the cafeteria and pinched some between his thumb and index finger.
“As if it were lightly sprinkled only on the festering wounds......”
Whoosh. Whoosh.
He scattered the salt into the air.
“An extremely restrained use of force. There were also zero civilian casualties. They cleanly erased only those connected to the cartel.”
Most of the students still looked confused.
Jean Pierre raised an eyebrow.
“Let me put it another way. The use of force was extremely controlled, and there were no civilian casualties beyond that. Though the knights were clearly full of rage, their judgment was thoroughly rational. That’s why quite a few civilian witnesses were left alive.”
He slowly scanned the lecture hall.
“You need to find the commonality here. Only then can you be called a student of history. The hint is─ this spring.”
A brief silence foll⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠owed.
Then, someone cautiously raised their hand.
“......Could it be, Genen?”
Jean Pierre pointed at him and nodded.
“Correct.”
The suppression of the Genen Autonomous Region and the Path of Dreams.
The ‘nature’ of the two incidents was strikingly similar.
Deploy overwhelming force the opponent cannot resist, but wield it with extreme restraint and control to maximize fear.
"A commanding officer is responsible for planning and designing an operation."
As Jean Pierre continued the lecture, a blurry silhouette suddenly appeared before his eyes. The uniform of a Sentinel knight shimmered faintly.
“But whether they try to hide it or not, the method and manner of execution always leave behind a unique trace, like a fingerprint. Thus, if you carefully trace those details─”
That figure was shrouded in darkness, but if one looked closely.......
“The one who designed and executed this operation from the start──”
A faint shape with golden hair came into view.
“──You’ll discover a historic individual.”
Jean Pierre wrote a name on the blackboard.
[ Maximilian Ebenholtz ]
The Monster of Ebenholtz.
"The Sentinel has unmistakably demonstrated the might of the imperial knight order. Not just Verkina, but virtually every criminal organization on the continent will now never dare to even think of touching an imperial knight."
Of course, a few insane groups, like ‘Zentra’, would be the exception.
“But will Verkina or the cartel itself truly change as a result?”
Jean Pierre was skeptical.
They would not change. Human desire is infinite, and the same goes for the cartel.
In the void left by the eradicated evil, smaller and more vicious ones will spring up, flooding the streets with drugs.
“That is your assignment. After this incident, how will Verkina, now devoid of the ‘individuals’ that made up the cartel, and its ecosystem change? Write about it from your own perspective.”
Having finished his lecture, Jean Pierre turned around.
The moment he opened the door and stepped outside.
“......!”
He stopped in his tracks without realizing it. Standing right in front of the hallway was a blond-haired student. A young man of similar height to Maximilian.
“......Professor? Are you alright?”
The student asked with a puzzled look.
Jean Pierre shook his head, sweat beading on his brow.
“Ah, uh, yes. I’m fine.”
Even now, the memory of that day was vivid.
The chill when the man reached out for a handshake and introduced himself. The terror of sensing the “darkness” lurking beneath his outstanding and beautiful appearance.
His blond hair had somehow left behind a sort of PTSD in Jean Pierre.
He walked down the hallway with a bitter smile.
***
Anton, the Deputy Knight Commander of Sentinel, gazed out the window. The line of vehicles stretching toward the knight order's main gate was long.
Every last one of them had been called in by summons.
“It’s a great development.”
It was Chiron who spoke.
“Sentinel has eradicated the Empire’s corruption and the drugs in the East. The prestige of the Knight Order is higher than ever.”
Anton turned to look at him. Sitting across the desk were High-ranking Knights Chiron and Adria. Anton responded with a bitter smile.
“I suppose so.”
“.......”
Chiron didn’t seem pleased with Anton’s lukewarm response.
“Deputy Commander. What exactly is it that worries you so?”
“Because only the tails will keep getting chopped off. Isn’t that right?”
Adria cut in, answering in his place. A faint smirk played on Chiron’s lips.
“Tails? You think Goebel is a tail?”
“Goebel hasn’t even responded to the summons. Even if he had, who knows what kind of deals would’ve gone down inside.”
It was a sharp hit, but Chiron kept smiling.
“Are you jealous? There’s no need for that.”
“There’s no reason to be jealous. You guys never share information anyway.”
“‘You guys’?”
Chiron furrowed his brows.
"Since when did the Sentinel become divided into 'you' and 'us'?"
"Don't make me laugh. Chiron, you were the first to..."
“Adria.”
Anton stopped her in a stern voice.
“.......”
Adria bit her lip and bowed her head.
"Both of you, leave. Commander Eberich has also instructed us not to let this incident slide, so make sure it's wrapped up properly."
Anton waved his hand. Chiron and Adria rose from their chairs side by side. After a polite bow, they left the deputy commander’s office.
Thud.
As soon as the door closed, Chiron let out a quiet laugh.
“......Adria. Don’t cling to meaningless illusions like factions.”
“You were the first one to create a faction, Chiron.”
“Still, we’re all the same Sentinel. I even shared a few pieces of data from this incident, didn’t I?”
Chiron had willingly distributed some o⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠f the entries recorded in the cartel's ledgers to Adria's side.
Of course, it was only the lower-leve⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠l information, barely worth calling a contribution.
“You’ve got some nerve. You staffed the whole operation with only your own people. Did you think I wouldn’t notice? That case was Julian's from the start─”
“How many times do I have to say it was because of concerns about information leaks? Oh, and by the way, do you know what this is?”
Chiron pulled a piece of equipment from inside his coat, compressed like nonwoven fabric.
“It’s a wingsuit. A cutting-edge wingsuit. Used it in the recent operation.”
“.......”
“One push of a button, and it’s equipped instantly.”
“.......”
“Want me to show you?”
Adria stared at him with a blank expression for a moment.
"......Are you seriously showing off?"
“......Ahem.”
Chiron awkwardly cleared his throat, seemingly embarrassed.
“Just thought you should know. Since you weren’t there that day.”
“Hah. That’s so childish. You haven’t changed one bit.”
Shaking her head, Adria turned and walked off toward her own faction, Jerome’s side.
Left alone, Chiron was soon joined by Fried, Raynel, and Zionne.
“......What did she say?”
Raynel asked with a serious expression. Chiron let out a brief laugh as he slipped the wingsuit back into his inner pocket.
“Ignore it.”
It was only a matter of time anyway. The moment Anton was ousted, their backing would collapse, and the core of the Knight Order would shift firmly toward “us”.
.......
Using the ledger evidence I had analyzed in Canilan, I invoked the knight's authority of "summons" in rapid succession. I started by rounding up the parasitic minor nobles of the imperial palace who were especially heinous, along with their associates, parliamentary officials, and high-ranking bureaucrats from the eastern territories.
Those who lived in the palace but weren’t royalty, nor part of the central power, parasites who hovered around the powerful, living off scraps. Nobodies who acted like tyrants toward civilians.
Their reactions were a spectacle.
“Th-this money, I can explain it! I swear it’s not a bribe!”
“This is a legitimate profit from my personal business! Please recheck the ledger!”
I listened to everything they had to say.
“I-it’s money from a relative! An inheritance, an inheritance!”
"I'm sorry. I'm truly sorry! Please forgive me just this once, Sir Knight!"
I quietly listened to them barking like dogs.
“Ah~ It could be confusing, but if you look here, it’s a bit different. The source of the funds, I mean.”
“I-I didn’t know it came from the cartel! Really, I didn’t!”
To all of them, I gave the same response.
“──You will be referred to the Knight Court.”
The Knight Court.
In that moment, their faces turned pale.
Some gasped, lips turning blue, some fell to their knees shaking before fainting altogether, others foamed at the mouth and convulsed.......
All sorts of disgraceful scenes.
“Take them away.”
“Yes, sir.”
The administrative officers detained them in Sentinel’s underground prison.
As I organized the paperwork, I asked,
“What about Goebel?”
“Ah, we just got word. He’s requested a few day⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠s’ delay due to urgent official duties─”
“Not even for a second.”
It was clearly a ploy to buy time, but I had no intention of accommodating it.
"It cannot be postponed. If he does not appear by 3 PM on the 30th."
I tapped the summons document with the tip of my pen.
"Tell him I'll come and bring him in personally."
.......
“You. Do you know who I am?”
Sentinel, Knight Interrogation Room. 0-year knight Hannah stared at the nobleman across from her, pressing her fingers to her temple.
"I do. You're Verssen von Dredic."
“Then change the officer in charge. We're not on the same level.”
“I’m a knight too, you know? I was part of the Path of Dreams operation.”
The man snapped his head away and snorted.
“Get out, commoner. I won't speak with you.”
“.......”
He'd been pulling this crap from the start and it was getting on her nerves. Steam was practically shooting from her head. Stuffing his face with bribes and having the audacity to act that high and mighty.
“I said, get out!”
“......Ha. What the fuck.”
Hannah eventually walked out of the interrogation room. Her desk was right outside the door, and around it, administrative officers and clerks were huddled close.
It was a bit cramped being a 0-year knight.
"Ma'am. How did it go?"
“He won’t talk at all. I’m going to step out for a bit and get some air.”
Muttering in frustration, she stepped outside to find the place packed. Summoned nobles, officials, lawmakers, and even their families.
“Ugh, this is pissing me off.......”
She had come out to the knight order's rear courtyard and was contemplating whether she should take up smoking, when.
“Hannah? Is something wrong?”
Just then, Tiana approached. The only comforting presence in this suffocating Sentinel.
"Oh, ma'am. It's nothing really, and I'm not trying to complain, but......."
Hannah sighed and explained what had just happened. Tiana gave a soft smile.
"Ah, I know what that is. Nobles have their own persecution complex, you know."
"......Nobles have a persecution complex?"
“I’m technically a noble too, but yeah, it’s kind of pathetic. They’re the ones who look down on commoners first, but then they assume all commoners will hate them, so they don’t want to be investigated by you. It’s not just that they look down on you, they’re scared of you.”
Hannah scratched the back of her neck.
"So I was just going to ask for a switch like he wanted. It's too disgusting to deal with."
“Hmm.......”
Tiana hesitated for a moment, then her eyes sparkled.
“So, you’re just going to run away?”
“I mean, I’d give it a shot if he’d at least pretend to listen. But he won’t even do that.”
"If talking doesn't work, you shove it right back in his face."
"Shove it?"
“Yeah.”
She pulled out a notepad and pen and scribbled a single line.
"Here. My signature. Go show him this. Since he doesn't want you investigating him, tell him you'll escalate the case to someone 'higher up'."
Hannah took it in her hands.
“He’ll probably beg you, saying ‘Please, please, let me be questioned by you~’ on his knees.”
「Case Transfer Request」
Hannah looked at the bottom of the short, seemingly insignificant sentence.
The recipient of the case transfer was ‘Maximilian Ebenholtz’.
***
The Knight Court was different from the regular court. Based on the evidence and opinions gathered by the assigned knight, a judge issued a summary judgment without the aid of a defense attorney or a jury.
In essence, the knight’s will was the ruling itself.
Because of this, the imperial palace was quietly thrown into turmoil. They couldn't cause a scene since they had to mind the imperial household's watchful eye, but behind the scenes, screams were erupting.
What if the money they’d received under the table happened to be drug-tainted? What if, without even knowing, they had taken bribes from the cartel?
Even Goebel, the Commander of the Imperial Guard and closest to the Palace, had received a summons, along with all the guards under his command.
Naturally, the next target would be the Palace itself.
──Reutern II’s private residence.
“......Reutern. I heard you have some connection to Maximilian.”
Thanks to that, Reutern II had recently been suffering a headache, while also feeling a bit smug.
"Well...... I suppose?"
"That you two chat now and then, something like that......."
The nobles of the Imperial Palace were coming to him, begging for help.
It wasn't just one or two. If he cracked open his door right now, nobles and officials alike were lined up without distinction.
“If that’s true, then maybe......”
Reutern II crossed his legs with deliberate haughtiness.
“Please! Then please, just once, help me out! I was blinded for a moment and made a mistake. I didn’t even take much! It’s really just a few coins!”
“Well, Max, you see. That guy Max... he’s not exactly easy for me to handle either. You know that. He’s not the kind to listen just because I say something......”
He deliberately emphasized the name “Max”.
“If you say something, Reutern, I’m sure he’ll listen! I believe in you─!”
“But you know what, more than that.”
Suddenly, Reutern II’s brow furrowed.
Surprisingly, Reutern had never received any cartel money.
Not because he was clean.
It was because those fucking lunatic bastards had secretly taken it all for themselves. They didn’t say a word to him and just divvied it up behind his back.
"......Why wasn't I told? About something as critical as dirty money flowing into the imperial palace."
“Uh, uh-huh?”
“Why didn’t I know?”
“......Huh?”
“I asked you.”
“Uh......”
The other man stammered, breaking into a cold sweat.
“Answer me.”
“I-I'm sorry. It’s all Roel’s fault. That guy said you were─”
"The reason."
Reutern demanded, his expression dead serious.
"I'm asking for the reason. Why I was the only one left out?"
"......Roel said, it was what Roel said. That you have loose lips..."
“What!!!”
Reutern II trembled with the sting of betrayal. A sudden wave of dizziness hit him, and he leaned back against his chair.
How dare they call him, the imperial palace's foremost information broker, loose-lipped?
"......I have loose lips? Me?!"
"No, no. I certainly don't think that, of course. It was those people! That Roel, and the Imperial Guard, they dragged us all into this!"
“Enough. Get out!”
“B-but Reutern!”
“Before I go tell my father everything.”
With a solemn face, Reutern firmly rejected the plea.
“Get out!”
Chapter 117: The Meaning of Politics (3)


──October 30th, 14:00


A secret chamber in the Imperial Palace.


Kentz Bertem, the second son of the Bertem Family, arranged a secret meeting.


"Chief of Staff. Thank you for taking the time out of your valuable schedule."


Kentz bowed politely to Grossman.


The Bertem Family, alongside Goebel, the Commander of the Imperial Guard, formed one axis of the Guard, while Grossman was the Emperor's closest confidant who oversaw them all.


“There’s no need for that. The Bertem family and I go way back. We're well past formalities.”


Grossman leisurely lifted his teacup.


"So, what brings you here?"


"......I wished to seek your insight regarding the current situation, Chief of Staff."


 


The cartel scandal was in full uproar, but Grossman had no ties to the cartel. None whatsoever. That level of caution was essential for someone in the position of Chief of Staff.


"My insight......"


Still, watching idiotic nobles get dragged through the mud was a headache for him as well. Because it upset the balance of power.


If Goebel and Kentz fell right now, the weight of the Imperial Guard would tip to one side. That was hardly a welcome prospect for Grossman either.


“Did you take money as well?”


“I.......”


Kentz bit his lip slightly.


“Be honest with me.”


“Not in cash directly. But in the form of bond dividends─”


"They'll catch you, then. But shouldn't there be one more person here?"


Originally, this was to be a three-way meeting. Commander Goebel, Kentz Bertem, and Grossman.


Kentz let out a sigh.


“Goebel’s request to postpone the summons was denied, so he’s appearing before the Knight Order as we speak. This is how the Commander of the Imperial Guard is being treated. Are you just going to stand by and watch?"


Grossman rested his chin on his hand and sank into thought. After pondering deeply, he finally spoke.


“......Maximilian is at an age when his blood runs hot. It's the kind of time when pointless idealism and misguided chivalry tend to erupt. If you prod him the wrong way, he might explode.”


Grossman's eyes turned cold and sharp.


"Rash interference could invite disaster. But we can't afford to make an enemy of him either. He is Sebestian's son, after all."


“There are rumors that Reutern is quite close with Maximilian.”


At Kentz’s words, Grossman let out a dry chuckle.


“You really must be desperate. That bigmouth?”


“I’m not that desperate. It’s just.......”


“Chiron.”


Gros⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠sman cut Kentz off and spoke that name.


“Senior Knight Chiron. Let me try reaching out to him.”


.......


──October 30th, 15:00


The main gate of the Sentinel Knight Order.


First-year Tiana stood there. Not far away, there was a procession receiving absurdly excessive escort despite merely being summoned.


Commander of the Imperial Guard, Goebel.


He stepped out of the car and walked forward slowly, dressed in the Guard's uniform. He was unbearably arrogant, as if he were some triumphant general.


“.......”


He glanced at her briefly, then walked right past and ascended to the upper floors of the Knight Order.


“......Fucking bastard.”


Tiana was disgusted by Goebel. It was a deeply personal grudge.


She headed straight to the park inside the Sentinel Knight Order. Standing idly, she looked up at the interrogation room window.


Goebel's face was reflected there.


Smiling leisurely, he sat with his legs crossed. The window turned opaque just as the scene of a senior knight taking a seat across from him came into view.


“He’ll get off without a scratch.”


Tiana muttered quietly.


"Most likely. Just as he always has."


A reply came.


Tiana turned around. It was Senior Knight Adria and Knight Jerome.


“But this time, something even more important is at stake.”


Adria spoke as she approached her.


“It’s Deputy Commander Anton.”


They weren’t fools. They weren’t morons either.


Chiron. If he struck some kind of deal with the palace in exchange for releasing Goebel, the sacrificial lamb would inevitably be Anton.


“Do you truly believe Max will let Goebel walk?”


"I cannot know what Maximilian is thinking, but."


To Tiana’s question, Adria shook her head.


"Chiron will definitely try to release him."


Chiron's ambition was dangerous. He had the temperament to do anything to climb to 'that position'.


“Tiana. What do you think?”


Adria asked. Tiana was silent for a moment, holding her breath.


Goebel. That man had a deep grudge with her family. The reason her father, her entire family, had nearly been ruined... was essentially because of him.


"It's not right. He must not be allowed to walk free like this."


Tiana took out a ledger from inside her coat.


“If Sir Chiron truly intends to release Goebel no matter what…”


It was evidence she had obtained herself during Operation “Path of Dreams”.


“Then we must bring this to the Knight Court.”


Her mentor, Jerome, let out a deep sigh and closed his eyes tightly. His face looked as though he had been moved.


“If there’s anything else you need, just say the word.”


Even if they asked her to leak internal secrets, she could do it.


This wasn’t an act of betrayal against Maximilian or the Sentinels, this was in pursuit of what was right.


"But don't get the wrong idea. I'm not doing this to align myself with your faction. It's nothing more than a personal grudge."


"......I see."


Adria gave a bitter smile as she took the ledger from Tiana.


.......


──October 30th, 16:00


Chiron was invited to a secret chamber in the Imperial Palace.


His hosts were Kentz Bertem and Grossman, two titans who shared control of the central power of the palace.


"Come, come. Have a seat."


They welcomed Chiron's visit to the palace warmly. As soon as he sat down, they exchanged words with him, offered drinks, and tried to create a pleasant atmosphere.


“......By the way, I ask just in case, Sir Chiron.”


As the meeting reached a comfortable point, Kentz Bertem casually asked,


“Am I listed among those summoned by the Sentinels?”


Chiron deliberately stiffened his expression.


"......I can't say for certain. The ledgers are still being analyzed."


Kentz bit down on his lip as if tense, then gulped down more liquor.


“But you see, Maximilian has been overusing the Knight Court─”


"Here is what I think."


Grossman cut off Kentz’s careless words.


“Sir Chiron, you and I are walking the same path.”


“.......”


Chiron didn’t answer.


Because, clearly, they were not.


"Maximilian is probably the same. We are all, in the end, people who serve the Empire."


Chiron looked back and forth between Grossman, who spoke of Maximilian, and Kentz Bertem, who was gripping his glass so tightly.


Two men connected to the very heart of the Empire.


If it were the past, would he have trembled standing before them? Or would his heart have been gripped with dread?


“Moreover, when it comes to performing public duties.......”


Grossman was a dangerous ma⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠n. Even with Chiron’s intelligence-gathering abilities, he was impossible to read in depth.


“......In that sense, the most dangerous person in the Sentinels is…”


And yet, oddly enough, he wasn’t afraid.


Not even a little.


"Ironically, I believe it's a fellow knight."


Grossman lowered his voice.


"Shouldn't the next Knight Commander be someone who can keep such a knight in check? Rather than letting things go unchecked as they are now."


At that moment, Chiron realized something.


These men didn’t know. They weren’t even aware of it themselves, how much they feared Maximilian.


A young knight, bearing the bloodline of Ebenholtz, equipped with outstanding ability, and moving forward with boldness and courage.


Maximilian, who had broken free of his shell, no longer feared anything.


And that fearless stride was stirring fear in those who had much to lose.


"If you, Chiron, are the man who can control this fury."


Politics, in the end, was the act of getting what one wanted.


“Then eventually, the name ‘Chiron’ will inevitably be mentioned for the position of ‘Knight Commander’.”


Therefore, this very gathering, every word exchanged here, was politics.


“......Yes.”


Chiron nodded, putting on a serious expression.


“I’ll do what I can.”


At that moment, the mood in the chamber brightened visibly. It almost felt as though the lights themselves were glowing.


Grossman leaned back in his chair with an elegant smile, Bertem swirled his glass in relief,


And Chiron, once again, became certain of his choice.


.......


──October 30th, 16:00


Commander of the Imperial Guard, Goebel, willingly sat in the interrogation room, waiting. With his legs crossed, he lounged as if it were his own office. He even lit a cigar.


Creak─


Right then, the door opened, and a knight entered. It was a somewhat familiar face to Goebel, and a smile spread across his lips immediately.


“Good to see you, Commander Goebel.”


"Mm. Good to see you too."


The knight sat across from him.


“Sir Fried Zen.”


Fried, a sixth-year knight. He was the eldest son of the Zen Family.


“I’ve met your uncle before. He was an excellent man.”


“Ah… is that so?”


“Your father must be very proud. To know his son is participating in such a glorious operation.”


Goebel smoothly offered compliments. Fried scratched his head without much of a response.


“Well… first, there are a few facts we need to verify.”


“Ask whatever you like.”


Fried opened a set of financial transaction records.


“There are indications that cartel funds were funneled into the Imperial Guard’s account, according to the ledger we obtained.”


“Ah~ is that so?”


He didn’t deny it outright. He maintained a stance of ‘it could be possible’.


“But I know nothing of it. I don’t personally manage the Guard’s accounts.”


“Is that so? Then perhaps about this section…”


They went back and forth a few more times like this.


"......It's the same for all of them. That's all I have to say. Do I look like I have the leisure to sit around fiddling with an abacus at a bank?"


"That's not what I'm suggesting, but."


This level of information could all be dodged by cutting loose the lower ranks.


“Yes. Understood.”


Fried nodded and closed the file.


There was clear evidence, but since they couldn’t confirm Goebel himself as the root, pressing further was difficult.


“Then, the next knight will be in shortly.”


“Very well.”


Fried left, followed by Manuel, another sixth-year knight.


After Manuel, came fifth-year knight Phillips.


The line of knights that followed weren’t much different in their approach.


“...It seems I’ve done a poor job managing my subordinates.”


Goebel tried to maintain a warm atmosphere as much as possible, while in his mind, he was selecting which faces would die in his place.


An Imperial Guard Major? Lieutenant Colonel? In any case, a dozen or so should suffice.


“Yes. Than⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠k you for your cooperation. The next one will probably be the last.”


The last one. Goebel nodded, feigning nonchalance.


After third-year knight Raynel left, it wasn’t long before.


──Creak.


The door opened, and a man walked in. Goebel’s eyes followed him.


Blonde hair and golden eyes. A finely chiseled face and body. Not a speck of dust on his uniform.


With a remarkably composed motion, the man sat down and looked at Goebel in silence.


“.......”


A dry gaze swept over him.


He wasn’t looking at Goebel’s face, but at his crossed legs.


"Show some courtesy."


A quiet but chilling voice. Goebel’s lips twitched. But he didn’t uncross his legs.


He assessed his opponent.


As Commander of the Guard, he couldn’t show weakness so easily.


“Commander Goebel.”


Suddenly, Maximilian raised his head.


He looked Goebel straight in the eyes and spoke through clenched teeth.


“Do I look like I’m joking to you right now?”


In that instant, a chill ran down Goebel’s spine. He tried to hold out nonetheless...


“Ahem.”


But soon cleared his throat and uncrossed his legs. Though he didn’t yield on folding his arms, and Maximilian tolerated that much.


“Please read this.”


Maximilian handed over a document. Goebel casually skimmed through it.


The data wasn’t much different from what the previous knights had shown, but Maximilian asked the questions a little differently.


"Commander Goebel, are you certain that you are unaware of the source of these funds?"


"I was certainly unaware."


"You have no knowledge of where these funds went or what became of them. You were never involved. Is that the truth?"


Maximilian’s golden eyes.


His irises, like rippling desert sands, were oppressive to face head-on.


“...I already explained all this to the previous knights.”


“Yes. I’ve been told everything as well, but I wanted to hear it from you directly.”


Maximilian nodded as he retrieved the document.


“Then allow me to explain something as well.”


His body leaned forward. Those golden pupils drew closer.


“If even a single word spoken by Commander Goebel in this room...”


There was a frost-like chill in his voice.


“...turns out to be false,”


Goebel narrowed his eyes, staring back at Maximilian.


“You will have to answer to me.”


Maximilian was no monster.


There was no need to assign some grand ‘narrative’ to this young knight and fear him. They had no evidence, just endure for a little while longer, and it would pass.


And yet…


“Do you understand?”


Just as Goebel found himself unable to respond.


Knock knock─


A knock sounded and the door opened.


It was Chiron.


“Max. I need a word. It’s a message from the Imperial Palace.”


A message from the palace.


Maximilian remained silent, his expression carefully controlled, and a look of relief surfaced on Goebel's face.


***


──October 31st, 00:00


A day had passed, and midnight's darkness had settled over the rooftop of the Sentinel.


I stood by the railing, facing the chilly breeze. It seemed autumn was approaching once more.


"......Max. Let's just kill some time up here for now. Make it look like I'm desperately trying to persuade you."


Chiron loosened his tie and let out a sigh.


"The talk with them went well enough, but politics really is difficult."


I gave a small nod.


"I think of it as the act of swallowing back the urge to vomit."


"The urge to vomit."


Chiron gave a bitter smile.


"Yes. But it's only holding it in. Eventually, it all has to come pouring out."


For me─no, for us, that’s how it is.


Until the right time comes. Until my longsword gains more strength.


I had to swallow the disgust and wait.


“By the way... did you really have evidence to bring Goebel before the Knight Court?”


The decisive evidence that could sever Goebel's neck.


The so-called smoking gun.


“Yes. I already have the evidence.”


Chiron looked surprised at my certainty.


“Can you at least g⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠ive me a hint?”


"Commander Goebel has a bit of a vanity problem."


"Vanity?"


"Yes. Something he's looked at so often, every time he eats and goes to the restroom, when he washes, walks, or changes clothes, that he himself doesn't even realize it's evidence."


The many artworks, paintings, sculptures, and other pieces, displayed throughout Goebel’s mansion.


Among them, under the pretense of being ‘gifts’, one painting had a deadly trap hidden by the cartel boss, Fellier.


A fact that had been discovered during the war crimes trial after the Empire’s collapse.


“......Hmm. Anyway. I suppose I’ll be flooded with requests from now on. I’m already getting invitations for lunch, dinner, and even brunch.”


The lower ranks of the palace would certainly be purged. But we could only go that far for now. If the power of the Imperial Guard shifted too quickly, it would put me in a difficult position as well.


Power was truly like a living organism; when one side died off, the other grew disproportionately large.


“Yes. Yo⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠u’re working hard.”


“Hardly. Any man with ambition should consider not working hard a sin.”


Swoooosh──


On the rooftop, where the night wind blew, Chiron placed a hand on my shoulder.


"......Max. I'll bear all the filthy burdens and climb my way up."


Tap. Tap.


"Keep everything clean for yourself, and look toward somewhere farther......"


He patted my shoulder a few times, then turned and descended the stairs with a contented look on his face.


It seemed he had drunk quite a lot.
Chapter 118: The Meaning of Politics (4)
──October 31st, 00:00
Adria’s external office.
High-ranking and senior knights under Deputy Commander Anton, along with nearly all the administrative officers they trusted, were gathered, immersed in ledger analysis.
"I think we may need to bring in some accountants."
But the flow of funds was far too complex. Split apart and mixed together through dozens of shell corporations, disguised as consulting fees, art consignment management costs, and countless oth⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠er ostensibly legal transactions.
“There’s no time for that. Goebel will be released soon.”
“We don’t have time either.”
It was clearly a bribe, but it was impossible to pin it exactly on ‘Goebel’ as the central figure. At this rate, not only was the death penalty off t⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠he table, it would be hard to even leave a scratch.
“.......”
Adria stood with her arms crossed, lost in thought.Goebel was undeniably the cartel's pipeline.
A cunning old fox who had manipulated the Imperial Guard to make contact with the cartel, sucked in dirty money, and expanded his own power base within the Imperial Guard.
‘If I were the cartel.’
She reversed her perspective and imagined herself as the head of the cartel, dealing with the power holders of the Empire.
‘I would never trust those Empire bastards.’
That was the first cardinal rule.
They could just pocket the money and wipe their mouths clean, or even sell the cartel out.
'Mere ledgers like these could never serve as insurance.'
That was the second cardinal rule.
Goebel was the type of monster who was always ready to cut off his tail and flee. Meaning, the moment things went south, he could betray them and kill them without hesitation.
In that case, what should the cartel do?
“......Jerome. Tiana.”
Adria called the two of them. She pointed at a certain "cluster" within the flow of funds.
"A cluster formed by gathering small, fragmented sums of money."
Art auctions.
More precisely, paintings. Goebel actually owned numerous works by master painters and showed them off without hesitation. It was his characteristic vanity and desire to flaunt.
"What if."
Adria’s gaze sharpened.
"The cartel hid something in these paintings......."
One could manipulate or sever the flow of funds, but traces left on the physical objects themselves could not be erased.
"What if they hid evidence to blackmail Goebel, or as a safeguard in case he betrayed them?"
Adria turned to face the two. Tiana and Jerome's eyes mirrored her own.
"We move out. Right now."
Right now, they had to do something, anything. Even if the hypothesis seemed absurd, they had to act.
If they just sat around doing nothing, they would simply be put down quietly.
.......
──October 31st, 03:00
Tick. Tock.
The time was past 3 a.m. Reutern II flicked the ink off his quill pen and laid it down neatly.
The list was complete.
“Ah...... I’m so tired.”
Stretching widely, he looked across from him. Reutern I, his father, sat there with a content expression.
“What are you staring at like that?”
“......Can’t a father look at his son?”
"It's making me uncomfortable."
His father shook his head as if filled with pride.
This list was, in truth, a lifeline.
A list of favors, personal appeals, asked for by Reutern II and Reutern I’s close friends.
“I'm going to have a headache too. I have to go outside the Imperial Palace and deal with that guy Max again. Do you know how scary that guy is?”
Reutern II grumbled.
“I’ll buy you whatever you want. If this matter is resolved well, even that villa you’ve always wanted.”
“Really?”
“Of course.”
Reutern seemed to find his only son adorable, praiseworthy, and precious, but Reutern II put on a deliberately serious expression.
“But remember this clearly. It might not work. That Maximilian guy is incredibly strict.”
“I know.”
"I'll really try my best. I'm only doing this because you're my dad."
“Thank you.”
Reutern II felt nervous for the first time in a while. This was a favor from his father, and his close friends. Even if it meant coughing up the bonds he received from Maximilian as a gift, he had to succeed.
Was this peculiar resolve what people called a sense of duty?
"Off you go. I'll be cheering for you."
“Yeah.”
Reutern II rose to his feet with a look of determination.
Though he was entirely innocent in relation to the cartel matter, he was voluntarily heading to the Knight Order......!
.......
──October 31st, 04:00
Dawn, cloaked in deep darkness.
Adria and her subordinate knights moved in covertly. Knights who had received thorough stealth training at Empire Point were practically no different from assassins.
With the distinctive footwork of knights, they infiltrated Goebel’s mansion and searched through the interior brimming with artworks, avoiding the eyes of the servants.
Ceramics, sculptures, landscapes, still lifes, and countless other artworks. As they swept over the pieces reeking of dirty money with mana detectors, they advanced while checking for any signs of suspicious anomalies.
“......Adria.”
Tiana pointed to a particularly elegant frame. It was a portrait in the hallway, strictly secured with mana-based security devices.
CRACK!
Adria extended her sword and destroyed the device. No alarm sounded. It was due to the nature of the mana she possessed.
“Open it.”
After unlocking the security device, they scanned the canvas meticulously with the mana detector they had brought.
Whrrrr...
The needle of the detector shook violently.
At a glance, it was simply an oil painting of a beautiful woman, but it indicated that a foreign mana had been hidden within.
"I'm cutting it open."
Without hesitation, Adria drew a dagger and slashed the frame apart. A painting worth millions of dollars was split open.
As she carefully examined the canvas, turning it front to back.
“......Found it.”
Words inscribed in blue particles. Based on a logic similar to Active Traces, invisible unless illuminated by a detector.
[From Fellier of Verkina─]
[To Goebel, the leader of the Imperial Guard]
A token of affection left personally by the cartel's boss Fellier, something Goebel never could have imagined existed.
“Ha.......”
The feeling surging up inside Adria was voiced instead by Tiana.
“Got you, you fucking bastard.”
.......
──October 31st, 05:00
I was organizing the personnel list in the office. Dieter and the geniuses under his command had meticulously categorized those involved in the cartel scandal based on Fellier’s ledger.
Grade 1, Grade 2, Grade 3, Grade 4.
The grades were based on severity of the crime and the amount of bribery.
Grade 4s were the ones who would receive standard criminal punishment or mere warnings, those who had only picked up scraps.
Grade 3s were idiots who didn’t even realize cartel money was circulating through the Imperial Palace and just assumed it was free cash.
Starting from Grade 2s, there was "clear intent",
And Grade 1s were "practically directly involved with the cartel".
......Zzzzzzz.
A snoring sound came from somewhere. It was Chiron. He was lying on the sofa, fast asleep.
On the surface, we were in the middle of tense negotiations, and fortunately, there were no Imperial Palace wiretaps in my office.
Knock knock─
The sound of knocking. Chiron flinched and woke up. I gestured for him to leave, and Chiron cleared his throat.
“......Then, I hope you'll make a careful decision.”
With a deliberately serious expression, Chiron exited, and the person who entered, switching places with him, was.
Reutern II.
“......Max.”
I tilted my head. Reutern II had an uncharacteristically tense expression.
“Sir Maximilian.”
He addressed me and placed a document down.
"......There are some things I'd like to discuss regarding these people."
A sheet of paper listing several names. I frowned.
"So you've come to lobby as well, Lord Reutern."
“No, no. Not a request... more like a favor? A plea for consideration and leniency? Something like that.”
“.......”
I stared at him in silence.
Reutern averted his gaze and scratched the back of his neck.
“J-just read it once.”
I expressionlessly picked up the document. I compared the names written in Dieter’s hit list with those on Reutern’s personnel list.
“Hm.”
Most on Reutern’s list were Grade 3, with only two being Grade 2.
It was a level where I would gladly show leniency. Honestly, even summoning them was a waste. Probably just some nobles panicking ahead of time.
“......Haa.”
However, politics was never that simple.
Politics was ultimately about taking credit, so I quietly creased my brow. Even favors I would gladly grant had to be made to look difficult.
“They’re on the next summon list.”
However, it wasn’t a lie. The two Grade 2 individuals listed on Reutern’s personnel list were indeed worth summoning and investigating.
Reutern swallowed hard.
“......I figured as much.”
“Yes. They could be referred to the Knight Court─”
“That’s why, that’s exactly why I came to see you!”
Reutern, as if making a big decision, pulled something out from his coat. It was the anonymous bonds I had given him as a gift before, and he placed them on the table with a tap.
"It's my fault for not keeping the people around me in check. So I'll take responsibility. Can't we work something out with these?"
I was dumbfounded.
Could a scumbag like Reutern actually be showing growth? Or was this just another addition to his endless list of moronic antics?
“.......”
I picked up the bonds. . Reutern's eyes followed them, rolling desperately. His face screamed that he was dying inside over giving them up.
“Lord Reutern.”
“Y-yeah?”
Reutern II was an idiot, but perhaps because of that, he had value. His bloodline and connections were useful. If this incident improved Reutern’s standing within the Imperial Palace, it would ultimately benefit me as well.
“I recall you were a great help to me during the last National Assembly.”
I broached the subject casually.
Reutern’s eyes lit up.
"R-right! Do you know how hard I went around talking you up!"
"Was it perhaps because of something like this?"
“No way! Absolutely not! Of course not! I didn’t even know something like this was going on! I swear!”
Reutern was clean when it came to the cartel. The cartel’s money only circulated among those in the know. Reutern had too refined a palate to stoop to picking up scraps or spoiled goods.
"I'll be honest with you. Among the offenses of those on this list, there are some that could be considered relatively minor."
"Really?! Th-then─"
"However, we can't simply let this pass as if nothing happened."
I hardened my expression again. Reutern stiffened just as quickly. A vein bulged on his forehead. If I refused him again, he would revert to his old crazy self and throw a complete fit.
This meant he was at his limit.
“I’ll arrange it so they receive only standard criminal penalties, rather than being referred to the Knight Court.”
At those words, breathed out like a sigh, Reutern's expression brightened.
“......R-really?”
"Yes. And as for these bonds, I won't take them back. It was a personal gift from me to you, Lord Reutern."
Reutern’s face brightened in an instant.
"Thank you! Thank you so much, Max! I knew you were the only one I could count on!"
He stood up and spun around as if dancing, but Reutern II was, as always, living in his own little fantasy world.
This man's entire head was a fantasy world.
.......
──October 31st, 05:30
"Yes. Chiron just left Maximilian's office."
The Imperial Guards were moving busily in and out of the Knight Order, reporting various facts to someone, somewhere.
"He was in there for an estimated five...... six hours. Yes."
I could hear them chattering. That’s because my administrative officers were walking around equipped with listening devices.
“Sir Chiron looked very tired and haggard. It's unclear whether there was a physical altercation during the persuasion, but his hair and clothes were quite disheveled......”
Well, of course he’d be tired, we drank heavily. And of course his hair was disheveled;
he had just woken up.
The Imperial Guard members had drawn their own wild conclusions about our conversation based on Chiron's appearance.
"I can hear everything, you know......."
I stepped out into the hallway.
Thud. Thud.
I walked down the long corridor and stopped in front of Goebel’s interrogation room.
──Thud!
I opened the door.
The interrogation room, bathed in dim light.
Goebel was still sitting there. The contours of his wrinkled face stood out eerily.
He was an ugly man.
No, he was hideous. The kind of face that made Johann's comment about my looks being a Talent perfectly understandable.
“.......”
Goebel sat there with his anticipation hidden, and I stood in the doorway, quietly regarding him. Goebel met my gaze in silence.
A long stretch of silence.
The first to speak was the on⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠e at a disadvantage.
"I think you already know."
Of course, it was Goebel.
“There are too many tails on this body that no one can trace back to me.”
He grinned slyly and continued.
"It can't be helped. But that's politics. Covering each other's dirty laundry and compromising at a reasonable point."
“.......”
"I understand how you feel. I can even accept, to some extent, the animosity the Knight Order holds toward the Imperial Guard. Young blood can run hot like that."
Tap. Tap.
Goebel tapped his fingers on the metal table.
"But in the end, we're all public servants working for the Empire. It means we're all in the same boat."
Working for the Empire.
It was precisely because there were too many people like him that the Empire had fallen to this sorry state, but for now, I simply swallowed my disgust.
“What did Chiron say?”
Goebel asked.
Instead of answering, I smiled.
“More than what he said─”
Goebel’s brow twitched subtly.
“I’ve made my decision.”
I had already secured the evidence that could destroy Goebel whenever I wished.
“If Commander Goebel of the Imperial Guard remains in the Guard, then power will remain balanced. Even in a place like that, balance is necessary to prevent any one side from gaining too much dominance.......”
A place like that. Goebel seemed to take my words as contempt toward the Imperial Guard and clenched his teeth, and that interpretation was correct.
“......So, listen carefully.”
I leaned back in the chair and fixed my gaze on him.
"A knight of the Empire is choosing to let you live."
Goebel was silent for a long time. His lips pressed tightly together, as if craving a cigarette. His heart, too, seemed to be simmering with fury.
"I won't reject your thinking, but I've repeatedly stated that the cartel's money is something I know nothing about."
He set aside his personal feelings with care. Because he understood politics well. Because he knew, for now, he was at a disadvantage.
“Y⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠es. Very well.”
I handed him a blank sheet of paper.
"Since Commander Goebel cannot take responsibility, please write down the names of those who should. You'll need to cut off at least one finger."
Goebel, understanding the meaning behind my words, finally burst into laughter.
“Ha ha. Indeed. Responsibility is necessary. Such a pity that one of my men seems to have taken cartel money.......”
He appeared satisfied with this arrangement. Perhaps he was even int⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠oxicated by his own image of coldly discarding even his own subordinates.
But these betrayals will eventually pile up and collapse the ground beneath him. An organization where trust had cracked and loyalty had evaporated was nothing more than a castle of sand.
"......However, I'm not well-informed about the situation outside, so I'll need some time to discuss. Could you call my subordinates in?"
I stood up from my seat and replied.
“Yes. Understood. Please wait comfortably.”
Goebel nodded in satisfaction.
“Now we’re finally speaking the same language.”
Indeed, it was the face of a man certain of his victory.
Chapter 119: The Meaning of Politics (5)
──October 31st, 06:00
"Ha, fuck... I can't tell if this is working out or not."
A luxury hotel near the Sentinel Knight Order. In the lounge that had rented out the entire top floor, officers of the Imperial Guard under Goebel had gathered.
Puff. Puff. The smell of rising cigarette smoke hung thick like fog, and whether they were majors, lieutenant colonels, or colonels, everyone wore tense expressions.
"......Let's wait and see for now."
“Did you hear the rumors?”
“What rumors?”
“They say Chiron and Maximilian had quite a big clash. Apparently, Chiron stepped in to try and persuade him somehow.”
Whether Maximilian was shaken or not was unknown. But Chiron was the overall commander of Operation ‘Path of Dreams’.......
It was then.Bang─
The door to the penthouse room swung open. From inside, Brigadier General Alfred and Major General Martin, along with Goebel’s closest aides, walked out with bright faces.
All the Imperial Guard officers stood up and saluted them.
"We've received word from Sir Chiron."
“H-how did it go?!”
“Seems like it went well. He says the negotiations have been settled.”
Waaaah!
The Imperial Guard members burst into cheers. They hugged each other, clapped each other on the back, and applauded.
“We’re off. To escort Commander Goebel.”
Alfred chuckled as he put on his coat.
“Yes! Loyalty!”
The members all quickly fell into formation, clearing a path for them to leave.
.......
──October 31st, 07:00
Adria had confiscated the painting from Goebel’s residence, and after returning to the office, she cross-verified the cartel’s financial flow with the art auction records.
There was a definitive record that Goebel had personally won the bid on this painting.
“This is fucking hilarious. I mean, no one recognized a Van Helsing painting, so he got it for thirty thousand dollars?”
Tiana simply found it laughable. The auction had gone on like that, and after reappraisal, the painting was revalued at 13 million dollars.
“That’s solid proof.”
Adria leaned deep into her chair.
Could this be enough to tighten the noose around Goebel's neck? Could they hang him, or at least kill him politically?
“Just give the order.”
Jerome said. Jerome, Adria's closest aide, was prepared to take the fall if needed.
"......Hold on."
Adria stood from her seat and went outside. Tiana followed after her.
The two of them stood in a park where the morning sun was beginning to rise.
“Tiana. Do you not get along with Goebel?”
At Adria’s question, Tiana nodded cautiously.
"Well, it's a long-standing grudge between families."
“Didn’t you say your father was a soldier?”
“Yes.”
Tiana gave a bitter smile.
"He was part of the Imperial Guard. Though he originally came from the regular army."
He was deeply trusted by his subordinates and had a good reputation, but in the world of politics and factional battles, he was defeated, dishonorably discharged, and the shock left him half-paralyzed.
“He still only thinks about entering politics. His body’s broken, but he still has his ambitions.”
“That’s dangerous.”
"Yes. It is. He's blinded by the desire for revenge."
Tiana closed her eyes and took in the scent of the park.
"So what are you going to do now?"
To that question, Adria looked toward the Imperial Palace, bathed in morning sunlight.
"We need to be the ones to arrest Goebel. If not now, he's not the kind of man we'll ever be able to summon to the Knight Order again."
"But can we take custody internally of someone who's already been summoned?"
At that very natural procedural doubt, suddenly─
Adria took a deep breath and said,
“Detention authority.”
Tiana flinched and looked at her.
For individuals suspected of threatening the Empire, a knight has the right to detain them without a warrant for up to 35 days.
To invoke that power meant staking one's political life as a knight.
“It's been five years since I’ve used it.”
Adria said with a faint smile.
.......
──October 31st, 07:00
Meanwhile, in a secret reception room within the Knight Order.
Goebel, having exited the interrogation room, opened the door. Inside, already gathered, were familiar faces.
High-ranking officers of the Imperial Guard, whose smiles came naturally the moment they saw him. They were Goebel’s closest aides.
"You've been through a lot, Commander."
“What do you mean, ‘been through a lot’. As Commander of the Imperial Guard, this level of hardship is to be expected.”
As they approached him with genuine concern and bowed their heads, Goebel welcomed them, patting their shoulders.
"Please rest comfortably before you head back."
A voice came from behind. It was Chiron.
Goebel smiled.
“Thank you. I hear you went through a lot on my behalf?”
“......To be honest, it was very difficult.”
Chiron wore a deliberately exhausted expression.
“You know what kind of person Maximilian is. I broke a sweat trying to persuade him.”
"......Having dealt with him myself, I can see that now. He's not an easy man to handle."
Goebel let out a deep, resonant laugh as he sank into the sofa.
“I should think about what gift to give you. Is there anything you want?”
"For now... let me bring out some refreshments."
Chiron replied politely and had cigars and alcohol brought in.
“Oh~ Thank you. Just what I needed, I was exhausted. How long was I in the interrogation room again?”
"Sixteen hours. Now then, if you'll excuse me."
Sixteen hours. As Goebel gave a hollow laugh, the officers of the Imperial Guard quickly clapped.
“Amazing.”
“And yet you're still this...... Are you made of steel?”
“You haven’t aged a day, truly.”
Even after Chiron left, they idled away the time in the reception room.
“Phew...... Still, it was entertaini⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌ng.”
Drinking the finest wine and puffing on cigar smoke, Goebel began recounting war stories. Memories of facing off against the “greenhorn” named Maximilian. He certainly had boldness, but wasn’t entirely beyond control, that was Goebel’s assessment.
“Well then...... as regrettable as it is, it's time to make a decision.”
They moved on to discuss whom to abandon and whom to save, choosing the scapegoats.
They wrote down the names of subordinates who would become the scapegoats, drawing an X over one name.
Then changing it back to an O.
Drawing an X over another name.
There was not a trace of guilt on their faces as they did this.
"This should be enough."
"Yes. Understood. We'll certainly lose a finger or so ourselves."
After a rather lengthy discussion, the list was completed.
Just as they pick⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌ed up the list with sat⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌isfied expressions─
──Bang!
The reception room door burst open as if it would shatter. Beyond it stood Adria. In her hand was a single document, and behind her, knights poured in.
“W-what...... Adria?”
Goebel, startled, called her name.
“Commander Goebel.”
Adria's voice rang out, cold and clear.
"By a knight's direct authority, I am placing you under detention."
She held out the document.
An [Emergency Detention Warrant], executed under the knight’s special authority. Among all powers granted to knights, it was the most powerful, and carried the greatest risk.
Goebel's face twisted with dread as he stared at it.
.......
──October 31st, 20:00
Crash!
Adria’s office door slammed open, nearly breaking apart. Adria raised her eyebrows as if she’d been waiting, and Chiron placed both hands on her desk.
“You’ve finally lost your mind, Adria.”
Adria looked up at him. Chiron’s brow was deeply furrowed.
“You’re detaining the Commander of the Imperial Guard under emergency powers?”
“That’s right.”
"Do you have evidence?"
“Of course.”
Adria nodded confidently. A scoff curled on Chiron’s lips.
"You have evidence?"
“Yeah. The most solid evidence there is.”
She answered while signing some document. Chiron sat across from her.
"I-listen to me. I am genuinely worried about you, Adria."
Adria’s lips twisted.
'Worried, my ass.'
"I'm genuinely dumbfounded. Since when have you ever worried about me?"
“Detaining the Commander of the Imperial Guard without evidence is an act of war. Up until just now, what we did, that was the limit of what Sentinel could tolerate.”
“It’s fine. The evidence is solid. We seized it from Goebel’s residence.”
Suddenly, Chiron stiffened. He licked his dry lips and asked again.
"Seized? Evidence?"
"Yes. Goebel already signed the seizure warrant. You all received it. No, 'we' received it."
On the day of the summons, Goebel had consented to the seizure, but Chiron and the knights under his command deliberately refrained from taking any action.
It was just a formality, after all.
"......You crazy bitch."
A murderous gleam entered Chiron’s gaze. Adria did not back down.
“Chiron, you clearly said it yourself. Sentinel is Sentinel. There’s no ‘you’ or ‘us’. I just followed that to the letter.”
A cold smile spread across her face.
“Am I wrong?”
“.......”
Chiron was at a loss for words.
He genuinely wanted to punch her in the face, but if he lost his temper, he’d lose the argument.
"If you're that confident, then go ahead."
Chiron rose from his seat.
Bang─!
Crackkk!
The hinge shattered and broke off.
“He really slammed that hard.”
She'd have to bill him for the repairs later.
“......Phew.”
Adria took a deep breath.
Now was the perfect time to catch Commander of the Imperial Guard, Goebel. The reason she’d gone so far as to use the special authority of detainment was because there would never be a better opportunity than this.
Even with solid proof, if he stalled and dragged things out, and a war broke out in the meantime, everything would turn to scraps of paper.
“Tomorrow.”
The appraisers had already been arranged. The verification would take place first thing tomorrow morning.
“Tomorrow.......”
One of the biggest reasons this Knight Order maintained any semblance of normalcy was Anton.
They must never, ever lose him.
.......
──November 1st, 09:00
In the Knight Order’s main hall. With Deputy Commander Anton and the upper ranks of the Knight Order in attendance, as well as high-ranking officials dispatched from the Imperial Palace, Adria presented the evidence.
“It’s an artwork. The title is ‘A Woman's Tears.’ A work by the master Van Helsing.”
Van Helsing. A master from Prozen who died over a hundred years ago.
“I will now examine this painting, which was undeniably purchased by Commander Goebel of the Imperial Guard.”
She revealed the back of the canvas. As everyone’s attention focused, the appraiser sprayed a solution with a sprayer.
Fssssss.
Like active traces, some letters glowed in a bluish light.
[From Fellier of Verkina─]
[To Goebel, the leader of the Imperial Guard]
It was a handwritten signature and message left by Fellier, the Capo of the Parmano Cartel.
"This is proof that confirms Fellier presented this to Goebel as a bribe."
Chiron’s faction stared blankly at the painting, while an odd excitement appeared on the faces of Anton’s faction.
The Imperial Guard members and those from the Palace looked as though they were on death's door.
"We will now begin the public verification of the evidence in question."
At those words, the Empire's finest appraisers gathered, one, two, three, four, five, six.
A total of six, huddled together, examining the painting through magnifying glasses.
“.......”
A tense silence settled over the room. Everyone felt the same. Chiron, Adria, and probably even Goebel, detained in the underground prison, waited for the appraisal with pounding hear⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌ts.
“First. Let me explain about the signature itself.”
After a long pause, the most authoritative appraiser cautiously opened his mouth.
“It’s true that it was made by mixing finely crushed mana stones with a special pigment only produced in Verkina. The mana stone type is also presumed to be 'Tunic', the highest purity mana stone from Verkina, or the southeastern region.”
Adria clenched her fist tightly. She could feel Tiana’s heartbeat thumping clearly beside her.
“But, more than the signature itself.......”
Suddenly, the appraiser tilted his head. He looked at the appraiser beside him, who looked at the next one, who in turn looked at the next. Each exchanged troubled glances with the other──and soon, they came to a conclusion.
“This painting itself...... is a forgery.”
“......What?”
Adria’s eyes widened. Everyone else was the same. A ripple of unrest spread throughout the hall.
“It’s a very cleverly made forgery. The brushstrokes and color palette closely resemble the original, but it is clearly different from Van Helsing’s work. The dating was also intentionally scrambled... Yes. It’s a fake convincing enough to fool even most professional appraisers.”
The appraiser continued speaking.
“Furthermore, since it’s not an authentic piece, the signature could’ve easily been forged and inserted at any time... Does anyone have a differing opinion?”
The appraiser turned to the others. They all shook their heads, indicating agreement.
It was unanimous.
"......The painting itself is a fake?"
Adria’s head throbbed as if she had a cramp in her skull.
Had someone swapped the painting? Or had it been a trap from the very beginning? Or had those morons in the cartel tried to cut corners?
No. That couldn’t be. This artwork had been verified at the auction, and there were official records of it being successfully bid on...
Lost in the swirl of endlessly branching doubts, she suddenly felt someone’s gaze on her.
Adria slowly turned her head.
In the grand hall, where voices laced with confusion and speculation rose and fell like waves. Even Chiron was visibly bewildered by the situation. Among the many knights caught in the confusion, one man stood out, with uniquely radiant golden eyes.
Maximi⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌lian.
He was watching her with an expressionless face.
Chapter 120: The Meaning of Politics (6)
── November 1st. Knight Order Conference Room.
“The painting itself is a fake.”
Today, November 1st, the verdict of forgery was delivered, but let’s turn the clock back a little.
Before Operation ‘Path of Dreams’ was completed, and before the cartel was crushed and the ledger was obtained.
Before the sudden scandal caused the Imperial Guard members who had taken drug money to panic and abandon their mansions, and before any operational meetings could even take place.
I had mobilized Schatz and her subordinates to secure Goebel's painting. I had the forgery made first, then swapped it out.
So that I could kill Goebel whenever I wished.
I had clearly told Chiron.
That I had ‘already’ secured the evidence to kill Goebel.
But the reason Fellier's inscription ended up being forged as well was, honestly, a coincidence.For secrecy and perfection, I hired counterfeiters who didn’t understand the Imperial language and instructed them to replicate both the interior and exterior exactly the same.
They dutifully copied everything, even the sentence Fellier had etched on the canvas. They probably mistook it for the artist’s signature.
“.......”
Because of that, the meaning behind the expressionless face I wore as I looked at Adria right now was simply, surprise.
It was unexpected.
Perhaps I had overestimated my own information, the unfair asymmetry of Regression.
Adria, regardless of my intentions, had conducted her own independent investigation and reached the ‘painting’. Her ability to infer the truth from an empty void far exceeded my expectations.
The only issue was that she lacked the absolute time to review the whole picture.
......Be humble, Maximilian.
From the very beginning, every one of these people was more capable than you.
Talents of the Empire who had brought down the Empire itself... people that your weak, pathetic pre-Regression self could never have even dared to look up to.
“If the painting itself is a fake.”
At someone’s words, everyone turned to look.
It was Kentz Bertem.
“Then it lacks evidentiary value. There’s no way to know whether someone fabricated and planted it.”
Adria quietly lowered her head.
Her effort to protect Anton had ironically shortened her own time. It was because Adria's competence had overlapped with my operation.
Perhaps the world runs on luck.
── November 1st, 13:00
1:00 p.m. that afternoon.
In the end, Goebel’s detainment was lifted due to insufficient evidence, and we each returned to our offices.
***
──Srrrrk.
The interior of a luxurious car moving quietly and smoothly. Goebel let out a hollow laugh as he looked out at the Empire's scenery passing by.
“So it was fake, huh.”
A strange smile spread across his face, and an indescribable emotion began to swell within him.
The scenery outside the window, its colors were radiant. The fading sunset looked like the blurring of an oil painting.
Had twilight’s ambiguity always been this beautiful?
"More than a fake, it was a conspiracy! A false accusati⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠on!"
Beside him, Brigadier General Alfred wore a face full of righteous fury.
“They forged the cartel’s handwriting to frame you, Commander! Those damn Knight Order bastards!”
Of course, that probably wasn’t the case. It was something that would’ve been easily exposed with an art appraiser.
That cunning bastard Fellier must’ve pulled this stunt by bribing an art auction to save money.
But ironically, thanks to that man, Goebel had survived this time.
"We can't just sit still! First, tear up that list. It's time for us to make demands!"
Maximilian’s earlier words about ‘having to offer a finger’ no longer applied.
On the contrary, they now had something to gain.
“Ha... This is ridiculous.”
"Yes! Truly absurd, and utterly outrageous!"
The dead bastard saved his life... Goebel closed his eyes, feeling an emotion he couldn’t define.
Screech.
The car stopped. It was Kentz Bertem’s estate.
As Goebel stepped out, Kentz, waiting in the garden, approached with arms wide open.
“Goebel! My dear friend.”
“Kentz, it’s all thanks to you.”
The two men smiled and embraced. There was an age difference between them, but bound by the ties of their faction, they treated each other without pretense.
“Come in. I’ve prepared a banquet to celebrate your safe return.”
They entered the mansion’s banquet hall together.
On the table were delicacies from land and sea, and wines aged for decades.
Clap clap clap clap──.
They welcomed Goebel, the man of the hour, with applause, clinking their glasses in celebration of victory.
Smiles, anger, joy, irritation, relief, gratitude… all sorts of muddled emotions splashed about like saliva.
"Kentz. While we're at it, it wouldn't be a bad idea to prepare to cut off the Sentinel's limbs."
Kentz took a sip of wine and replied casually.
“I’ve already prepared a letter of protest to send to them.”
Goebel listened to Kentz's plan with a look of displeasure.
“Once we start shaping public opinion through the media, they'll have no choice but to answer for the crime of falsely detaining the Commander of the Imperial Guard.”
Such pleasant words to hear. Goebel quietly smiled at the corners of his mouth.
“I like that very much.”
Draining his glass, he spoke with a rather contemptuous air.
“And this time, I’m thinking of—”
Suddenly, a certain face appeared in his mind. Goebel recalled the anger he had briefly set aside.
“Maximilian. I’m thinking of summoning that arrogant knight to the Imperial Guard.”
At his words, Kentz’s eyes widened. The other members of the Guard reacted similarly.
But soon enough, everyone applauded the decision, deeming it just, and smiled while hurling insults at Maximilian.
Naturally──it was nothing but delightful.
***
──November 2nd, 15:00
The next day. A meeting was held at the Knight Order’s round table. I was present as a key member of Operation ‘Path of Dreams’.
It was personally presided over by Deputy Commander Anton, so the atmosphere was extremely heavy.
“Adria.”
Chiron growled with great hostility. I hadn’t told him everything yet.
You have to deceive your allies first to deceive your enemies. And in fact, Chiron was acting even better than an actor.
"......Take a good look at what you've done. Your petty ambition has tarnished the greater cause."
Adria said nothing. Even with ten mouths, she would have had nothing to say.
Still, it had been too great a blunder. The knights' greatest weapon, the authority to detain, had failed, and it had given the Imperial Guard an opening to counterattack.
“Just you resigning won’t solve anything.”
Chiron clenched his teeth.
“Kentz Bertem and the Imperial Guard have already formally requested a reduction in the Knight Order’s authority. They’ve united over this issue.”
A reduction in the Knight Order’s authority. Or perhaps another watchdog to watch over the knight order.
To such an absurd load of bullshit, even the Kandel family and the Grossman faction, the other pillar of the Imperial Guard, were also showing signs of tentative agreement.
It was something that absolutely must not come to pass.
"Is self-destruction your hobby?"
Chiron glared at Adria as he asked.
“.......”
Adria gave no response.
Chiron flicked a ballpoint pen off the desk.
“I asked if it was your hobby.”
Then he picked up the pen from the person next to him and threw that one too.
Flick.
He picked up another from somewhere and threw it again.
Flick.
The knights in the meeting room silently followed the pen’s motion with their eyes.
"Self-destruction, I asked if it was your hobby."
Flick.
Where are all these pens coming from?
Flick.
It seemed childish, like a game kids would play, but the anger was real. When a person gets too angry, they become this petty.
Flick.
He threw another pen.
Suddenly, I recalled a pulp novel I had secretly read as a child.
Adria and Chiron. If the timing had been just right, could these two have gotten close?
“I asked if it was your hobby.”
When there was still no answer.
“I’m asking you──!”
Chiron slammed the desk and shouted. He had every right to be angry. She had spoiled what was practically a done deal.
Adria quietly opened her mouth.
"As a high-ranking knight, I will take full responsibility."
“What kind of responsibility could you possibly—”
“Quiet.”
Anton cut in, low and firm voice.
“What’s done is done. Damage control comes first.”
Suddenly, Anton’s gaze shifted to me.
“Maximilian. Goebel has just requested a conversation with you. He wants to speak directly at the Imperial Guard Headquarters.”
A conversation. It was, in truth, a summons.
They seemed to be trying to humiliate me by summoning me to the Imperial Guard, but it was exactly what I had been waiting for.
"Yes. Understood. I'll head out right away."
I answered calmly and stood up. The other knights seemed rather surprised by how readily I complied.
“Before you go.”
Chiron stopped me.
"What are your thoughts, Maximilian? On this whole situation."
I remained silent for a moment, then looked between Adria and Chiron before answering.
“I believe it’s no one’s fault.”
It was a gesture to te⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠ll him to dial it back. Internal division only benefits the enemy.
"Then, if you'll excuse m⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠e."
With a brief nod, I left the conference room.
Now, it was time to go meet Goebel.
***
Imperial Guard 1st Corps Headquarters.
I was willingly walking down its long corridor. The gazes the Imperial Guard members directed at me were quite varied. Some reluctantly saluted, some simply ignored me and walked past, and others, as if the rumor had already spread, snuck glances at me while hiding their smirks.
“Ah. Knight Maximilian.”
As I stood in front of Goebel’s office and was about to knock, his adjutant stopped me.
“Please wait a moment. His personal schedule isn’t finished yet.”
The adjutant held the rank of major.
A mere Major was blocking my way, but it was fine.
“Very well.”
I chose to wait patiently.
I sat in a chair placed in the corridor and quietly passed the time.
Tick-tock─ tick-tock─
The clocks hanging around headquarters were irritating.
Tick-tock─ tick-tock─
Even with my eyes closed, I could hear the sound.
Tick-tock─ tick-tock─
A rhythm that was regular for everyone else, yet for me alone, not regular at all.
Tick-tock─ tick-tock─
Not time itself, but merely the movement of gears doing a poor imitation of time.
Tick-tock──
Eventually, 60 minutes past the appointed time had gone by.
Creeeak.
Only then did the door open.
“One moment, please.”
But the adjutant didn’t let me in right away; he first went inside to ask for Goebel’s permission.
Another ten minutes passed like that.
An hour and ten minutes wasted in vain.
“You may enter, Knight Maximilian.”
I was led in by the adjutant. Goebel greeted me in an extremely arrogant posture.
"Mm. Sit."
He pointed curtly at the seat across from him. I sat down. Goebel seemed to believe that the dynamic between us had reversed, and he put on an expression of feigned sympathy.
"......How unfortunate."
A faint smile hovered on his lips.
“Lord Bertem is very angry right now. As for me, I’m trying to understand your youthful hot-bloodedness.”
He crossed his legs right in front of me. Clearly, he had taken it to heart.
“Well, my conditions are simple. Have the Imperial Guard’s charges all withdrawn by the Knight Court. And issue a formal apology statement.”
I stared at him intently.
“Oh, there’s no need to mention your name specifically. Since it was that crazy knight Adria’s doing, a general apology statement from the Sentinel will suffice.”
Goebel bit down on his cigar and spread both hands.
“What do you think? Sounds like a perfectly reasonable demand, doesn’t it?”
Without a word, I leaned back deeply in my chair, straightened my disheveled uniform, and crossed my legs.
“.......”
Goebel’s expression stiffened at my attitude.
I murmured to him, as if letting out a sigh.
"You still don't understand, do you."
"......I think you're the one who doesn't understand."
Chik, chizik. Goebel lit his cigar.
"Do you not grasp the severity of the situation? The knights' detention authority is being discussed for removal as we speak."
Smoke rose thickly, and his voice gradually grew louder.
“They call knights the Empire’s watchdogs, but who watches the watchdogs, huh? Even within the Imperial Palace, there’s talk of creating an external audit authority for the Knight Order.”
He began listing off several legislative proposals. These were the worst laws, prepared long in advance, that would actually be introduced if the Imperial Guard gained the upper hand.
"Then go ahead and stop them."
“......What?”
Goebel’s brow furrowed. He stared at me for a moment, then let out a dry laugh and removed his monocle.
“Maximilian Ebenholtz.”
Daringly, Goebel recited my full name.
“You're an impudent, ill-mannered young man. I let things slide because you’re Sebestian’s son, but you just keep pushing your luck?”
This man had finally revealed his anger. It was what I had hoped for—what I had, in fact, deliberately provoked.
"Commander Goebel. The ill-mannered one here is you."
“.......”
Goebel closed his eyes tightly. He took a deep breath to suppress his rage. At the very least, he wasn’t so⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠meone easily swayed by emotion.
“Haa.......”
He let out a sigh and shook his head slowly.
"......I wish you would accept these terms. In our Empire's system, the balance of power still needs to be maintained. What I mean is that 'that place' shouldn't crumble this quickly."
He was echoing words I had once said in the interrogation room to him. And I, in turn, clicked my tongue at how truly pathetic I found him.
"You really don't understand."
I pulled a sheet of paper from my inner pocket and handed it to him.
"......What's this now."
Just as Goebel was about to toss it aside in irritation.
"It's the location where the genuine painting you received from Fellier is being stored."
In an instant, his hand froze.
I calmly settled into my seat.
“Let me ask you. Do you really think Fellier would have gifted you a fake? He had already planted evidence, anticipating your betrayal, and yet you think he’d hand you a fake?”
Goebel’s pupils trembled violently.
"If that's what you thought, Commander, then you've let your guard down so far that your judgment has gone dull."
I remained perfectly calm. Goebel stared at me in a daze.
The one who speaks first always ends up in the weaker position.
“......What do you mean by that?”
Of course—it was Goebel who broke the silence.
"I had it made."
“What......?”
His pupils widened in shock, and I continued in a bitter tone.
“The fake. I had it made and had it placed there myself.”
Goebel looked down at the paper.
The location was Kronen Schatzinsel. An art storage record.
“If you’d like, I can take you to Canilan to verify the original. Ah, do you know what the original’s signature is? It’s a blood inscription made with Fellier’s own blood mixed with mana. It can’t be forged, and its validity as legal evidence is beyond question.”
Goebel’s face creased with tension. His expression seemed to ask:
Why?
“It was a gesture of respect, and the price of a deal. I expected a knight like Adria would eventually appear, after all.”
That was a lie.
“I intended to tell you everything once the incident was over. But Adria discovered it far earlier than I expected.”
Even so, it didn’t matter. Politics, broadly speaking, is not much different from piecing together a puzzle.
If a situation had unfolded, one simply adjusted one's position to fit the already broken shape.
"But Goebel, you really are......"
I let out a hollow laugh.
“Disappointing.”
“.......”
Goebel said nothing. It was as if he had been struck mute.
──Tick.
I looked at the desk clock in Goebel’s office.
"One hour and 40 minutes. No, adding the 140-minu⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠te round trip, a total of 4 hours. Commander, you have wasted four hours of my time."
I slowly rose from my seat, looked down at him, and added coldly.
"If you wish to compensate for that, you'll need to move quickly."
Goebel blankly stared at me. He just sat there, motionless.
“What are you doing?”
I said to him, still dawdling.
“You need to move.”
Chapter 121: Life Itself Might Be a Play
Goebel moved quickly. He ran straight to the Imperial Palace and met with Bertem and Grossman. He had nearly forced the meeting to happen, and Grossman barely squeezed it into his schedule.
“...So that’s what happened.”
Grossman raised his eyebrows as he set down his teacup.
"We've already seized quite a number of documents from the Knight Order, so suddenly pulling out now would make us look foolish."
"For my part as well...... I am deeply sorry."
Goebel bowed his head, cold sweat on his brow. Kentz Bertem beside him also looked frustrated.
“It seems... we may have misunderstood things.”
However, Grossman did not show his emotions. Blaming someone doesn’t change anything.
"Chiron put in more effort for us than we expected, and Maximilian's 'promise' was remarkably solid, befitting a noble."
Just in case, he had planted the trap of the forgery to protect Goebel from other factions that might tear him apart.Whether he had anticipated a fellow knight getting caught in the trap was uncertain.
"It can't be helped. The surveillance and auditing of the Knight Order......"
This had been Grossman's long-held ambition. To obtain the scabbard that could control a blade too unwieldy even for the Imperial Guard, let alone the Imperial Palace itself.
"We'll tell them to handle it internally within the Knight Order."
“Will that really be alright?”
Kentz asked cautiously. Grossman picked up his cigar.
“It’s not bad for us either. Think about it. What if Chiron were the one conducting the audit? Do you think he’d treat Adria rationally? He’d try to find fault no matter what, and tear her apart.”
He was handing the authority to resolve this incident not to the Imperial Palace or the Imperial Guard, but to the Knight Order.
Though it appeared as if the Imperial Guard was making a major concession, precisely because of that, internal division within the Knight Order was inevitable.
“And. If in any direction, improper politics unfold...”
Grossman exhaled a long stream of cigar smoke.
“Then we’ll have both the ‘justification’ and the ‘authority’ to correct it. It won’t be too late to intervene then.”
The faces of Kentz and Goebel brightened. They grasped Grossman's intent in an instant, and the two nodded with admiration.
***
──[ Imperial Palace Special Audit Request ]──
Recipient: Sentinel Knight Order
Sender: Imperial Secretariat
Content: In relation to the recent suspicion of evidence fabrication against Imperial Guard Commander Goebel, a full audit is requested of Knight Adria von Hardenberg, who led the operation in question, as well as all personnel who participated in the intrusion of Goebel's residence.
Note: This request has been approved by His Majesty the Emperor.
──────────
Regarding the forgery incident, Goebel himself had settled it with 'no charges to be pressed against either side', and all discussions about limiting the Knight Order's authority had been rendered moot. However, the Imperial Palace had directly requested an internal audit.
It was under the pretext of properly tying up loose ends, and with the Emperor’s seal affixed, it was an order that could not be refused.
This was likely the gift the Imperial Guard was sending.
"......I thought you'd be well suited for this."
Chiron entrusted that sword's hilt to me.
"I'm not in a rational state of mind right now, so I'm leaving you full authority. It's too difficult for someone in their first year...... no, honestly, you're not just a first-year anyway. Handle it as you see fit."
His decision was wise.
“Yes. Understood.”
I thought about Adria.
Adria von Hardenberg.
Codename ‘Blue Owl’. A noble-born spy who had served for over a dozen years as a core officer of the Revolutionary forces.
"The audit covers not just Adria herself, but her entire command, meaning everyone who broke into Goebel's residence."
I looked at Chiron.
Chiron is a straightforward person. He is also transparent. He does not hide his ambition for power. He clearly intends to use this opportunity to cut away not only Adria, but also those clinging beneath her.
“However, agents from our direct-affiliate agencies have already come to Sentinel and seized a considerable amount of documents.”
“I will retrieve them immediately.”
"Good. Go."
“Yes.”
I left Chiron’s office.
I walked down the corridors of the Knight Order.
A strange wave of nausea seemed to rise from within, so I simply kept walking.
Before I realized it, the scenery had changed.
When I came to my senses, I was at the central park not far from the Knight Order.
The fallen leaves slowly beginning to turn with autumn colors. The once clear and vivid greenery shifting into reds and yellows at the turning point of the season.
I sat down on a bench there.
“...It’s complicated.”
In the face of this situation, these circumstances, that was the only thing I could say.
My thoughts and actions are spreading into places I don’t understand, in directions I didn’t expect, and I could hardly keep them in check.
It was an uncontrollable spread, yet even so, I had to reach out.
I had to grasp hold with everything I had.
But the entirety of it was nauseating to me.
All I could do was endure.
All I could do was endure the nausea that came with all of this.
Because if I don’t endure, I’ll collapse.
“...Max?”
Suddenly, someone called my name. A Wizard draped in a robe. It was Ezell. My eyes narrowed.
"......What are you doing here?"
“What do you mean ‘what’? This is the Magic Tower Park. Been a while, hasn’t it?”
Magic Tower Park. Another name for the central park. The Sentio Magic Tower was right nearby, after all.
Ezell sat beside me, gripping an ice cream cone.
“You must be busy these days, so what are you doing here?”
I looked at Ezell’s ice cream.
It looked delicious.
Ezell moved it away from me, as if she had no intention of sharing.
“Don’t covet it. I asked what you’re doing.”
"......Nothing. Just thinking about some things."
I sank into the bench and let out a deep breath.
"Thinking about what?"
"Whether I should do things the way I want, or whether I should consider what other people want too. Thoughts like that."
Factions and forces. Chiron and Adria. And the Imperial Palace, the Imperial Guard, and the Knight Order.
Should I become a bat, belonging to none? Or should I take someone’s side? (TL: The 박쥐 (bat) metaphor refers to someone who flip-flops between sides)
"Hmm...... I don't know what it's about, but you know, Max. Didn't you just start doing things the way you wanted?"
Ezell took a bite of her ice cream as she spoke. My gaze drifted toward her.
"It'd be a shame to let go of that now. You've worked so hard to get here. You've been all over the newspapers, too."
Fweeeeee—
A gentle breeze pulled back Ezell's robe. Her blue-gold hair fluttered softly.
“Max, you’re no longer the Max I knew. You’ve overcome your temperament and disposition. I don’t know if that’s ent⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠irely a good thing, though.”
At those words, I simply found myself nodding.
She was right.
It would be a waste to let go now.
Now, I had gained a conviction more important than myself.
If I had conviction, it didn't matter where I stood.
Rather, it was because I had conviction that I could move forward, anywhere and everywhere.
“...You’re right.”
An Ebenholtz was no bat. He was a man.
And a man doesn't grovel before others.
“You’re absolutely right.”
Factions and forces are nothing more than that.
It’s not them who choose me.
I choose them.
Who to save, who to kill. Who to make my ally, and who to turn into my enemy.
That choice belongs only to me.
“Thanks. That helped.”
I stood up from the bench. I was about to turn and leave, but paused.
“Where’d you get the ice cream?”
“Huh? Ah~ just up there. A street vendor.”
First, I walked in the direction Ezell had pointed.
I’m going to eat some ice cream.
......
All I needed to do was find my own center. Among all the countless gears of this Knight Order, only I could do as I pleased. Because Ebenholtz was a bloodline granted that kind of power, authority, and right.
“Starting with Senior Knight Adria.”
In a separate office set up outside the Order. I addressed the officers who would be conducting the audit.
"We turn her command inside out."
Every knight who participated in Adria’s operation will be audited. Tiana was no exception. Every case, mission, and financial transaction they had handled over the past three years would be thoroughly investigated.
There would certainly be knights who'd be cut loose. Among them, there were bound to be some who were corrupt.
“And, Otto. Hans.”
The two most experienced officers among my staff.
"Go and retrieve the documents the Imperial Palace took."
I entrusted an important task to the two of them, one a former deputy warden and the other a former prison guard.
......
In front of the Imperial Palace’s direct-affiliate agency records room.
Maximilian's two officers stood there, tense.
“...Will we be able to do this?”
Officer Hans whispered.
“Don’t be scared. Remember what we learned at the Main Estate.”
Officer Otto replied.
“Yes. Just like Master Enzi taught us...”
They were officials who had aligned with Maximilian while at the prison where Schatz had been confined.
But now, they were no longer government officials.
Ah, this isn’t to demean civil servants. Not once had they taken the blood and sweat shed those days lightly. But the nature of the duties and the level of authority they now held were entirely different.
“Let’s go.”
They took a deep breath and stepped into the records room. Inside, there were many agents from the direct-affiliate agency. They seemed quite busy sorting through the documents seized from the Knight Order.
"──We're here to retrieve the documents you took!"
Otto was the first to speak in a clear voice.
"Who are you people? How did you get in here?"
One of the agents approached, irritation on his face.
The officer pulled out a document and held it up before the agent's eyes.
"These are orders from Knight Maximilian."
The agent furrowed his brow and took the document. A retrieval order stamped with Maximilian's knight seal.
"And here are our identification cards."
They presented their IDs as well.
[ Sentinel Knight Order Officer ]
Name: Otto Baren
Position: Administrative Officer
Affiliation: Maximilian
The agents checked the document and the IDs back and forth, then gestured to the side.
“...Very well. We’ll hand them over.”
The agent nodded and stepped aside.
An agent of a Imperial Palace's direct-affiliate agency, a man known for his arrogance and fearsome reputation, was now quietly obeying the words of men who, just two years ago, had been nothing more than prison guards.
It was a surprising scene, but the two officers bit their lips and refocused their minds.
They must not get carried away.
They were not Maximilian. Nor were they Ebenholtz.
The core of the training they had heard endlessly from Enzi at the Ebenholtz Main Estate:
The moment a servant mistakes the master's authority for their own, that servant's life is over.
“There’s quite a lot. Will you be able to car⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠ry all of it?”
The agent asked. Otto picked up a box and responded with a request.
"We'd appreciate your help."
Without further comment, the agents helped carry the boxes. Together, they lifted the Knight Order’s documents and loaded them into the car trunk.
***
...The internal audit of the Sentinel Knight Order had been completed.
Maximilian had mobilized all his personnel and meticulously investigated the past three years of activity of every knight under Adria’s command. At last, a meeting was held to present the findings.
“.......”
A heavy atmosphere filled the meeting room, presided over by Deputy Commander Anton.
The knights stared tensely at Maximilian, who stood at the front.
"I'm getting rather tired of this kind of meeting by now. Being a knight isn't supposed to be a desk job, after all."
Maximilian made an uncharacteristic joke.
Chiron hesitated for a moment before laughing belatedly.
“Ha. Hahaha! Hahahahaha!”
The knights aligned with Chiron smiled in a similar manner.
On the other hand, the mood on the opposite side only grew colder.
“I will now present the results of the internal audit of the Knight Order, which was authorized by His Majesty.”
"I wonder if they're ready to accept them."
Chiron sneered as he stared at the Adria faction.
“Sir Chiron.”
Maximilian restrained him.
"Please refrain from private remarks during the meeting."
“Ah, yes. Of course.”
"──No. Sir Chiron is right."
Suddenly, a knight from Adria’s side cut in.
"How are we supposed to trust what you people say?"
It was Jer⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠ome.
To him, who spoke of trust while clearly prepared to believe nothing at all, Maximilian replied calmly.
"All evidence that was not conclusive has been excluded. Furthermore, this is merely a briefing on the audit results, not a disciplinary committee. Opportunities to submit explanations will be provided in due course."
Jerome was at a loss for words. Chiron looked at him and shook his head, as if in disappointment.
“...First, we discovered that some of the knights who participated in the ‘Goebel Operation’ had, in the past, accepted bribes and favors. Additionally, there were indications that certain individuals concealed or manipulated evidence during investigations.”
Maximilian picked up a document.
“Among them, the most noteworthy were Knight Werner and Knight Müller.”
The faces of the two named individuals twitched.
“We have attached separate evidence documents to support the charges against the two of you. After reviewing them, you will be given an opportunity to explain yourselves. However, if your explanations are insufficient or unreasonable, we will recommend referring the matter to the disciplinary committee.”
Chiron nodded in satisfaction, while the Adria faction still wore expressions of disbelief.
“The Imperial Palace specifically requested a thorough audit of Senior Knight Adria.”
Maximilian picked up another stack of documents. This one was considerably thick. Financial records, communication logs, mission reports. A file containing everything about her.
“The audit team’s final verdict on Senior Knight A⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠dria is as follows.”
Maximilian paused for a moment. Chiron's eyes sparkled like an audience member awaiting the climax of a play, while the knights on Adria's side braced themselves to stand up and launch their rebuttals at any moment.
“‘Nothing to fault.’”
“As expected...?”
“That’s ridiculous...?”
Chiron's face went blank. Jerome froze mid-rise from his awkward half-standing posture.
Even Adria herself wore a look of confusion.
“Not only was there no sign of tax evasion, there wasn’t even an attempt at legal ways of tax optimization. All her financial transactions and actions were clean, and there was nothing remotely illegal in the course of her missions.”
Adria was a person of integrity. Before and after the fall of the Empire, there had been many hypocrites who spoke of revolution while neglecting their own conduct, but she, at the very least, was not one of them.
“Now, as the knight in charge of the internal audit for Sentinel, I will add my personal assessment.”
Maximilian set down the documents.
“As someone who has also exercised a knight's authority to detain, the success or failure of exercising that authority is a risk borne by the knight themselves.”
A dry conclusion grounded strictly in fact.
“Therefore, I judge that this does not constitute a matter for internal disciplinary action by the Sentinel.”
A decision made without personal emotion, based solely on principle.
Jerome sank back into his chair, and Chiron's mouth hung open, unable to close.
“With that, this concludes the announcement of the audit results.”
Maximilian continued in a composed tone.
"Additionally, the investigation materials have already been distributed to each of your offices. Those who need to submit explanations, please prepare thoroughly and do so."
Deputy Commander Anton gazed quietly at Maximilian.
Before long, he let out a sigh and announced the end of the meeting.
"......Chiron. Adria. Everyone except you two, please leave."
At those words, the knights began leaving the conference room one by one.
Only Anton, Chiron, and Adria remained.
Just as Chiron was about to speak first.
“Don’t worry.”
Adria beat him to it.
“I understand what that message meant.”
She pulled out an envelope she had prepared in advance from inside her coat.
"The risk borne by the knight themselves. He's right."
She placed it on the table.
It was a letter of resignation.
“.......”
Suddenly, Chiron’s expression settled into calm. Adria gave a faint smile.
“You’ve allowed a junior who went too far... to leave with some dignity.”
Looking at her like that, Chiron saw overlaid the days of their youth, a decade past, and he quietly opened his mouth to speak.
***
While Chiron and Adria were likely having their final conversation...
I had arrived at the Royal Opera House. Whether it was the Revolutionary Forces or the Ezenheim faction, it wouldn’t be long before someone made a move on the Imperial Princess, so it was partly to clear my head and partly to build up justification.
“Hm......”
Before the opera began, I sat in the VIP section and looked up at the VVIP balcony on the second floor.
A woman sat there, her robe pulled down low. Surrounded by tight security, she was unmistakably the Emperor's daughter.
...But in truth, she was a decoy servant pretending to be her.
The real Princess was probably hiding somewhere in the general seating by now, watching the opera from there.
“──Do you like opera?”
Suddenly, a voice came from right beside me.
I turned my head.
A woman in a modest dress and glasses, yet with an unmistakable grace about her. Princess Justine.
She was sitting next to me.
I had expected her to be in the general seating.
Then again, the view was better from here than from general seating.
"......I wouldn't say I'm a fan."
I answered honestly.
“My mind’s been a bit cluttered, so I came to clear it.”
“In times like that, opera is perfect. It pulls you into another world. Makes you forget your worries about this reality for a while.”
She spoke softly, gazing at the s⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠tage.
Srrrrk.
Just then, the red velvet curtain began to rise, and the chime signaling the start of the performance rang out.
Without another word, we shifted our gazes to the stage.
The protagonist of this opera, Reynold, made his entrance.
Chapter 122: Life Itself Might Be a Play (2)
The curtain rose on the opera.
The audience’s reactions were varied. The nobles in the VIP seats wore leisurely expressions. The commoner bourgeoisie still blinked as if unaccustomed to the spectacle.
On the other hand, the commoners who had come with their spouses to celebrate an anniversary simply savored the moment itself.
Not the aristocratic culture of 'opera,' but the joy of sharing time with one another.
Watching them── I realized it once more.
Time.
Yes, time.
What I had to earn, what only I could save.......
Was our time.
─Ah, my love! A world without you is nothing but pitch-black darkness!Just then, Reynold's voice erupted with tremendous power. I flinched and looked toward the stage.
He sang far better than I had expected. Then again, he was the great actor who would one day master even the musical genre, a fusion of opera and theater.
“......His skills are improving by the day.”
The princess in the seat beside me murmured softly.
I glanced at her.
"Are you not being too careless, Your Highness?"
"I can't help it. I can barely see anything from the balcony seats."
She replied without taking her eyes off the stage.
"Besides, my escort knight is right next to me."
I looked to her left. The bodyguard’s piercing gaze briefly locked onto me.
He was probably from the Imperial Guard. Those guys don’t care about Ebenholtz or anything like that. They don’t even try to know. Even though the Supreme Commander of the Imperial Army and official Commander of the Imperial Guard is none other than Sebestian Ebenholtz.
“When you’re up high, you can’t really see people’s faces or follow the progression of the play...... It just feels like watching from afar, and I hate that.”
The place she was gazing at was where Leonard stood.
His striking appearance shining under the stage lights, and his acting that immersed his whole body.
“Do you like that actor?”
I asked on impulse.
“.......”
The princess said nothing. Neither affirming nor denying, she simply watched him on the stage.
"If you wish, I could arrange a meeting for you."
I offered casually.
With the name of Ebenholtz, it wouldn’t be difficult to arrange a meeting with a famous actor.
“......That won’t be necessary.”
She shook her head.
Thump─
At that moment, my heart pounded. The actor who had just stepped onto the stage was of the Ezenheim race.
No, even in the shadows behind the stage, even among the audience around us, there were Ezenheim hiding.
“......Are you nervous?”
Suddenly, Princess Justine asked.
"Your heart is rac⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌ing."
Her gaze lingered on my chest.
“My senses are a bit sharp, you see.”
“......It’s nothing.”
I answered nonchalantly, but inside, I was uneasy.
─Life is but a play, and death alone is reality.......
Just like the lyrics Leonard was crying out, perhaps life might truly be a play. The ‘plot’ is already somewhat decided, after all.
Thump─
A terror attack.
A terror attack would soon occur in this theater. I even knew the exact date.
But rather than preventing the attack itself, I was thinking about the value I could gain by joining the flow of it.
Thump─!
My heart jumped once again, hard.
“.......”
The princess stared straight at me. There was something peculiar in her gaze.
The virus was merciless on my end, but getting up and leaving now would look even more suspicious.
“With someone as noble as you beside me, how could I not be nervous?”
Feigning calm, face thick with shamelessness, I tried to continue enjoying the opera.
“......Yannick. Shall we switch seats?”
Perhaps feeling uncomfortable herself, the princess switched seats with the escort knight to her left.
"A pleasure."
I nodded to a man I was not the least bit pleased to see, and the feeling appeared to be entirely mutual.
***
Chiron obtained Maximilian’s [audit report]. In truth, it wasn’t even something he had to obtain. Maximilian had transparently disclosed the audit details to the knights in question.
"......There wasn't a shred of personal bias."
For Chiron, it was frankly astonishing.
“Even after going through that humiliation.”
The reason Chiron had entrusted it to Maximilian was, in truth, to help him vent his anger.
The heir of the Ebenholtz family was summoned to the headquarters of the Imperial Guard, the den of those rats. Rumors that he had been made to wait there for hours spread like wildfire within the Knight Order.
Despite being treated that way, Maximilian had not let anger sway him. Instead, he had untangled things more coolly than anyone else, and had even secured a suspicious gift from Goebel and the Imperial Guard.
If it had been Chiron himself, he would have found some way to nitpick and drag Adria's reputation through the mud.
“.......”
As Chiron set the documents down, he suddenly recalled his beginnings.
Chiron, Adria, Julian.
Their enrollment years were each a year apart, but they were all the same age. This was possible because Empire Point varied admission periods depending on multiple conditions.
From the day he joined the Sentinel, Chiron had worked tirelessly to survive, and beyond that, to build his own faction.
From the start, he had aimed for the top. Despite being scorned as coming from a nouveau riche family, he had relentlessly climbed the ladder of ambition.
‘Chiron. You really don’t change.’
The words Adria had left behind when she handed in her resignation echoed in his ears.
‘But I’ll respect you. Someone who never changes might have value in that alone.’
Chiron stood from his chair and looked out the window. The reflection in the glass was far different from his twenties, but his heart remained unchanged.
‘Unlike you, I’ve changed. I’ve dulled. I’ve grown tired.’
But Adria’s resolve had broken.
She had acknowledged her defeat.
‘......I considered whether I should cling on to the Sentinel, even if disgracefully. Whether I should keep fighting until the end—for the sake of the knights who believed in me and followed me. But in my heart, the conclusion came quickly.’
Chiron placed both hands over his face.
‘I’ve simply grown too worn out. And maybe, only by stepping away can those who followed me be given a chance.’
She had said she would take full responsibility and leave, so please make sure her knights wouldn’t be treated unfairly.
As Chiron recalled her voice, between his fingers—
“......Ha.”
His emotions slipped out.
"Hahaha......."
This laughter, so impossible to contain.
"Hahahaha!"
A deep, genuine burst of laughter exploded.
"Khahahahaha──!"
The genius of Hardenberg. The daughter of a prestigious family ha⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌d lost to him.
“When you chose Anton, I was glad.”
It was the same as tossing her own family name into the garbage with her own hands.
“You were right.”
Yes. He had never changed. He was always the same, then and now. He had craved higher places, and he had clung to the defiance of never being trampled.
And what was the result?
The ones who had called him nouveau riche now looked up to him. The noble brats who had scorned his family's humble history now swore loyalty under his command.
“I will.......”
Chiron clenched his fist tightly.
Adria, Anton’s right hand, had been cut away.
Now, only one old, aging lion remained.
“I will become the Knight Commander.”
.......
Sentinel Knight Order, Jerome’s office.
“The evidence against Werner and Müller was too clear.”
Jerome, Tiana, and a few knights from Adria’s faction were gathered with grim faces. Spread across the table were the ‘materials requiring clarification’ that Maximilian had distributed.
Most were minor regulation violations or trivial mistakes that had occurred during duty. Issues that could easily end with a warning rather than formal discipline, well within the bounds of tolerance.
In fact, Maximilian had shown flexibility.
However, for 6th-year knight Werner and 7th-year knight Müller, that was not the case.
“They’ve already confessed. Bribery and destruction of evidence. The charges were so clear-cut there was no room for excuses. They're looking at a minimum six-month suspension, or possibly even dismissal.”
6th-year knight Mila exhaled as if appalled.
“Idiots, why the hell would they do something so stupid.”
“.......”
Tiana quietly sighed in relief. Her own record was clean.
For a knight, performance and reputation are their lifeline. Especially within the growing practice of assignments being distributed or covered up based on faction lines, a six-month suspension was as good as a death sentence.
The ladder of promotion, from rookie-and-regular knight to senior knight to high-ranking knight, would be severed, and they might spend their entire lives branded as 'corrupt knights'.
“......Is Knight Adria still firm in her stance?”
Tiana asked cautiously.
Jerome shook his head.
“There was never any room for persuasion from the start.”
Adria took full responsibility herself. In truth, the knights already knew. The moment the ‘detention authority’ failed, her political life as a knight was effectively over.
Rather, staying in the Sentinel would be torment for her, and an even more grueling ordeal for those under her command.
“She threw herself away to protect us. And the one who opened a path for that was...”
Maximilian.
That’s why, all the more, Jerome couldn’t understand.
The man who had been dragged to the Imperial Guard and humiliated because of their blunder, why would he?
Why, why, why.......
The more Jerome thought about it, the more Maximilian became a man defined by nothing but 'why'.
......
Imperial Palace-affiliated direct agency, Special Investigations and Audit Bureau.
The agents had thoroughly reinvestigated the 'audit results' they received from Maximilian. As if examining them under a microscope, they glared with eyes desperate to find even a single speck of dust.
"......There is nothing particularly worth faulting."
That was the conclusion of the bureau chief.
“.......”
Chief Secretary Grossman placed the report down as he sat in his chair.
"That's how it looks to me as well."
The audit was conducted directly by Maximilian.
They could see instances where he had flexibly overlooked issues that technically violated the law but were trivial in nature. However, picking apart even those would be unwise when the backing of Ebenholtz loomed so large behind him.
Grossman let out a hollow laugh.
“I underestimated him.”
“Chief Secretary.”
Suddenly, the bureau chief proposed seriously.
“What if we exposed Maximilian for deliberately planting a fake to help Goebel? If we bring Adria back in and set them to check each other—”
“That won’t solve anything. On the contrary, it might only strengthen the bond between the Imperial Guard and Maximilian.”
Grossman shook his head while fidgeting with his cigar. Goebel already owed a debt to Maximilian. If that fact were made public from this side, Goebel would only cling more tightly to Maximilian in orde⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌r to survive.
“When the time is right, kill Goebel.”
Grossman's voice rippled with a cold edge.
“I have no use for someone with a leash around his neck. It doesn’t have to be now. When he lets his guard down, handle it quietly.”
Goebel had an exceptional ability to rally the Imperial Guard. Finding a replacement for him wouldn’t be easy, but it wasn’t impossible.
"We can find at least one man to take his place."
Grossman lit the cigar.
Fssss─
As he exhaled the acrid smoke, he thought about Maximilian.
The second-youngest recipient of the 2nd-class Golden Lion Medal, and a pure imperialist. A knight of the Sentinel, and a monster of Ebenholtz.
And yet......
"He's a man I simply cannot figure out."
Only questions swirled through Grossman's mind.
If Maximilian wanted power, the right move would be to step forward himself and aim for the Knight Commander position. The normal path would be to wipe out Adria's faction entirely, overpower or absorb Chiron, and stand at the top.
But Maximilian appeared intent on yielding that seat entirely to Chiron, and was even displaying gestures that suggested he might forgive Adria's faction as well.
“Maximilian Ebenholtz.......”
A name entangled in chaos. Grossman murmured its cadence into the haze of thic⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌k smoke.
......
Adria’s resignation was approved. Though she retained her knightly title, she was no longer affiliated with the Sentinel.
"Yes. I see."
I nodded without much emotion. In any case, even before my regression, Adria had left the Sentinel alongside Anton. The cause she had embraced as part of the Revolutionary forces was 'to prevent war from breaking out'.
“Well, it's for the best.”
A knight whose strings had been cut was of no use to the revolution even if she remained in the Sentinel. Instead, she would operate as an independent knight, secretly releasing or protecting those connected to the Revolutionary forces.
If I kept a steady eye on her, I might eventually be able to track down the Revolutionary forces' trail.
“Also, it seems the Imperial Palace will officially grant you ‘permanent audit authority’.”
Chiron added.
“Anton will probably inform you personally.”
He had already dropped Anton’s title. As far as I was concerned, I had now acquired virtually complete authority.
Before my regression, the Sentinel had been devoured by the Imperial Guard, and degenerate noble bastards, rotten to the core since the Empire Point days, ran rampant.
Those who released Ezenheim in exchange for money, conspirators in humanity’s downfall; traitors who turned a blind eye after taking bribes from the Revolutionary forces; morons who catered to the Imperial Guard’s requests...
Knights had been reduced to mere puppets, becoming nothing but target⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌s for artillery on the battlefield, and plenty had turned their hearts toward revolution because of it.
“Yes. Understood.”
In this life, the Sentinel Knight Order will never face such a lowly, miserable future.
The authority of knights will rise with each passing day.
Because I will make it so.
The more thorough the Knight Order became, the sharper its blade grew, the stronger my own power would become as well.
“From now on, I will gladly sever the heads of those unworthy of being in the Sentinel.”
The Sentinel.
This Sentinel, where the power of iron-willed knights converged, would one day become the most solid foundation supporting me.......
Chapter 123: Life Itself Might Be a Play (3)
"──Hannah Usar. You have a mission."
Around the time the political infighting within the Sentinel had entered a brief lull, the rookie knight Hannah received a summons.
"Volska, sir?"
At Hannah’s reply, her superior nodded.
Volska is a country bordering the northeastern part of the Empire. It claims to be a republic, but in reality, it is ruled by a military dictatorship, resembling a monarchy.
"A tip-off from the Intelligence Bureau. Movements of an anti-Imperialist terrorist group have been detected."
Within the Sentinel, it’s not only the Chiron and Adria factions that exist. While they are the main powers, there are clearly third and fourth factions that hold voting rights.
They were the ones who best fit the notion that a knight is an independent contractor.
"They’re attempting a large-scale transaction of weapons and illegal mana stones in Volska. The buyers are presumed to be remnants of ‘Zentra’."
Gale was a central figure in this neutral faction. Like Hannah, he came from a commoner background and had long abandoned any ambition for advancement, now a senior knight.He lit a cigarette, took a drag, and explained in a dry tone.
"Even if it’s not Zentra, it’s probably reactionary scum on par with them."
Anti-Imperial organizations were a dime a dozen. The most well-known is the Revolutionary forces, and everything tends to get lumped under that name, but in truth, their sects and branches are as diverse as religions.
"But it’s nothing new for those bastards to be buying weapons. The problem is the sellers."
Gale tapped his cigarette ash into the ashtray.
"A force capable of supplying high-performance weapons and illegal mana stones in large quantities to anti-Imperialist groups. They are clearly enemies of the Empire. The core of this mission is to uncover the sellers’ backers and shut down the deal itself."
Hannah nodded.
"Leon has already moved into Volska. It might be a difficult mission for a zero-year knight, but since you participated in ‘Path of Dreams’, I’m sure you won’t complain."
Perhaps it was Gale’s consideration. As a commoner himself, he was giving another commoner, Hannah, a chance to build her record.
"Yes. I’ll depart immediately."
......And that was the sequence of events that led to Hannah Usar setting up a disguised office in a worn-down building in the Volska capital.
Tick. Tick-tick.
Looking at the mana stone lamp that kept flickering on and off, Hannah scratched the back of her neck.
"I'm sorry. The budget was a bit tight, so I rented a cheaper place."
"It’s fine."
Two field officers and one administrative officer were with her. Thanks to the recent Path of Dreams operation, their budget had increased quite a bit, so she was able to hire two more people.
"Instead, look forward to it when we complete this mission."
She was planning to distribute bonuses. A knight's work was never accomplished by the knight alone, after all.
"Yes. First of all."
The administrative officer handed over a document.
"These are the date, location, and code phrase for meeting with Volska’s informants."
2 PM. Orakan Burger. Sit at table number 7, order a cheeseburger, fries, and oatmeal, look out the window, and briefly glance at the seat directly behind.
"Got it. Confirmed."
***
When I got home from work, an unfamiliar vehicle was parked at the estate. A truck reinforced with bulletproof, blade-proof, and anti-magic armor. It looked like Lorenzo had arrived.
I went inside. In the living room, Schatz and Lorenzo were in the middle of a conversation.
"Ah, you’ve returned."
Lorenzo greeted me. Beside him, Leo sat with a dignified bearing.
Leo's growth phase was over.
Standing height, 73 centimeters. Weight, 45 kilograms. His bone structure was fully developed, and now he was in the stage of adding muscle to build his frame.
Hiding my anticipation, I approached Lorenzo.
"Looks like the final product is ready?"
"Yes. The custom-made armor for the dog you requested."
Lorenzo opened the box.
Sssshhh──
A silver mana stone armor flowed out. It was equipment crafted with precision to fit Leo’s physical structure.
"Leo has such a large build even for an Aran Shepherd that special fabrication was necessary."
Lorenzo pointed to the joints of the armor as he explained.
"It’s flexible, so even if he grows a little more, it’ll still fit without issue. Also, the surface is engraved with camouflage mana stones, so it’s designed to blend into the surrounding environment."
I took out the armor and personally dressed Leo in it. He calmly let me do as I pleased.
"It can deflect standard rifle rounds and sword strikes, and withstand Mana-based projectile attacks to a reasonable degree. Despite that, the weight is light enough that it doesn't hinder movement at all."
Leo was now clad in silver armor. Schatz clapped her hands in admiration.
"Also, there’s ample storage space inside for emergency rations. Whether the dog can take out and eat the food on his own is unknown, but…"
"He can."
Because Leo is a genius. You have to think of him as more than just a dog.
"......Ahem."
Suddenly Schatz cleared her throat with a proud shrug.
"Sir knight. We also have armor for our branch's dogs."
She proudly held up the armor. It was standard-issue gear for the guard dogs of the Genen Branch.
It was clearly a lower grade compared to Leo's, but it looked more than sufficient for actual combat use.
"We secured it with the branch’s budget."
"Good work. Ah, if the budget falls short, ask Dieter under your name. Your signature is fine, Schatz."
Dieter and the specialists under him manage the budget thoroughly.
Schatz was, of course, trustworthy, but if he got careless just because he had plenty, thieves were bound to appear.
“That goes for you too, Mr. Lorenzo.”
"Haha. I'd like that, but the academy has finally started turning a profit these days."
I gave a small smile. Lorenzo Academy had become a proud export business of the Empire.
Especially the window-type air conditioners were a bestselling item.
“Oh, right, there’s also this...”
Lorenzo handed over a small case. Inside was a pair of ultra-compact earphones, perfectly designed to fit the ears of a dog.
A communication device crafted from ultra-high-density mana stone.
“It runs on mana. Taking Leo’s hearing into account, it selectively amplifies only subtle signals or your voice, sir. Conversely, it blocks harmful noises like explosions or loud sounds, but...”
Lorenzo still seemed doubtful about Leo.
“Whether a dog can completely understand and follow human commands—”
“He can.”
The boy had already been perfectly trained in the Ebenholtz Mana Breathing techniques, movement techniques, tactics, and drills.
I picked up the earphones and fitted them into Leo’s ears.
“A two-man team, doable?”
Leo nodded.
I widened my eyes slightly, pretending to be surprised as I patted his head.
“...What’s that? You say you can handle solo missions too?”
Woof!
Leo barked in a deep tone. As if he really meant it.
I tapped the back of his neck.
“Good, because there’s something I need you to do.”
From now on, you’ll have to earn your keep—for food, elixirs, and armor.
The reality we face is cruel, and you can't just keep pooping and going on walks forever.
.......
Aternum’s munitions factory. Under the name of ‘national industry’, the basement of this place was equipped with separate interrogation and detention rooms.
“This makes twenty-three.”
Yukia placed documents on the iron table in the interrogation room.
“They all reek of foul water.”
It was a list of Ezenheim infiltrato⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌rs who had snuck into the factory. With the number of Aternum workers increasing, it was inevitable that rats would slip in with them.
“We’ve only locked up seven of them in the detention room.”
As much as I wanted to kill them all, if we killed too many Ezenheim at once, it might raise suspicions.
I couldn’t let the Ezenheim learn of my abilities yet.
"Also, from what the guard captain provided. Among those caught smuggling internal supplies, the ones with particularly bad offenses."
A total of 27. All locked behind iron bars in the detention room.
“Yukia.”
I gestured with my eyes toward Leo, who was standing next to me.
“Let Leo smell them too.”
“......?”
“You alone aren’t enough. I need to train him on that ‘scent’ as well.”
Yukia looked puzzled for a moment, then nodded.
Tap. Tap tap.
Leo followed behind Yukia with his puppy-like gait.
Inside the cell were workers caught stealing and selling off supplies. Among them were Ezenheim, Arans, and people of other races as well.
Yukia first approached one of the Ezenheim. After confirming the foul fishy smell coming off the guy, she pointed him out to Leo.
“Smell him.”
Sniff sniff.
Leo flared his nostrils. Yukia imprinted the scent on Leo.
This is the enemy’s scent. An enemy of mankind that must be b⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌itten.
“Find them.”
Leo walked through the detention room on his own, sniffing carefully. After thoroughly checking, he stopped in front of a few people and growled lowly.
“...Thirteen.”
Leo identified thirteen suspects. Of those, only five were actual Ezenheim. The other eight were simply people with foul smells or similarly bad odors.
Even Leo, a genius among genius dogs, wasn’t perfectly accurate. Meaning it couldn’t be taught to 99.99% of dogs—but even so, I saw a glimmer of hope.
With Leo, if I continued to train him steadily, he might be able to accurately identify them.
“Good work. But you only got five right.”
Leo drooped his ears.
“...Whine.”
“It’s okay. It’s a hard job. Just do better next time. You were adorable.”
I stroked Leo’s drooping head a few times, then gave a glance to the guard captain, who was watching with a puzzled expression.
“Execute them all.”
“......Pardon? All of them?”
The guard captain asked again in shoc⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌k.
"Embezzling military supplies is an act of treason. No exceptions."
To kill the seven Ezenheim, I would bury the rest of the thieves with them.
That way, they would never find out that I could specifically identify the Ezenheim.
“B-but among them... there are some very diligent workers.”
The ones the guard captain pointed out were all Ezenheim. Of course, they would have been putting on an act of diligence to deceive human society.
I gazed sharply at the guard captain.
"Guard captain. Do you even realize who you're talking to right now?"
The guard captain was at a loss for words. Trembling, he bowed his head.
I had to cut off any room for them to think. I had to make them carry out my orders as a matter of routine.
"Only pure-blooded Aran may enter Aternum. Falsifying one's identity means execution."
The appropriate paperwork could easily be fabricated, and even if it wasn't, it didn't matter.
"These people are enemies of The Empire. You can tell just by looking at them."
Some Ezenheim resembled Imperial citizens, and some did not.
The physical traits they supposedly shared, such as brown eyes, aquiline noses, and pale skin, were numerous, but in truth, the prevalence of these traits was only equal to or slightly above the racial average.
“Conduct autopsies and submit a report.”
Of course, it didn’t matter.
Once they were dead, their nature as a Subspecies would be revealed anyway.
"Carry it out."
“......Yes, sir.”
I turned and walked away without looking back.
As I ascended the stairs, the chilling sound of gunfire echoed through the factory.
Bang. Bang. Bang.
“Um...”
Just then, Yukia called out to me from behind.
“Hm?”
She handed me something.
“......A pistol?”
It was a sleek pistol imbued with the color of Ebenholtz, silver.
“I made it myself.”
“You did?”
"Yeah. You looked so inconvenienced."
Yukia pointed at the long sword on my back.
“There’s a Yaken proverb. ‘If you use a monster-slaying sword to butcher livestock, soon, that’s all you’ll be able to kill.’”
“.......”
She had a point. It really was a hassle swinging around a 1.6-meter-long greatsword every time I had to kill some third-rate bastard.
“What about the magazine?”
“There isn’t one.”
"You're dropping the formalities again."
“......It fires with mana.”
Yukia added curtly.
“It stores mana instead of bullets, compresses it, and fires.”
At that, I blinked.
"Something like that is possible? What's the mechanism?"
A pistol that fires mana. I’d never seen or heard of such a thing.
Lorenzo would probably faint if he saw it.
“I got obsessed while working on it... so I’m not really sure how it works. It just does.”
“Can you make more?”
“Almost impossible.”
Yaken are known for their exceptional craftsmanship, and Yukia, in particular, far surpasses even other Yaken when it comes to mechanical things.
So this pistol must be a product of her unique talent.
“Thanks. I’ll use it well.”
I gripped the pistol. The grip fit perfectly in my hand, but then something I needed to say to her came to mind.
“......With this, I might end up killing hundreds—no, thousands.”
Yukia looked straight at me.
"Is that still alright with you?"
Two steps below on the staircase. Yukia's eyes, looking up at me, were unwavering.
"Is there a reason for the killing?"
She asked about th⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌e reason behind the killing.
I didn’t waver.
“There’s more than enough reason.”
The version of me reflected in her eyes was equally unwavering.
"We absolutely must."
Not for the Empire—
“But for us.”
Facing me, Yukia gave a silent nod.
***
Royal Opera House.
I had been visiting there frequently as of late. Once every two days, I would go with my identity concealed or my face exposed, mapping out the entire layout and checking the emergency exits. It had practically become a routine.
“.......”
The opera house was needlessly vast, leaving far too many blind spots.
I stood in a corridor behind the stage and activated my Mana.
Srrrkk.
The Ebenholtz Mana seeped through the marble floor and penetrated deeper underground. The senses that had been scanning the foundation suddenly detected a hollow space.
……Underground.
Too wide to be a drainage tunnel, and too deep to be a storage room.
So this building has a basement?
It wasn’t marked on the blueprints.
A faint smile spread across my lips.
──A hideout.
"Excuse me, who are you?"
Someone called out to me from the other side of the corridor. It was the renowned actor, Leonard.
I took off my hat.
“Ah, it's you, Sir Knight. You've been visiting quite often lately.”
I just shrugged silently.
It meant I had my reasons, which I couldn’t speak of.
“Of course, since you're a knight, I understand. But the staff are feeling un⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌easy.”
Leonard made a subtle expression. Ever since the last incident, he’d been watching me warily.
“Well... more importantly, Mr. Leonard, there’s something I’ve been wondering.”
There was indeed something I was curious about.
“Why is this place’s repertoire always the same? ‘The Elixir of Love,’ ‘The Emperor’s Sword’... I noticed only four operas are ever performed here.”
Leonard gave a dry chuckle as he put down his towel.
"I've heard you're a man of great learning, sir knight, but it seems you have little interest in the arts?"
“.......”
I couldn’t deny it.
I had studied literature, culture, languages, and history because they were useful to me. Fine dining was my only form of stress relief, so I indulged in it.
But art? Not really. I’d just memorized things on a surface level.
"The world might end while we're busy singing."
Leonard's eyebrows twitched.
Art was a low priority for me. Life had to go on before anyone could sing.
“Still, I’d appreciate it if you could answer my question. I’m trying to take an interest, after all.”
“......Alright.”
Leonard let out a sigh before he began.
"Under Imperial law, any work staged at the Royal Opera House must have both its composer and lyricist be 'pure-blooded Aran'."
He roughly raked his hair back in frustration.
“But the Empire has traditionally been a barren land for opera. Most masterpieces come from Western Prozen or the South, but the Empire considers it shameful to perform works from other nations. Do they support new productions, then? No, they don’t.”
In short—
The Empire has no interest in art, no will to develop it, and while fixating solely on origin and bloodline, it has allowed the scene to stagnate.
“The facilities at the Royal Opera House may be outdated, but they’re still quite excellent. Personally, I think it would be good to stage musicals here—combining theater and opera. They’re already hugely popular in Prozen.”
"......Musicals."
I nodded quietly as I listened to Leonard.
“I understand. I'll personally propose changes to that legislation.”
“......?”
Leonard’s face went blank for a moment.
“I’ll try to lift the restrictions and introduce new genres. I’ll even scout for talent. Arans possess remarkable purity—surely, there are hidden talents buried somewhere.”
“......The purity of the Arans,”
Leonard repeated the phrase in a peculiar tone.
“If you’d like, I can even sponsor your troupe.”
At that, Leonard’s face hardened. He looked at me seriously.
“May I ask your reason? You don’t seem particularly interested in opera.”
I considered my answer, but the truth was simple.
“......Because there is someone who wishes for it.”
Someone who would come down from the VVIP balcony to sit among the VIPs, and eventually watch a performance among the commoners.
“That person would want to see a new kind of stage. I am simply acting on their behalf.”
──Tick.
Right on cue, Leonard's wristwatch chimed.
"Then if you'll excuse me, it's time for rehearsal."
Leonard turned and walked away. He didn’t refuse the offer of sponsorship.
Watching his retreating figure, I suddenly felt a doubt rise within me.
"Opera tickets are this expensive, and yet......."
And yet he claims to have no money. That thought overlapped in my mind with the underground hideout here, and made me wonder—just maybe.
Was Leonard part of the Revolutionary forces too?
If so, then his approach to the Imperial Princess before the Regression, and their tragic love, had it all been an act?
“Hmm.”
It was far from certain, of course, and I shouldn't jump to conclusions, but......
"......Life is but a play, and death alone is reality."
I softly recited Leonard’s line as I walked away from the corridor.
......Thud.
In the spot where Maximilian had stood, only after he had completely disappeared, a presence seeped out from the darkness.
From a space where nothing had been, from a shadowed corner, a woman revealed herself.
She was exceptionally skilled at erasing her presence.
A kind of secret art passed down only to those of noble blood. A magic that made one fade like air, invisible to any eye.
If she could not become strong like Sebestian or the jackals of the north, then she would instead hone the art of concealing herself to the extreme.
In that respect, Princess Justine was an expert.
'......Because there is someone who wishes for it.'
She recalled the words Maximilian had just spoken, focusing her thoughts.
‘That person would want to see a new kind of stage. I am simply acting on their behalf.’
She stared blankly at the corridor through which he had departed, then,
"Ha."
let out a scoff, as if she couldn't believe it.
Chapter 124: A Fake Play
Volska Diplomatic District.
Hannah Usar received the schedule and location of the enemy’s weapons smuggling from an informant, and shortly after, made contact with Leon.
"Well, well~"
He entered the office and looked around, letting out a dry laugh.
“A knight set up his office in a place like this?”
The wallpaper had been freshly redone, but the rest of the furniture was old and worn. It looked too pitiful for a place where an Imperial Knight would stay.
“......I had no choice. We ran out of budget.”
Hannah smiled awkwardly and sipped her coffee.
“I see. Since when did knights become so strapped for budget?”
A knight’s salary, of course, is high. However, the budget and salary are separate matters.They couldn’t just cherry-pick and choose lucrative missions like mercenaries, and any personnel expenses exceeding the budget had to be covered by the knight personally.
In other words, it was like cutting into one’s own flesh to carry out missions.
"Ever since the Imperial Guard started gaining power........"
Leon trailed off. As the budget from the imperial palace leaned toward the Imperial Guard, the knight order’s budget was subjected only to cuts and freezes.
“We already used up the budget a long time ago. Right now, I’m spending out of my own pocket for the informants.”
Paying informants was essential. Without money, they’d either end up dead or defected before anyone noticed.
Leon looked at Hannah for a moment, then pulled out a sheet of paper from his inner pocket.
“......Try asking Max.”
“Huh?”
“Lately, Max has been running some kind of program inside the knight order. Use this and submit it.”
Hannah took the paper.
[Maximilian Foundation: Knight Operational Activity Fund Application Form]
Maximilian Foundation. Recently, it had become a hot topic among Hannah’s commoner juniors.
"......I'd heard the rumors about him establishing a foundation. That he's been handing out scholarships at Empire Point too."
“Yeah. Supposedly, it's enormous in scale. Apparently, there are tax benefits if you donate for scholarships? Well, I doubt that’s the only reason. Fill it out and send it by letter to the secretary. The funds should come through in no time.”
"Ah...... It applies to fellow knights too?"
"Not all knights are rich, you know. There are actually quite a few who are kept on a tight leash by their bankrupt families."
Families whose businesses had collapsed and whose only lifeline was the title of 'knight' were surprisingly, no, openly numerous. Tiana, Leon's classmate and friend, was one of them.
“Alright then.”
After placing the application form on the desk of an already-departed officer, Hannah stood up.
“Shall we head out now?”
“Yeah. Grab your gear.”
She opened the wardrobe. Inside hung a dark-hued leather armor. It was the piece Maximilian had issued as supplies back in Zerpha last time.
For reference, Leon was already wearing his.
“We match.”
"......We were o⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠n the same operation, after all."
The two smiled faintly as they stepped out of the office.
Night in Volska was deep, and the fog was thick. They concealed themselves in the shadows as they moved to the rooftop of an abandoned building.
“Remember. More than the remnants of Zentra, we need to catch whoever's behind them supplying the goods. We need to cut off the source if we want to uproot them.”
“Yes. Are we taking them alive, in principle?”
"Hmm."
Leon's voice dropped low. The playful smile vanished, replaced by a numb killing intent that settled over his face.
"Personally, I'd like to kill them all."
Hannah felt a chill run down her spine.
This was who Leon was. On the surface he appeared warm and gentle, but inside he was colder than anyone. It was as if his cruel nature had crystallized into something solid.
“Well, it depends on the situation, right?”
“......Yes.”
Still, compared to Maximilian, he was relatively easier to understand.
Maximilian never revealed his inner thoughts. So it was impossible to gauge his depth or intentions. He was perhaps a bottomless pit. It made sense why the world called him “The Monster of Ebenholtz”.......
"The Volska scum give off a bad smell. Can't be helped, I guess."
Leon, at the very least, was transparently discriminatory toward certain races and ethnicities. He didn’t show it on his face or expression, but occasionally, his words and actions clearly revealed it. Speculatively, he seemed to most despise the Sled tribe from the East and looked down on mixed bloods.
“......They’re here.”
“Yes.”
At Leon’s signal, Hannah cleared her mind of all distractions.
Beyond the abandoned factory, through the building’s window, figures in suits were spotted.
“There. Do you see the guy with the blue tie?”
Leon pointed at a man—slicked-back hair, blue tie, gray suit.
“Yes.”
“He’s a weapons broker, but he’s our informant.”
As he spoke, he handed over a small device like a walkie-talkie, along with a pen and notebook.
“It’s for eavesdropping, but it doesn’t record. You’ll have to write everything down.”
“Yes. But they’re speaking Imperial, right?”
“Yeah. They all have different nationalities, so if it’s not Imperial, they can’t communicate.”
Hannah nodded and picked up the pen and notebook.
─This deal was a bit disappointing, I have to say.......
Scratch, scratch. She scrawled down all their conversation in cursive.
***
In the heart of the Empire, I lifted the opera regulations I had promised Leonard.
[Department of Culture and Arts]. This bureaucratic body, which would later be absorbed under the Propaganda Department, outwardly preached the “purity of Aran” and rejected foreign cultures, but in truth, they just wanted a toll fee. I stuffed enough money into their mouths, and translated versions of operas well-received overseas, along with a genre called musicals, were imported.
Additionally, I tracked down a playwright who woul⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠d rise to become a future master.
His name was 'Viktor Haim'.
“Why would a knight come to such a shabby place......?”
Running a small-time theater, he seemed quite flustered by my unexpected visit.
“I read your play, ‘The Silence of the Square’.”
“......What?”
At my words, Viktor let out a dry laugh.
“It’s the piece that was banned from performance just a week ago. I also got slapped with a heavy fine.”
“I know. I got a copy of the script separately.”
I shrugged.
A knight isn’t punished for possessing banned literature. Cracking down on such things is our job, after all.
"The reason for the ban was that it criticized Empire's politics."
Viktor clicked his tongue.
“Sir Knight, I have neither the leisure nor the reason to discuss politics.”
"That's how it seemed."
He’s not the type to embed politics into his works. That was true in the future before my Regression, and it was true now after it.
"It was an interesting script. Presumably, the fact that one of the villains was a noble from the imperial palace must have rubbed someone the wrong way."
"Ha! The bigger villain was a commoner, though."
“It can’t be helped. A play changes depending on who interprets it, and that follows the logic of power.”
The logic of power. At the very least, there was no one more powerful than an Ebenholtz among those working across the cultural sector.
Viktor scratche⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠d his eyebrow and asked again.
“......So?”
"What I'm telling you, right now, is this. Your work has nothing to do with politics, and you are capable of creating even better works."
I settled back into my chair. Viktor quietly licked his lips.
“For example...... What kind of themes do you want?”
“Fairy tales. Or love. How beautiful are those? Maybe even something about puppies.”
These were actually the kinds of plays, operas, and musicals he’d written before my regression. They were hugely entertaining and had won multiple awards.
"Well, I mean, that's the kind of thing that just comes out naturally when I write, but why would a knight be commissioning, well, something like this?"
“Hmm...... Someone once told me this.”
I gave a faint smile.
I have to be careful with my words. Nearly everything I say in public will eventually reach the imperial palace.
“A play, even for a moment, helps people forget reality.”
I agree with that statement made by Princess Justine.
In a world where war was not far off, the public needed to forget reality. The smell of blood, gunpowder, and death was too cruel to take in as it was, given the life that would follow. Behind the battlefields of killing and being killed, there absolutely had to be a place of escape.
That was the role of culture. An anesthetic to sedate the Empire during the process of excising a disease more terrible than cancer, all for the sake of survival.
"Think of this as a commission fee."
I pulled out my checkbook and scribbled down an amount.
“Don’t you think happy stories come from richer lives?”
Viktor was someone who, even after the fall of the Empire, continued to write fantastical and fairy tale-like stories with no relation to politics.
Surely, he’ll create good works for the sake of humanity.
.......
「Arte Museum」.
I visited the place again and met with Director Verdi. Inside, remodeling construction was in full swing. It was entirely at my request.
"Haah......."
Director Verdi, for his part, looked at the walls being torn down and let out a sigh.
“It feels like my skin is being ripped off.”
"It's being repainted. To look younger."
I smiled. Verdi’s wrinkled hand trembled.
"......I've never seen a museum like this. The walls, the ceiling, everything is just white, without a single decoration."
"That's proof that you've grown old, Director."
“But still—”
"I invested to keep this place alive."
I cut him off coldly.
"So you should listen to what I say."
The motif for the remodeling was the 'white cube'.
An exhibition method where the entire space is emptied to white, so that visitors focus solely on the artwork itself. A modern exhibition concept that didn't even exist yet in the Empire, one that would first be introduced in the Republic of Prozen after the Empire's fall.
“Arte Museum was a place my mother cherished.”
The essence lies not in the interior, but in the space itself. I hope this place survives for a long time and inspires many.
For my mother's sake, if nothing else.
"So it must not become a mere warehouse where paintings are simply hung. It needs to showcase the Empire's unique dignity."
I gestured as I walked down the corridor.
"There needs to be a story. A narrative."
A mere 'arrangement of art' would not suffice.
"After passing through the dark corridor at the entrance."
Thud. Thud. Walking through the passage deliberately rebuilt to be narrow and dark.
"The view suddenly opens wide."
Vision expands and the space opens up. The artworks come flooding into view as if rushing toward you.
"The passionate works of the masters once called 'Impressionists', from two hundred years ago when the Empire's art was at its peak, will greet us."
Verdi followed behind, leaning on his cane.
“Everyone will feel as though they’re walking into the very history of the Empire.”
This was knowledge drawn from 'The Aesthetics of Space', which I had read before the Regression, as well as stories of museums that frequently appeared in newspaper editorials and columns.
“A museum is only complete when the space, artwork layout, and visitor flow all come together.”
I turned to Director Verdi.
“In times like these, when reality is harsh, people don’t come to museums just to see a few paintings. That’s why you have to offer them an experience.”
The Empire’s economy was slowly reviving. Thanks to the exploitation of foreign companies and immigrants, and the boom of the military industry.
Once money started circulating in people's pockets, they would seek out culture. I would show them the Empire’s strength and elegance.
“But if it’s too overt, it becomes pretentious. The Empire’s majesty and Aran’s purity... are dazzling and beautiful enough just subtly revealed.”
This was the Empire's art, carrying a thousand years of history. The sheer weight of time layered upon it was something no other nation could imitate.
Director Verdi looked at me with a complicated expression.
"I still find it difficult. Either I've grown old as you say, sir knight, or......"
"It must be your prejudice against me."
In his eyes, I was a murderous maniac who killed people without a second thought. A butcher who had trampled on Genen.
That someone like me was discussing art must have seemed laughable, or absurd, or frightening.
"That is why I won't take no for an answer."
I understand those who do not understand my intentions.
“This is my way.”
Because I would continue to be, perhaps forever,
misunderstood.
***
Princess Justine looked up at the new posters hung on the wall of the [Royal Opera House]. They were for new operas, and a foreign genre called musicals.
“.......”
At the main entrance stood Maximilian. The director was greeting him, sweating profusely.
Every time Maximilian said something, the director reacted with exaggerated enthusiasm, and when offered a handshake, he clasped Maximilian's hand with the reverent face of someone receiving the Emperor himself.
'That person would want to see a new kind of stage.'
Suddenly, Maximilian’s words came back to her mind.
He kept his promise. She didn’t know what the promise had been for, but still…
“Hah.”
She scoffed and turned away.
As she wandered through the city, she soon arrived at the nearby Arte Museum. The museum had no visitors at all. It was because of the construction and remodeling.
As always, she paid no mind and stepped inside.
“......?”
Her brows furrowed.
The interior felt strange.
The elegant wallpaper and decorations had all been stripped away, and everything was coated in white paint. The floor, the ceiling, the walls. So blindingly white it stung the eyes.
“You’ve come.”
Sensing her presence, Director Verdi approached.
"It's changed a lot?"
"Yes. It's under construction."
“Did you tear it all down because you ran out of money?”
“No. It’s remodeling.”
“What kind of ridiculous remodeling is this?”
The Princess gave a dry laugh, and Verdi remained silent in agreement.
“You didn’t throw away all the paintings, did you?”
“No, please come this way.”
The director guided her.
Step, step.
The two walked together through a narrow, dark corridor. A bodyguard knight followed a few steps behind her.
As she walked through the unlit hallway, Justine felt a strange tension. A stifling sensation, as if someone might suddenly lunge out with a dagger to stab her in the throat.
At the very moment the corridor came to an end—
Whoooosh──
The space widened abruptly, and her vision opened up.
“.......”
It was a pure white space.
Without a single decoration or obstruction, the white emptiness alone allowed the canvases of the Imperial Impressionists to radiate with a powerful presence. A breathtaking beauty, as though time stopped for a moment. Natural light pouring in through the windows illuminated the frames, giving the illusion that the entire area was basking in sunlight and that the paintings themselves were floating.
“......!”
Justine involuntarily drew in a breath.
“Whose idea was this?”
“......It was Knight Maximilian. He called it the ‘White Cube’.”
The director added an explanation.
"He said that a museum should be like a story. That the works exist in their place but breathe together with the space, and are only completed by the audience who watches over them."
And truly, those words rang true.
Justine wandered through the interior as if spellbound. Passing the grand canvas depicting the Empire's founding myth, the path leading to paintings portraying the lives of the subjects felt like a single act of a play.
She was awestruck.
At the same time, it felt strange.
Maximilian had been persistently following the path she walked. He was the one who had revived this museum by investing money into it.
“It’s beautiful.”
At the princess's reaction, Director Verdi belatedly realized that he had indeed grown old.
"Your High-"
Behind her, the guard knight Yannick suddenly approached. Justine lightly gestured.
“You may call me by name here.”
“......Lady Justine. An enclosed space like this is dangerous.”
Justine no longer intended to hide her identity, and this was the first time Verdi had heard it directly.
"Security is also weak because of the construction."
Yannick always wore a face full of dissatisfaction—especially whenever she went out for external activities.
“Yannick.”
Without taking her eyes off the paintings, Justine asked,
“If all of this was for me, would you believe it?”
“.......”
Yannick paused for a moment before replying dryly.
“Knight Maximilian is praised as a loyalist, but… who knows. I’m not so sure.”
Justine, on the other hand, was beginning to suspect Maximilian. Though he was the son of Sebestian, the man the Emperor trusted most, she was more unwilling than anyone to trust him.
Because the w⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠ings that seemed to soar too perfectly… were, to her, far too suspicious.
“Yannick. Who do you serve?”
She asked, out of nowhere.
Yet Yannick bowed as if he’d been waiting for the question.
“A man of the North swears loyalty to only one lord.”
Yannick met her gaze and made a formal gesture of Northern salute.
"For me, that is you, Your Highness."
Justine stared at him. She didn’t show her emotions.
Men of the north are all talk and no substance.
That was the truth.
Yannick had already aligned himself with the Imperial Guard.
His so-called loyalty was not to her, but to the Imperial Guard and its orders to watch her.
This was the state of her surroundings.
Everything around her was a chain binding her.
“......Loyalty, huh.”
Justine let out a bitter smile and closed her eyes.
In this suffocating Empire, she had not a single true ally. Even her own father was jealous and envious of her Aran-like beauty.
She began walking again.
“Let’s continue through the museum.”
The pure white space stretched on, then was suddenly blocked by a temporary wall. Beyond it, workers were bustling about.
Justine’s mood sank.
"My deepest apologies. It is still unfinished."
“When will it be finished?”
Director Verdi answered carefully.
“Soon, it will be comple⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠ted.”
Chapter 125: A Fake Play (2)
A hair salon in Volska. For the first time in her life, Hannah had her hair permed.
“......How much is it?”
“30 Volan.”
The reflection in the mirror looked quite unfamiliar. Her rough hair now had a wavy texture that gave her something of a businesswoman’s look.
“Here.”
She had received a new ID and role from Leon.
‘Our weapons broker will subtly spread rumors that you’re trying to smuggle weapons. You approach them pretending to be a businesswoman and trace the forces behind it.’
She left the salon and walked toward the designated hotel.
‘Have you ever done reselling work before? Like buying and flipping goods?’
‘Ah, tons of times!’Hannah had been a commoner from a backwater countryside village. But she had realized her talent quite early, and the moment she dreamed of becoming a knight, she had also understood the necessity of money.
So she worked every job she could find. She picked and sold herbs, skinned animals and sold their pelts, and hawked goods at the market, fiercely saving every coin.
‘Really?’
'Yes. Not to brag, but before I enrolled at Empire Point, I'd earned 10,000 dollars on my own. Without that, I'd have starved to death already.'
10,000 dollars. A single night's bar tab for some nobles, but half a year's salary for the average worker in the Empire.
But if one said a countryside eight-year-old girl earned it by the time she was thirteen, probably no one would believe it.
'So you're a veteran? Then just think of it as doing the same thing on a bigger scale.'
‘......But, to look like a businesswoman, don’t I need money?’
‘Ah, it’s fine. I got a reply. From Max.’
Leon handed Hannah a key card for Volska’s most luxurious hotel,
‘Use the operational funds from here. As long as the mission succeeds, the Empire will reimburse it anyway, so spend freely.’
Right now.
Hannah was unpacking in the s⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌uite of that hotel. She quite liked how she looked in the full-length mirror.
“Maybe I should keep this hairstyle.”
The waves turned out pretty well. Back in Empire Point, it was too inconvenient, so she always kept it cut short.
─Ding-dong.
In that moment, Hannah tensed.
“.......”
Gripping a dagger, she slowly approached and stood by the wall next to the door. She probed the outside, feeling for any vibrations.
There was no presence.
Even so, she warmed up her mana and carefully opened the door.
Creeeak─
There was no one there, but a bag had been left on the floor.
Hannah brought it inside. After placing it on the table, she cautiously opened it.
“Wow.......”
Her eyes went wide. Bundles of cash packed tight like bricks inside. On top of them was a single note in Maximilian’s handwriting.
[ Op⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌eration Budget Allocation: 5,000,000 Dollars ]
Hannah stared blankly back and forth between the money and the note.
“Five million....... That’s three years of my salary.”
No, wait. After taxes, living expenses, and savings.......
“It’s more like five or six years' worth.”
Anyway, it meant this was more than enough as operational funds.
She nodded resolutely and closed the bag.
***
Sentinel Knight Order Office.
I picked up a document sitting on the desk. It had arrived from Volska.
[ Maximilian Foundation Support Application ]
[ 0-Year Knight ‘Hannah Usar’ ]
Roughly speaking, it seems a fierce intelligence war is happening under the surface. With anti-Imperialist terrorist activities expected to spike soon, they must be sensing the signs and moving accordingly.
Leon and Hannah were more than trustworthy.
I turned on the terminal.
"Schatz. Have someone wire 5 million dollars to Volska. In cash."
─Yes. Understood.
For now, I would only provide the funds. I didn't have the bandwidth to worry about Volska's affairs right this moment.
Because it was 'tomorrow'.
Unless there’s an unusual deviation, a terrorist attack will occur tomorrow night at the Royal Opera House.
The day Princess Justine sneaked into the theater alone, evading her escort knights.
And of all days, the terrorist incident happens then, and with Leonard’s help, a romance blooms between them.
─Sir. What should we do about the operation you mentioned before?
To Schatz’s question, I looked at the poster.
「New Production: The Phantom of the Opera」
─Suspicious activity inside the opera house has been detected.
If my prediction is right.
If the Ezenheim orchestrated the meeting between Leonard and Princess Justine to draw her in.
If the most romantic tragedy before my regression had actually been scripted by them—
"......It has to be done."
─Yes.
Until now, I had pondered it deeply.
Could I, instead of Leonard, win the heart of the Princess? Could I simply save her in that moment and take Leonard’s place?
But...... it didn't seem like I needed to go that far.
I quietly crumpled the poster in my hand.
.......
──The night at the「Royal Opera House」.
Perhaps because of a new opera debuting after a long time, the street in front was packed with people.
If history remained unchanged, a terrorist attack would occur here tonight.
I moved to the side of the opera house.
The rear entrance I had already scouted. A narrow passage where stagehands came and went moving set pieces.
I already had a staff ID around my neck, wearing work clothes and a beret.
“......Leo.”
Crackle. A cute response came through the earpiece in my ear.
─Woof.
Leo had already infiltrated the interior.
Today’s mission was a two-man team operation with Leo. From this point on, I would treat Leo not as a dog but as a human.
"Move out. Just like I told you."
─Woof.
After that, I entered the backstage area. The backstage, where staff were bustling about. I was going to observe the situation for a moment, but.
“Hey! You! What are you doing! Take this!”
A cranky-looking middle-aged man shoved a ladder at me.
"......Yes, sir."
I took it for now.
“Set it up over the⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌re.”
Since I was disguised as a staff member, I had no choice. For the time being, I helped set the stage along with the other workers. Roughly it was, put this here, not there, over here, you asshole, you crazy son of a bitch, don’t you know how to work, you lunatic bastard, you are useless.
“......Is this good enough?”
When I turned around, he had disappeared without a trace.
“Son of a...”
They say opera is noble culture, but apparently, behind the scenes, it’s still pretty savage.
“What are you doing back there! Get out here, you moron!”
A shout came from somewhere. I held back a sigh and stepped back.
Thunk! Thunk! Thunk!
The stage lights went out. The audience seats had quietly filled to capacity.
Ssssssk....
The curtain slowly parted to either side as the show began, and the new opera I had personally imported,「The Phantom of the Opera」, started.
Swooooosh──
A soft spotlight lit up a single point on stage. It was Leonard's silhouette from behind.
I watched him for a moment, then quietly slipped away. Like a phantom, I moved through the shadows, hiding myself.
***
Beneath the Royal Opera House. A hidden chamber that didn’t exist on any blueprint.
There, a rehearsal was underway—more elaborate and secretive than the opera itself.
"Everything is ready."
So said 'Cecilia', the opera house's composer and the strategist for this operation.
Before her lay a detailed floor plan of the opera house, with the projected movements of Princess Justine and Leonard for tonight intertwined in red thread.
“......Can we really do it?”
One of the comrades asked with anxious eyes.
They had dared to orchestrate a love affair targeting the Emperor's own daughter. The moment they were discovered, beheading wouldn’t be enough to atone for the crime.
“Of course we can. Do you know how many times the Princess has come to see Leonard?”
She pointed to the calendar on the wall. Every date of Leonard's performances was circled in red. Without fail, she attended every show where Leonard played the lead.
“Almost every single time. That noble lady sneaks into the corners of the theater, even avoiding the eyes of her own escorts.”
And was Leonard's family lacking? Not in the slightest.
A house with a long, venerable tradition and high honor, but slightly modest in scale. The perfect background for a son-in-law who would marry into the imperial family.
“The Princess’s heart has already leaned his way. All we need to do is give her a small ‘nudge’. And tonight, she doesn't even have her escort.”
The Revolutionary forces. An organization connected through dots.
"We have to do this."
Each member supports the cause in their own way.
“The Empire is obsessed with war right now. The moment war breaks out, far too many people will die. We need someone from the inside to pull the brakes.”
Princess Justine. She was the Emperor's only daughter, the future of the Empire.
What if she fell in love with Leonard, a man of open-minded ideals?
“There’s no other way but to win over the Princess. Because we can’t defeat the Empire with swords and guns.”
The most romantic act of political maneuvering.
She pointed to the blueprint. It showed the placement of explosives throughout the building and the positions of the armed revolutionary members who had volunteered for the cause.
Crisis, rescue, and love.
The script was already written. The actors had stepped onto the stage without even knowing their roles, and the lights had been turned on.
Now, all they had to do was move along the predetermined movements, the tragedy would transform into love—like fate.
“Let’s get ready.”
.......
─O song of the night! Embrace me!
「The Phantom of the Opera」, which had achieved great success in the Western Republic of Prozen.
Thanks to Maximilian’s help, the opera had debuted in the Empire, and Leonard’s voice swept through the hearts of the audience.
─I am a man who cannot look upon you.
The opera he had truly wanted to perform all this time. Leonard poured out his voice as if releasing every pent-up frustration. Noble, commoner, bourgeois alike, all were immersed into him.
─Lowly and insignificant, a man who cannot even approach you.
Having become the Phantom of the Opera, he sang with half his face hidden behind a mask, his resonant voice filling the entire theat⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌er.
─Let me become your music!
The moment Leonard, lost in the performance, stretched out his hand and grasped at the air—
Crack, crack.
A faint fracture rippled through the audience seats.
It started on the third floor, in the general seating area.
A small gap, or perhaps the sound of a bolt coming loose.
Crrrrrk—
The vibrations grew steadily louder.
The unrest soon spread to the second floor, and before long, it reached the VIP section on the first floor.
“......What’s going on?”
“Which uncouth commoner...”
The nobles frowned and turned around, eyes flashing with scorn, ready to rebuke the unrefined fools causing a stir during the sacred opera.
But the disturbance didn’t stop. Instead, it surged like a wave, unsettling even the performers on stage.
And finally.
CRACK─!
A thunderous crash as something broke apart.
─.......
Leonard’s song was cut off. The orchestra’s melody ceased as well.
And immediately after, an explosion erupted.
KABOOOOOM──!
The ceiling of the opera house warped and collapsed, raining debris, and the pillars of the stage collapsed.
BOOOOOM──!
The audience fell into chaos. Screams, explosives, embers, and smoke all mixed and surged upward.
RATATATATAT!
Gunfire of unknown origin rained down into the air, throwing the area into panic.
“This way! Hurry!”
Leonard and the staff shouted as they pointed to the emergency exits, but his focus was solely fixed on one place.
“.......”
Leonard had already pinpointed the princess’s location. The opera house's ticket booth clerk had arranged things in advance. Hidden inside the paper wristband worn by each attendee was a miniature clockwork device.
A mechanical resonance device that signaled location through subtle vibrations. Since it used no Mana, it was something no one would detect.
Buzzz.
A vibration ran through the receiver on Leonard’s wrist.
Without hesitation, he changed direction.
KABOOOOOM──!
The bomb detonated at the predetermined location. A blast echoed, and smoke billowed into the air.
Beyond the thick haze, he saw the silhouette of a woman draped in a robe, walking toward the corridor behind the stage.
───!
As scripted, the second explosion happened.
The overhead lights came crashing down.
The timing was perfect.
“Hup!”
Leonard sprinted with all his might. He dove through the falling debris.
He rolled across the floor, shielding the princess in his arms.
“......Are you all right?!”
He didn’t even check who she was. He didn’t try to see. Her face was hidden beneath the robe anyway.
For now, all he had to do was play his part, saving a person in danger.
BOOM──! KABOOOOOM────!
The explosions continued with even greater intensity.
“This way! I know a safe route!”
Leonard grabbed her wrist and led her.
Toward the prearranged escape route. To the place where his comrades would be waiting. Where destiny was meant to bloom.
─T⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌ap.
The backstage area of the theater.
At the end of the corridor, however, Leonard's legs suddenly froze.
“.......”
Leonard instinctively stepped back.
An eerie chill crawled up his spine.
──Thud
Someone was walking out from the darkness.
──Thud
It was not a comrade. Nor a staff member. Nor a guard.
Two bloodshot eyes. A man dragging a bloodied axe, oozing killing intent from every inch of his body.
An unscripted entrance.
Leonard's instincts were screaming.
If that man caught him, he would die.
***
The Royal Opera House. Explosions going off in every direction, debris flying, people evacuating in breathless panic, a scene of utter pandemonium.
Countless gunshots rang from somewhere, yet no one was actually dying. There were victims caught up in the chaos, but that itself was not the purpose.
I thought to myself.
If this entire incident was a script the enemy had written, I couldn't dance to their tune. I must not.
Therefore, I had to make the situation more fair.
I decided to flip the board entirely.
The surest way to ruin a fake play was to unleash the real thing.
In the Empire’s underbelly, there are plenty of people who’ll do anything for money. The lunatics of the underworld.
I hired them to infiltrate this opera house, with the objective of assassinating Leonard and escalating the terror.
Instead of actors putting on a performance, I had summoned real killers.
─Woof!
Leo’s voice came through the earpiece.
“......You found her.”
─Woof.
Leo had located the princess.
I turned my gaze in that direction.
“Stand by.”
The way I saw it, those people were underestimating life.
Life is not some play.
Its true nature is chaos.
It is not something to be taken for granted, but the most crucial value that humanity must desperately cling to with everything it has.
“Let’s go.......”
From this moment on, we step onto the real stage.
Chapter 126: A Fake Play (3)
Chew, chew.
Hannah chewed gum with her arms crossed. She wore thick horn-rimmed glasses and had applied makeup around her eyes to create wrinkles, making her look older.
"So. Are we doing this deal or not? I'm a busy woman."
She was attending the meeting as 'Harmoush,' an Imperial businesswoman. Across from her sat the arms dealers– a rough-looking man and woman, while the broker smoked a cigarette between them.
“......How are we supposed to trust you?”
The woman asked sharply.
Hannah scof⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠fed.
“Who trusts people? In this line of work.”
Thud. She placed a briefcase on the table.
"You trust the money."Click. The case opened.
“500,000 Imperial dollars. This is the deposit.”
"...Hm."
The pair's gazes wavered. They exchanged glances with each other.
"Go ahead and touch it. It's not fake."
When Hannah tipped her chin, the man reached out and flipped through the bundles of bills with a rustling sound. The crisp texture against his fingertips. Genuine notes issued by the Imperial Central Bank.
"Well. Let me get to the point of our deal. Explosives, rifles... those are all well and good, of course."
Hannah closed the suitcase and got to the main point.
“But first, I need synthetic mana stones.”
"...I thought you were here to buy weapons?"
The man frowned. Hannah gave a smirk.
“Ah~ well.”
They were probably caught off guard. According to the broker’s intel, they had almost no mana stone inventory.
“I’ve been in this business a long time. I've got connections in customs, too.”
She crossed her legs with a show of arrogance.
“You know about the Gigantes incident, right? That was less than a year ago, so weapons regulations are tight right now. Factor in the bribes needed to grease the wheels, there’s no profit left. But mana stones are different. Imperial factories are running like crazy right now, so even if you pass off synthetics as natural ones, they'll take everything.”
Synthetic Mana Stones. Far less pure and more dangerous than natural ones, but good enough to be disguised and sold as power sources for trains and automobiles.
As long as they’re brought into the Empire, they’re guaranteed to sell for at least triple the purchase price.
"Rather than selling weapons to those anti-Imperial idiots, feeding illegal Mana Stones to the Imperial bastards gives a much better return on investment."
The man and woman stared at Hannah for a long moment before twisting their lips into a grin.
“......Then let’s meet again tomorrow.”
“Ah, go ahead. But I’m not very patient, so you’d better hurry. I might switch to another buyer if I find one.”
It was obvious why they said to meet again tomorrow.
Hannah picked up the case and left, returning to her suite at the Volska Hotel.
─Beep.
She opened the door with a keycard.
‘......Gone.’
Her eyes quickly scanned the bottom of the doorframe. The tiny slip of paper she had wedged into the door handle before leaving was gone. Evidence that someone had broken in. But the room itself was spotless. No signs of rummaging. Even the money was untouched.
In other words, the intruder hadn’t come to steal anything. They had come to ‘install’ something.
Just as expected—wiretapping.
Feigning ignorance, Hannah casually kicked off her shoes and hummed a tune.
“Hmm-hmm~”
She dropped herself onto the sofa. Taking out a terminal, she made a call somewhere.
“Hello.”
The person on the other end was a field officer.
─Yeah. How did it go, Director Harmoush?
"Ah, damn. These guys are so suspicious. All they have to do is make money like they're told. Tch."
She grumbled in a voice laced with annoyance.
“They said we’ll meet again tomorrow, but I’ve got a bad feeling. Look into other suppliers for me.”
─I agree. It’ll be trouble if they drag this out.
"That customs guy we greased, is that still good?"
─Yes. We've got him locked in tight.
"Ah, good. Gotta pull off one big score before that guy retires."
She deliberately kept the conversation crass.
─What about the weapons?
“Mana Stones are fine and all, but honestly, weapons are where the real money is. Those revolutionaries and anti-Imperial idiots, they’ll pay top dollar.”
Hannah tapped the suitcase on the bed containing 5 million dollars.
“Thanks to the Gigantes incident, supply’s dried up and prices have skyrocketed. I brought up mana stones first just to test them.”
Her voice was clear and greedy, as if she wanted the unseen listeners to hear every word.
─Then how much more should we prepare?
“Well, I’ve got 5 million now....... I’ll decide based on the inventory. How much retirement money do we have on our side, about thirty million?”
Most likely, this entire conversation was being transmitted word for word to t⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠hem.
***
The corridor of the Royal Opera House. Under the flickering, pale emergency lights, a figure cloaked in a blood-soaked rag slowly approached.
“.......”
Leonard swallowed dryly. But he did not let go of the Imperial Princess’s wrist. The script had already been torn apart, the operation seemed to have gone sideways, but–
Bang!
A gunshot rang out from the darkness. The back of the axe-wielding figure jerked violently!
It was covering fire from the Revolutionary forces.
Bang! Bang bang bang!
Successive shots hammered into the figure's back. Leonard used that moment to lead the Princess away. The Princess calmly followed close behind Leonard.
“This way!”
Fwwwhhhhp──!
At the sound of air being cut, Leonard looked back.
Vrrrrrr.
The axe, released from the attacker’s hand, spun through the air. It cut through the necks of armed operatives, tore them apart, crushed them, and then returned to his hand once again.
Shwaaak!
The figure hurled the blood-soaked axe at him. Leonard swung his sword and deflected it.
Clang──!
Mana sparked. His wrist went numb. But there was no time to catch his breath. He ran down the corridor, shielding the princess.
He grabbed the nearest door and threw it open. Inside was a storeroom for stage props and equipment. Fake trees, plaster statues, elaborate costumes, hoisting cranes, all piled high and coated in dust.
The two of them hid among the clutter.
Thump. Thump.
His heart pounded as if it would burst.
Thump. Thump.
Leonard turned to look at the princess. Her robe hood was pulled deep over her face. But her exposed jawline and those jewel-like, striking eyes were unmistakably hers.
“Please calm down.”
“......You’re the one who should calm down.”
Just as Leonard cracked a bitter smile.
Booooom──!
A collision erupted in the corridor. A battle between the unidentified attacker and the armed Revolutionary forces members, who were acting according to the script. Screams and gunfire blended into a chaotic roar.
Ratatatat! Bang.......
At some point the noise died down. More precisely, the gunfire stopped. The assailant had slaughtered every last one of them.
──Thud. Thud.
In the now silent corridor, wet footsteps drew closer and closer.
──Thud. Thud.
Steps soaked in blood.
The figure was approaching.
“......Listen to me carefully.”
Leonard turned to the Princess.
“When I give the signal, run. Don’t look back.”
He quickly mapped the opera house layout in his head, pinpointing the emergency exit marked in the script.
“Go out the back door of this storage room, then to the right. At the end of the B3 area, there’s a staff emergency elevator. But don’t go up, go down. It connects to the underground waterway. If you go there, you might survive.”
Leonard let go of her hand.
"And...... do you happen to know? That I, to you, before......."
He was about to say something to her but hesitated. His lips moved, but in the end he just lowered his head. She probably wouldn't understand no matter what he said.
“What?”
She asked. Leonard changed the words that lingered on the tip of his tongue.
“......Nothing. Please, be safe.”
Crack!
The attacker tore through the door with his axe. Leonard stepped forward, and the Princess turned toward the back door.
Whrrrrrrrrk──!
The axe came flying first.
Claaaaaang!
Leonard poured every ounce of his mana into blocking the axe. The impact nearly buckled his knees, but he held on.
Behind him, the hem of the fleeing princess's robe flickered briefly into view.
The attacker swung the axe.
Claaaaaang──!
Twice.
That was all it took. The sword shattered to pieces. Recoiling from the force, Leonard tumbled to the ground. All that remained in his hand was the broken hilt.
He wheezed as he looked up at the figure.
“Haa.......”
An assailant who hadn't shed a single drop of blood despite being shot multiple times.
The figure raised the axe over him. Leonard did not close his eyes. He simply stared at his own death.......
.......
Booooom──! KWAANG──!
Amid the flooding explosions from all directions, Justine ran down the corridor. She reached the B3 area just as Leonard had said, and at the dead end of the hallway, she found the staff emergency elevator.
Standing before it, she pressed the button.
Srrrk──
She silently looked up at the slowly descending elevator.
Ding─.
The doors opened. Justine halted, staring into the elevator interior. Beyond the threshold were people.
“.......”
Another group of assailants, wearing head wraps and armed with rifles and grenades.
But all of them had faces filled with fear.
“Who are you?!”
Click. A gun barrel was aimed at her.
Even so, Justine did not retreat. She calmly met their gaze.
“I said, who are you?!”
They glanced nervously at the corridor from which she had come.
“Where’s Leonard? Where did Leonard go?”
The princess did not answer their question. Their ragged breathing, the smell of their sweat hit her like something rancid.
“Answer me!”
They were confused too. Fear, confusion, panic. They were trapped in a state of panic where rational judgment was no longer possible.
Click. One of them placed a finger on the trigger.
“Answer, you fucking bitch, before I blow your head off!”
Bloodshot eyes bulging, the words snarled out like a threat.
“Where is Leonard—”
Then, at some point, he stopped.
───.
A quiet line traced itself across the air. Like moonlight, or perhaps a slender thread. A silver flash cut across the interior of the elevator. Faint trails appeared on the necks of the armed men.
Slice.
Their throats were lightly slashed, their heads tilting and dropping as their bodies collapsed to the floor.
Ste⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠p.
Then, from behind Justine, a man emerged. A knight with silver currents flowing from his entire body: Maximilian. Even in work clothes, the bearing of nobility seeped through.
“Such rude men.”
He muttered softly as he flicked the blood from his sword.
KWA-A-AANG──!
An explosion sounded in the distance. The entire opera house trembled.
“Let’s go.”
Maximilian held out his hand. Justine stared at him for a moment, but without taking his hand, she stepped into the elevator on her own. She stood upright in the empty space between the corpses.
Maximilian didn’t mind.
Ding.
They stood side by side as the doors closed and the elevator descended.
Ding.
They reached the basement. Without a word, the two of them walked through the sewer. Maximilian led the way, Justine followed behind.
The damp sewer.
In the silence so deep that even footsteps didn’t echo.
"Why did you just watch?"
Justine asked. Maximilian’s steps paused for a moment.
“......You knew?”
"From the moment you were standing behind the stage, disguised as a staff member."
Maximilian could have saved Leonard, yet he had stood by. Instead, he had waited until the situation deteriorated to its worst.
“As Your Highness is no doubt aware, I have been keeping this opera house under ongoing surveillance. That—”
“Why?”
“.......”
He seemed at a loss for words for a moment, but calmly continued.
“Because it is a place Your Highness is fond of. It had been relatively safe until quite recently. But of all days, the very day Your Highness went out without an escort, a terrorist attack broke out.”
The princess quietly pondered.
“......Someone in the Imperial Palace is watching me?”
“The possibility cannot be ruled out. However, for Your Highness's sake, I—”
"Then you let Leonard die because of me?"
“Do you harbor feelings for that actor?”
Maximilian asked coldly as he began walking again. The princess scoffed.
“Emotions are useless to me. This is about necessity. In this false world, there aren’t many who amuse me.”
Emotions.
The princess had little of them. Partly because that was simply her inborn nature, and partly because she was surrounded on all sides by people who either surveilled her or scrambled for whatever scraps they could get.
"And now even that is gone. Thanks to you."
For that very reason, she was the most 'dangerous' person in the Imperial Palace.
Those who fell out of Princess Justine's favor invariably died or, at minimum, met an unhappy end.
“Leonard i⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠s with the Revolutionary forces. At the very least, he’s someone close to them.”
“.......”
A quiet smile rose on the princess's lips.
“Did you know?”
“No. I didn’t.”
She fiddled with the bracelet from the opera house.
“But even that... was entertaining.”
Maximilian watched her, raising a hand to his mouth.
“Shh.”
The two of them halted. Ahead of them stood another killer, cloaked in rags.
"I'll cut through."
A single statement.
Followed by a single stride.
───
The sword of Ebenholtz was quiet. It simply flowed like a stream, settled like wind, and severed the enemy's throat. The killer’s head soared into the air and gently descended.
Fssssss.
Where steel had passed, only a faint silver gleam shimmered.
“.......”
Such refined swordwork, even in the eyes of the Empire’s noblest figure, was nothing short of elegant and full of grace.
“Let’s go.”
Maximilian stepped forward in Leonard’s place to guide her.
.......
The escape was easy. From the beginning, this terrorist attack was never meant to last long. The「Royal Opera House」may have been slightly away from the central district, but it was still, unmistakably, part of the capital.
Clank.
The two pushed aside the heavy manhole cover and emerged above ground.
The place they surfaced, via the waterway, was a back alley quite far from the opera house. Most likely, this had been the Revolutionary forces' escape route.
“It’s qu⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠ite far.”
Maximilian dusted off his clothes.
“What did you tell the palace?”
“I just snuck out. What else?”
Justine answered curtly, pulling her robe down tight.
“Let’s go.”
They exited the alley and slowly walked in the direction of the opera house.
From afar, sirens blared noisily, and the scene was already swarmed with police and Sentinel Knights.
As they slowly approached through the crowd—
“......?”
The princess's eyes widened slightly as she looked at the scene.
At the end of her gaze stood a man.
Leonard.
Contrary to the princess's expectations, he was alive.
Maximilian spoke to her.
“We operated as a pair.”
There beside Leonard was Leo.
An Aran Shepherd in silver armor. Standing dignified, a Spirit Beast that could match any full-fledged knight.
───Now, let us rewind time for a moment.
The moment Leonard stared wide-eyed at the axe about to come down on him. Just before the crimson blade was about to split his skull—
Flash!
From somewhere, a silver projectile shot through the air. At a speed Leonard’s naked eye couldn’t track. A movement so quiet it didn’t even stir the wind.
Leo leapt in one bound and sank his teeth into the attacker’s neck.
Crunch!
“.......”
The figure whose throat Leo had bitten clutched its own neck, staggering back and forth before collapsing like a puppet with its strings cut. Leo's teeth already carried force on par with a fine blade.
“......A dog?”
Leonard stared blankly at the sight.
An Aran Shepherd. No, too tall and well-built to be a mere shepherd, clad in armor far too fine, and in Leonard's eyes, nobler than any human he had ever seen.......
“Grrr.”
Leo nudged the fallen enemy with his front paw. Leonard's brow twitched.
The assailant had been a puppet. The reason it hadn't bled when shot was that it had never been human to begin with.
“Woof.”
Leo turned around as if to say “Follow me”. Leonard flinched and got up, following him.
This was all according to Maximilian’s instructions to Leo.
If Leonard abandoned the Princess and ran, do not help him. A man like that wasn’t worth saving.
But if he takes responsibility for the situation and fights at the risk of his own life, then save him. At least he will have proven himself worthy of saving.
Leonard had, at minimum, not shown his back. He had not groveled for his life, nor used the princess as bait. On the contrary, he had staked his own life to protect her.
And so, Leonard had saved himself.
──Returning now to the present.
"However...... the deeper the investigation into this incident goes."
Maximilian gestured with his chin toward the people around Leonard.
“The more it will become clear that Leonard has close ties with the Revolutionary forces.”
Police were hauling out operatives who had been dragged from beneath the opera house.
According to the script, they should have simply been treated as victims, but with the play in ruins, they had been caught red-handed.
"And so, I humbly dare to ask."
Maximilian’s gaze turned sharp.
"Your Highness...... what is it that you desire?"
The princess regarded Maximilian with an inscrutable look in her eyes.
Chapter 127: A Fake Play (4)
Ttiririring──
The suite room of the highest-class hotel in Volska. Hannah's terminal rang.
“Ugh, so loud.”
Volska had stronger Mana Waves than The Empire. That meant the terminal's ringtone blared obnoxiously loud.
"Mmgh...... Yes. This is Harmoush."
She got up from the bed and answered the call. Making sure her voice wasn't groggy, she used the tone of the merchant ‘Harmoush’.
─Were you sleeping?
The voice on the other end was rough. It was the arms dealer she had met last time.
“Who is this, so early in the morning.”
– I'm calling to pass along the agreed location. But there's no 'bread'. Only 'scrap metal'.It was code. Bread meant illegal synthetic mana stones, and scrap meant untraceable weapons.
Hannah clicked her tongue, pretending to be disappointed.
“...Hmm. No bread is a problem. We’ll need to negotiate.”
─Don’t joke around. You think we don’t know what’s going on in the Empire?
The other party scoffed.
─If import has gotten harder, it’s only natural that prices go up. That's just how the market works. We're both busy people, so let's just meet, keep it clean and honest. We all know the bread was just a pretense anyway.
Hannah hid a smile and cleared her throat.
"......Well, for now. Yes. Let's meet and talk. The goods are reliable, I assume?"
─Of course.
He listed the rendezvous time and place, then hung up.
Hannah let out a long sigh as she set the terminal down.
“Ah~ those damn bastards. How’d they know? Do they have connections in the Empire or something?”
Still in full acting mode, she showered. Changed into a suit, put on her horn-rimmed glasses, tidied up her curled hair, and left the hotel.
"Hoo."
Midday in Volska. The meeting point was a shabby commercial building in the heart of downtown.
She climbed the stairs and stood in front of the iron door on the third floor.
Knock knock─
She knocked, but no matter how long she waited, there was no response.
“.......”
Did she get the address wrong?
Hannah went back down to double-check the address.
“This is the right place.”
She climbed the stairs again,
Knock knock.
Knock knock.
Knock knock.
After knocking a few times irritably, the door creaked open on its own. It hadn’t been locked in the first place.
“......?”
A metallic, acrid smell seeped through the gap in the door.
Drip drip drip. A red liquid seeped past the threshold.
Blood.
“!”
Hannah immediately surged Mana through her body. She gripped the dagger concealed at her side and lowered her stance.
“...Who's there?!”
No reply came back. Just silence.
She took a deep breath and swung the door open wide.
“.......”
The interior was completely covered in blood. She swallowed hard and surveyed the scene.
The man and woman she had met yesterday, the broker who was their side's informant, their bodyguards. All of them were sprawled across the floor. Throats slit, hearts punctured.
Hannah grabbed he⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌r head. It felt like something snapped at the back of her skull.
"What the hell......"
Who did this? The only ones who should have known about the deal were them.
Could there be more than one person wiretapping? Or was this internal betrayal?
Suppressing her inner turmoil, Hannah focused on collecting evidence first. From the corpses and their bags, she took everything: terminal⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌s, wallets, documents.
“Still warm.”
The bodies still held warmth, and there was no rigor mortis. That meant this had happened very recently.
──Bang!
Suddenly, the door burst open violently.
“Hands up!”
“Don’t move!”
Shouting loudly, uniformed police officers stormed in. In their hands were pistols and large swords.
“It—it’s not me!”
Hannah instinctively shouted.
"It wasn't me! I just got here!"
"What are you saying?! Shut your mouth! Drop the weapon and get on the ground!"
The police didn’t seem interested in listening. In fact, they didn’t even understand her language.
"On the ground! Move and we'll cut you down!"
At that moment, Hannah realized it.
The instincts of a country girl who had survived rolling through every kind of wilderness were sounding the alarm.
If she got caught, it was over.
She would die for sure.
Immediately, she kicked off the floor.
"Ah, son of a–!"
“Catch her!”
“Shoot! Shoot her!”
Bang! Bang bang!
Muzzle flashes flared. Hannah didn’t dodge. Instead, she cloaked her entire body in aura.
Ping! Thud-thud-thud!
The incoming bullets bounced off an invisible barrier. The officers' eyes went wide.
Seizing the opening, Hannah drove a kick into the jaw of the nearest one.
“Urgh!”
With a scream, the officer tumbled away. Hannah considered slashing with her dagger, but causing civilian casualties was out of the question. Instead, she dashed toward the window.
Crash!
She broke through the glass and threw herself out. It was three stories up, but she didn’t hesitate. She was already accustomed to descents like this.
Thud.
Landing with a breakfall, she sprinted down the alley between buildings.
“Catch her!”
“Call for backup! Murder suspect is fleeing!”
Whistles and shouts rained down from behind her.
"Ah, dammit, what a headache......."
Hannah gritted her teeth and ran.
***
Every suspect in the Royal Opera House terror attack had been apprehended.
The moment they sensed the operation had failed, they blew up their hideout, but the price of tearing up the “script” was steep. Due to the lack of time to cover things up, inevitable traces of evidence were left behind in the debris.
The police secured those pieces, and I, exercising my authority as a knight, had all evidence transferred to my office.
“A terror attack in the heart of The Empire, what a mess...... Thank you for your hard work, Sir Knight! You too, officers! Loyalty!”
Normally, this would have caused discontent at the Police Bureau, but instead, they welcomed it and handed over all the investigation material. That was thanks to the generous dining, activity, and bonus allowances I had provided.
For police officers, results mattered, but what mattered even more was compensation. They were subjects of The Empire trying to make a living, after all.
For the record, money given by a knight was not solicitation or bribery. Legally speaking, that is.
"Sir Knight. There's something suspicious about these weapons."
In the middle of the investigation at the office, one of the staff members held out evidence photographs. Rifles recovered from the explosion site.
“There was magic installed inside the weapons using mana stones as catalysts.”
It was a personal identification spell designed to destroy the weapon if its owner died or if it was separated from the body.
But no world existed where every single one of these spells functioned properly. Magical errors and misfires were practically a time-honored tradition.
“These are weapons we obtained because the spell didn’t activate. There are three in total...”
The officer placed the actual items on the desk. I picked up one of the rifles.
A hefty weight, crude finish. Several parts had been modified, but something about the base components looked familiar.
“...Gigantes.”
“Yes. That’s correct.”
The officer nodded. They were modified versions based on Gigantes’ old rifles.
I stared down the barrel for a moment, then raised my head.
"Gigantes was buried for good. There's no way it can come back."
Gigantes had been completely dismantled with the help of the Revolutionary forces. Its production lines had stopped, and the blueprints were lost.
So where had these weapons come from?
“Someone siphoned them off.”
If I had to guess the scenario—these were stored outside of Gigantes, perhaps in external warehouses or at a port. Weapons that hadn't yet been distributed.
But “some bastards” took advantage of the chaos during the terror incident to sneak out intact weapons and have them written off as total losses along with Gigantes.
“Yes. At the time, all Gigantes weapons and inventory were marked as total losses.”
Unaccounted weapons that existed nowhere on paper.
“...Ha.”
I let out a hollow laugh.
Because of me, many nobles had been too wary to recoup their investment losses in Gigantes. Some of them, or perhaps some faction, had smuggled out weapons to offset their losses and sold them off, and those weapons had circled the continent before ending up in the hands of terrorists.
The kind of people capable of something like this would be, at minimum, high-ranking noble families. People positioned high enough to have direct access to Gigantes' inventory management.
"Investigate the flow of these weapons. Leave no stone unturned."
Whether those people ranked above or below Ebenholtz, well, I'd only find out by going head-to-head.
"Yes, sir. Understood."
With that, the officer withdrew, and shortly after—
“Sir knight. Mr. Leonard has arrived for questioning as a witness.”
Leonard had arrived at the Knight Order.
......
I l⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌ooked at Leonard through the interrogation room glass.
He was calm and subdued. It was the stillness of someone who had already accepted the outcome, as if resigned, as if he had given up.
“Nice to see you.”
I began by laying out the evidence.
Among the captured members of the Revolutionary forces, many were employees of the Opera House. I compiled and presented everything: travel records showing they had been going to certain places, fragments of letters that had been burned but not fully destroyed.
“Whether dissidents plotted a terrorist attack on the Opera House, or whether the Opera House itself was a den of dissidents, I don’t know.”
Under the pale light, Leonard's handsome features were on full display. Black roots were showing, suggesting his natural hair color was dark.
"Seventeen armed assailants were killed, thirty-two civilians were injured, and seven died."
Civilian casualties. Leonard let out a pained, low groan.
“Leonard, you’re still just a person of interest for now, but most of the Opera House’s staff will be sentenced to death, and you may be among them.”
Leonard’s eyes wavered. He remained silent for a moment, then opened his mouth as if he had made a decision.
“...I will take responsibility.”
He was saying he would bear the responsibility himself.
Knowing Leonard’s character, I had somewhat expected it.
“I planned the attack. Everything was done under my orders.”
He spoke calmly, with practiced poise. Even this kind of mundane performance was a masterpiece.
“So I will take full responsibility. However, there’s one thing I must make absolutely clear. I never intended to kill anyone. Those dolls, those killing machines—those were not our doing.”
Leonard was a magnificent actor. There was no falsehood in the way he risked his own life to protect his comrades.
I placed a letter in front of him.
“Your father sent me a letter. I heard he disowned you for becoming an actor, but it seems he hasn’t completely abandoned you.”
Leonard’s family was already making moves. Practically begging.
"......Please disregard it."
Leonard bit his lip and let out a faint sigh.
“I gave up the path my family wanted for me. Please, don’t let them get involved with me. I beg you.”
I looked at Leonard. He was a fine actor. Perhaps a great actor the likes of whom I would never see again in my lifetime.
Even if I’m not well-versed in theater, that doesn’t mean I have no eye for it.
To be honest, he was the first person to move me with art since I regressed. And more importantly—Justine wants him to live.
“Hmmm...”
Princess Justine.
Let me say again—she is a dangerous person.
Perhaps the most dangerous person on the entire continent.
Among the countless war criminals, Justine was second only to the Emperor in the amount of academic research done on her. The scholars all agreed on a few things—paranoia, delusions of persecution.
An obsession with racial discrimination and extermination.
The one-line summary was, 'An aberration born from the den of vipers that is the Imperial Palace.'
Before Leonard's death, Justine had suspected and annihilated countless retainers and families. After his death, she had devoted herself to the ethnic cleansing of eastern races and Subspecies.
Her temperament, before and after my regression, would be exactly the same.
Therefore, one must not fall out of her favor.
"......'That person'."
And so, this was simply unavoidable.
I said only one thing to Leonard.
"Would not wish for your death."
“......”
Leonard remained silent. For quite a while, under the flickering light, he stared straight at me.
Without a word, he gazed steadily into my eyes for what seemed like an eternity, and then,
"......Sir Knight. Do you love that person?"
It was a question out of nowhere.
My brows furrowed.
“What? Who are you talking about?”
“That person. You know who I mean.”
There was sincerity in Leonard's expression.
I was so taken aback I asked in return.
“...If anything, I should be asking you that. Leonard, do you admire her?”
The play had been fake, but had the actor's emotions, at least, been real?
Leonard went quiet for a moment. He swallowed, then gave a bitter smile.
"I was...... not honest about my feelings."
He looked up at the ceiling.
“I knew that person was watching me. Sometimes watching down from the balcony seats, sometimes watching over me from the general audience. I knew those jewel-like eyes. And yet.”
Leonard lowered his gaze again and looked at me.
“Only now... have I truly realized it.”
In his eyes were reverence and longing, deep envy and jealousy, and a helpless resignation.
“A man like you, rather than someone like me—”
He pointed at me and gave a relieved, untroubled smile.
"could keep that person happy and protected far longer."
"......I have no idea what kind of nonsense you're spouting, but–"
“But you know, don’t you, Sir Knight? Just how cruel a place the Imperial Palace is.”
A sigh slipped through Leonard's teeth.
"I...... actually met that person, a very long time ago. When that person was very young."
He lowered his voice, as if drawing a memory fro⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌m the distant past.
"It was by chance. A lonely girl, hiding all alone at a palace banquet."
“...What?”
This was a story I did not know.
Come to think of it, Leonard came from a noble family.
His house had close ties to the palace, so it was entirely possible that he had met the Princess before.
“We talked back then. That person told me about their love for singing. Though I doubt that person remembers.”
“......”
I forced my mouth shut, which had almost fallen open.
Compose yourself, Maximilian.
“That single encounter, that memory, was etched into my soul. That person's voice kept echoing in my mind.”
Leonard had originally pursued a future as a knight.
For him to turn his back on his family and abandon that path, the reason was merely...... pure love.
"I wanted to be by that person's side, no matter what it took. Because I knew the madness of the Imperial Palace."
At last, I began to understand what had truly happened before my regression.
Surely, there had been Ezenheim’s schemes at work, but Leonard was undeniably a man doomed to be assassinated. His love for the Princess had been too deep, too pure.
He had fallen in love with someone he should never have dared to reach for, someone far too dangerous.
His cause had never been revolution.
“......”
And yet now, Leonard stared at me in silence. His gaze was heavy. It was as if he was saying: If you’re the one by her side, then I’m okay with that— and that thought left me momentarily speechless.
I shook my head.
“...Don’t delude yourself. Feelings are useless. This is a matter of necessity. That person wants to hear you sing.”
I cut off all the love talk and returned to the point.
"Yes. I understand."
Still, Leonard seemed to take my words as nothing more than a pretense.
“Take a look at this list.”
I had sorted out only those among the Revolutionary forces who were not Ezenheim.
"These individuals will be sentenced to imprisonment for charges of negligence in management and security."
Leonard's eyes went wide.
“...Is that possible?”
“Yes. It’s th⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌e only way to clear your charges.”
“......”
To the speechless Leonard, I said,
“In return, cut ties with these people from now on.”
Leonard had never been part of the Revolutionary forces to begin with. He was only drawn in by the theater.
Someone who loved the Princess couldn’t possibly be a revolutionary seeking to overthrow the Empire.
“At the very least, distance yourself from those with impure ideology. Focus on your art, and do only what you are capable of.”
Leonard lowered his head deeply. His expression was hidden, but it didn’t feel like he was acting.
"That is probably all that person wishes from you."
***
After the investigation ended, on the way out through the rear gate of the Knight Order—
A vehicle pulled up and blocked Leonard’s path. The window rolled down, and a man with a rough expression poked his head out.
It was the escort knight, Yannick.
“Get in.”
Leonard quietly got into the passenger seat.
A heavy silence filled the car.
Leonard glanced at the rearview mirror toward the back seat. A silhouette cloaked in a robe, shrouded in shadows. Most likely, it was “that person”.
"Eyes forward."
Clack.
Yannick twisted the mirror away. His line of sight was cut off.
"From now on, you answer with nothing but the truth."
Yannick growled as he questioned him.
"What did Maximilian say to you?"
Leonard stayed silent for a moment.
What should he tell her?
His crimes? The severity of the punishment? Or perhaps.......
“Speak.”
Yannick pressed him. Leonard's gaze drifted to the scenery outside the window. Rows of trees stretching beneath the veil of night. Above them, lights flickering and shimmering like stars.
With a bitter smile, he began to speak.
“...A pure and earnest heart.”
"What? What kind of heart?"
Yannick asked back in disbelief, but Leonard continued seriously.
"That's what it felt like he was telling me."
He closed his eyes briefly.
He recalled Maximilian’s cold gaze as he stared him down in the Knight Order’s interrogation room.
"Of course, the words that actually left his mouth were nothing of the sort. They were dry, cold, and strictly business, but......."
Leonard had come to understand the man named Maximilian.
The world called him a butcher, or a monster, or a hero.
But in Leonard’s view—
“Maximilian studied operas he knew nothing about, imported works, and tried to bring new productions like musicals and plays into the Empire.”
All that effort, for the enjoyment of just one person.
For the happiness of just one person.
"And also, because 'that person' wished it...... he is forgiving a man like me and putting me back on stage."
The words Maximilian had spoken to him echoed in his ears.
Leonard’s voice trembled.
“If I had been him, I would’ve killed me.”
A rival in love.
A man who stole the gaze of the woman he loved.
An existence one could never face with reason.
“But he didn’t do that.”
The woman he adored wanted this man alive, and he was letting him go with such magnanimity, without a shred of jealousy or spite.
“He’s a remarkable man.”
That was Leonard’s honest feeling.
“That’s all I have to say.”
Maximilian had said quite a lot to him, but all of it had been for Justine.
So this answer was the truest one he could give.
“......”
A long silence filled the car. The Princess still said nothing. Leonard had no way of knowing what she was thinking or what expression she wore.
“...Get out.”
Yannick motioned toward the outside. Leonard bowed his head and opened the door.
And just as he was about to step out—
“When the Opera House is repaired,”
Her voice came from the back seat.
"I look forward to it."
It was forgiveness. A declaration that she would give him one more chance.
Leonard’s eyes grew red.
“...Yes. Thank you. I’ll focus solely on myself.”
He bowed deeply at the waist.
After stepping out of the car, he stood there, gazing quietly at the vehicle as it drove away.
Suddenly, a certain voice rose in his mind like a melody.
‘In return, cut ties with these people from now on. At the very least, distance yourself from those with impure ideology. Focus on your art, and do only what you are capable of.’
The advice to do only what he was capable of.
He had failed to do that, and it had caused harm to many civilians. He had even put that person in danger.
He had received a new life from Maximilian, a man he had scorned as nothing but a pig of a noble.
"What was I...... trying to do?"
The self that had been swept up in seditious ideology and hated The Empire,
the self that had tried to win that person's heart by resorting to something like this,
was now so utterly pathetic that he didn't know what to do with himself.
Chapter 128: The Face of the Empire
The Opera House terror incident was wrapped up with unprecedented speed. Media coverage was restricted, and the details of the incident were minimized. This was due to the intense pressure from the Imperial Family.
They ensured that the ve⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠ry fact of Princess Justine’s involvement in the incident would not be made public.
“As for the weapons case, tracking it is difficult. If it's the western region, it’s likely to have passed through Atelik, and if it's the east, then through Volska.”
Today, I was still investigating the remnants of Gigantes.
But tracking them was virtually impossible. The goods were disguised as ordinary cargo, loaded into containers, and when they passed through customs, bribed officials turned a blind eye. The moment they crossed the border, the paperwork was destroyed.
The transaction payments were equally untraceable, flowing through physical assets or accounts under borrowed names, so......
Bang!
At that moment, the door swung open roughly.
One of the usually composed staff members entered, his face pale as a ghost.
“Sir! The field agent who went to trace the circumstances was murdered!”I stopped writing with my pen.
The other staff members in the office also held their breath.
“.......”
There was a moment of silence. The staff remained still as well.
It was a routine occurrence. Nothing out of the ordinary. Just one of the many agents I had scattered across the field, dead.
“......For now, do not make this public.”
The opponent probably didn’t know he was one of my people.
If they had known, they would have tried to negotiate, or handled it more discreetly.
“Does he have any family?”
“Yes. A younger sibling and parents.”
“Then today, we’ll draft a new policy regarding personnel who die during operations.”
Any of them could die at any time, but loyalty is determined by how I treat those who devoted themselves to me and how I handle their deaths.
I need people who are mine alone, and they must be willing to die for me without hesitation.
"One million dollars. A lifetime pension for the surviving family. Full coverage of tuition and medical expenses for any children or siblings. If the bereaved wish, priority hiring at any company under my control."
At the very least, until the world ends, those who dedicate themselves to me, and their families, will eat and live well for the rest of their lives.
“Go to the bereaved family and deliver it.”
Everyone nodded with heavy expressions.
“......And, sir. There’s one more telegram.”
The staff member shifted the atmosphere and handed over another document.
“The remodeling of the Arte Museum has been completed. Also, Viktor Haim has finished a new musical script.”
Where art had been broken, new art took its place.
The Royal Opera House was destroyed even more severely than before my regression, but in its place, a newer, more modern facility would rise.
Knock knock.
Just then, the office door carefully opened.
I looked toward it.
"Ah, my apologies. I know every moment of your time is precious, but......."
The noble who owned the Royal Opera House and its director. The two of them stood there with tense expressions.
The noble, looking anxious, wiped his forehead with a handkerchief as he looked at me.
“Um, Sir Knight...... we received word that you might be interested in purchasing the Royal Opera House, so we came in such haste......”
The building had been half-destroyed by the terror attack. The repair costs were astronomical, and its reputation had plummeted. To them, the Opera House had become an unmanageable burden.
Not to me.
It was partly a bribe to gain favor with the Imperial Princess, but also a calculated decision.
From the moment I anticipated the terror attack, I was already planning to acquire it.
“Yes. I am interested.”
I presented the documents I had prepared in advance.
"Here is the contract."
The Royal Opera House's location was excellent and spacious. Securing real estate of that caliber in the center of the Empire was no easy feat.
If I strip out the old interior and inject my capital, Lorenzo’s technology, Dieter’s financial management, and Viktor Haim’s content...
It will transform into a profitable business.
"What do you think? As a formality, I'll leave you with a 2% stake."
“Oh......”
The count's eyes were fixed on the contract’s amount. I didn’t bother to lowball it. I had matched the valuation to roughly what it was worth before the attack.
"Splendid, absolutely splendid. L-let's sign right away, Sir Knight."
Only those without money scheme like hyenas to exploit weaknesses. A wealthy man has no need to make enemies over a purchase.
“Yes, let’s do that.”
And just like that, I gained another noble as an ally.
***
The Arte Museum. Having completed its remodeling, it seemed the place had already become a new landmark of the Empire.
“.......”
Justine watched the scene from a car parked some distance away. Despite it being close to closing time, the entrance was packed with people. Since the moment it had reopened, the crowd had shown no signs of dwindling.
“There are too many people.”
She muttered with a frown between her brows. No answer came back. Yannick was dozing off in the driver’s seat.
“......Yeah. Sleep all you want.”
He must have been quite exhausted from being chewed out over this incident.
Tick. Tick.
Time passed, the sun fully set, and as the last visitors left and the museum prepared to close—
The princess stepped out of the car with Yannick.
“You’ve arrived.”
Director Verdi greeted her at the front gate. She nodded silently and entered.
An empty museum.
The interior, with all its lights off, was cloaked in pitch darkness.
“I can’t see a thing.”
Justine muttered curtly.
“Should I come in the morning next time?”
“......No.”
D⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠irector Verdi smiled.
“You’ll be able to see.”
Snap.
He snapped his fingers.
Whoooosh──.
A sound came from the ceiling. Or more precisely, it was the sound of countless mana stones hanging from the ceiling all activating at once.
As if the sun was rising, or sunlight breaking through the clouds. A gentle, natural light softly settled across the entire space.
“.......”
Justine’s eyes widened slightly.
A perfect natural light, utterly without artifice, warm and soft, never distorting the true essence of color. As gentle as if someone had transplanted the sun itself onto the museum ceiling.
"It's the lighting system."
Director Verdi explained.
"The museum in the morning, the museum at noon, and the museum at sunset each wear a different face. Because the angle of natural light and its color temperature make the artworks appear differently."
He pointed to a painting hanging on the wall.
"But at night, one cannot fully appreciate that beauty. So we introduced this system. An artificial sun that mimics the sun's arc using Mana Stones."
Indeed.
To Justine's mind, Verdi's explanation didn't quite add up.
At night, when that beauty could not be fully appreciated, the museum was closed. Which meant this kind of lighting was completely pointless.
Therefore, this was a gesture made for the sake of a single visitor, one who could only come at night.
"......I see."
Justine looked at the canvas bathed in light.
"A waste of money."
She said it as if chiding him, but her eyes could not leave the paintings.
Director Verdi let out a quiet chuckle.
“Yes. It does seem that way.”
Justine doesn’t trust people. In fact, she despises the very nature of humans.
What she learned growing up in the cesspool that is the Imperial Palace is—‘There’s no one you can trust’.
She now knew that behind every kindness, there was always a price to pay, and behind every smile, a blade lay hidden.
Maximilian would be no exception. All of this might be nothing more than part of his political calculation, flattery designed to win her favor.
And yet.
She walked slowly through the corridor drenched in light. Forcing its way through a night full of darkness, the light had managed to pour in and shine brightly.
At least in this moment, t⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠he calculated kindness didn’t feel so bad.
***
A secluded back alley in the Volska district. A shabby inn room without even a proper sign.
Hannah spread out the items she had recovered from the bodies of the arms dealers.
“.......”
Forged passports, fake IDs, stacks of cash, the dealers’ devices, a few catalogs and contracts for weapons that were likely meant to be handed to her.
That was all.
“Sigh.”
Hannah let out a sigh and pulled her hat down over her head.
It was all confusing, but she couldn't afford to stay cooped up in this room. She needed to assess the situation.
She came down to the lobby on the first floor. The old innkeeper at the counter was adjusting the radio frequency.
Chzzzt— Chzzzzk—
A static-filled broadcast came through.
[ ......The suspect in the murder case that occurred in the downtown shopping district...... believed to be a woman from the Empire...... We are looking for witnesses. ]
That was the rough translation from Volskan. She had studied the language from the moment the assignment was decided, so she could pick up words here and there.
Hannah picked up the receiver of a payphone in the corner of the hallway and dialed.
Ring, ring.
─Hello?
A familiar voice. It was Leon.
“Knight Leon. It’s Hannah.”
─Hannah. Thank goodness. I was worried because I couldn’t reach you. How’s the situation?
"Well...... I have plenty of ammunition, so I can hold out, but have you heard the news?"
With about five million dollars in operational funds, she was confident she could survive in any country.
─I know. That’s why I’m calling. An order has been issued for you to return to the homeland.
"What about my people?"
─They’ve all been safely returned to the Empire. Don’t worry.
Leon’s tone was calm.
─You should join us right away, too. You still have that fake passport, right? Head to the port. I’ll be waiting there.
Hannah was about to let out a sigh of relief, then stopped short.
There had been a leak.
Clearly, the time and place of her meeting with those guys had been leaked to a “force of unknown identity”.
How?
......There’s a mole inside.
Which means even this communication might not be secure. It’s not that she doesn’t trust Leon. It’s that the mana wave of the call itself might be under surveillance.
Instead of heading to the port, she said something else.
“......Sir, then please stop by the office before you leave.”
─Hm? Why?
“I left in such a rush, I think I left something important in my desk drawer. Could you check for me?”
─.......
Leon was silent for a moment. He seemed to have understood her intent.
─Got it.
Click.
The call disconnected. She set down the public phone. Returning to her room, she went through the evidence again.
“.......”
Hannah’s gaze slid to the catalog brought by the weapon dealers. Probably a list of products meant for her.
Rustle, rustle.
As she flipped through the catalog, she suddenly froze.
Photos of rifles and explosives printed on cheap paper. The design looked strangely familiar.
She ran her fingers across the page, studying it closely.
"......What was it."
She hadn't seen them in person, but through a textbook. Rough but solid craftsmanship. A level of finish that couldn't be replicated by homemade production.
A jolt of electricity surged through Hannah’s mind.
“──Gigantes.”
Whoosh.
Just then, she sensed movement from outside. Hannah’s brow twitched. She quietly closed her eyes. In that state, she extended her senses.
Step. Step.
The footsteps were being concealed, but the faint clinking of steel seeped through.
Step. Step.
Hannah stepped far away from the door.
A door is not a wall. Therefore...
BRRRRATATAT───!
Rifle bullets rained down, tearing through the door. Hannah held her breath, dagger in hand.
Fssssst.
She sensed them approaching, slipping through the debris.
As soon as all of them entered the room, Hannah moved in a flash and slit every one of their throats.
.......
A dark night. At the border of Volska. In a corner of the dockyard where the humid sea breeze blew, Leon received a communication from his family.
“......Is that so?”
He replied dryly.
─Yes. From now on, the direct agency will take over your operation. It’s a better fit for the mission, and a knight like you should be doing more important work anyway.
His father’s voice came through the device.
Leon remained silent for a moment, then asked indifferently,
“What about the rookie?”
─Leave her. Since when did you start caring about a commoner like that?
“Well, that’s true...”
Leon hesitated, lips moving.
“Hm.”
The Ascars were a prestigious family of the Empire, but the other side seemed to be someone above even them. Someone who could make this kind of demand of his father.......
"Sounds like orders came down from above."
The Imperial Palace, or perhaps an even greater noble house.
─.......
His father fell silent, seemingly displeased, but did not deny it.
─You’ll understand one day.
Click. The call disconnected. Leon let out a bitter smile.
'So the rumors about the palace tapping the Knight Order were true.'
The rumors had been fact. The wiretapping was real, and this operation had been leaked from the start.
The s⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠ource behind the weapons wasn’t from far away. On the contrary, it was from within the Empire.
“.......”
Leon gazed out at the night view of the city where Hannah was hiding.
A tough seed who had clawed her way up from the Empire's backwaters with nothing but her bare hands to earn ten thousand dollars. If it was her, she could certainly make it out alive.
“Yes, well. Understood.”
Leon turned around. Standing there were men in ash-gray coats. Two agents from the Imperial Royal Family’s direct agency. One of them pocketed the terminal and scratched the back of his neck.
“Actually, Sir Leon, we’re more inclined to suspect that Hannah person.”
“......Hannah?”
“Yes. She received a massive sum of five million dollars from Knight Maximilian, and a murder just happened to occur during a transaction only she knew about.”
The agent continued.
“Five million dollars from Knight Maximilian, and a strange murder case.”
Leon gave a slight smile. It was a habit of his.
When a situation was murky enough to twist his expression, putting on a smile got him halfway through it.
“If that knight managed to obtain five million dollars and their weapons, isn’t it enough to start a small revolution?”
“Knight Hannah is a commoner. She doesn’t have that kind of nerve or resources.”
In response to Leon’s rebuttal, the agent instead dug into that very point.
“Oh, come on. Precisely because she’s a commoner, it’s all the more likely. In this day and age, a commoner with absolutely no backing becomes a knight of the Sentinel? Something was off from the start, wasn't it?"
Leon replied calmly.
“Are you a noble?”
At that moment, the agent’s lips twitched.
“Haha.......”
The agent forced a smile as he answered.
“N⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠o, I’m not. But we still show proper respect to the nobles. Especially to someone like you, Sir Leon.”
Leon read their disgusting ambitions. He masked a sigh with a smile in his eyes.
The Imperial Guard and the direct agency. The two groups were slowly merging. Commoners gathering together to covet the privileges of nobility, swinging around power and trying to pass themselves off as aristocrats.
There was no longer any value in continuing the conversation.
"I understand, for now."
Leon shrugged his shoulders.
Chapter 129: The Face of the Empire (2)
Click. Hannah opened her bag and tucked the bundle of Imperial dollars deep inside her coat.
The total was five million dollars. An amount she'd never even laid eyes on in her entire life. With this much money, at minimum, she wouldn't die, and what mattered more was what came after.
“.......”
This was the shabby office in Volska that she had first rented. She returned under the logic that “it’s darkest under the lamp”, but someone had already anticipated this visit.
[The eagle hunts the mouse. Though the mouse has done nothing wrong.]
It was Leon’s handwriting. He had left the message before leaving.
Did it mean that someone high up was trying to frame her?
Hannah’s expression turned cold.
"Those bastards siphoned off Gigantes' goods."
Gigantes. According to information from the broker who had already been killed, the weapons those people had sold off to date were worth hundreds of millions of dollars.It was a serious crime.
They had embezzled national revenue worth hundreds of millions of dollars, and countless people had shed blood because of it.
It was clearly an act of rebellion against the Empire. Therefore, she had the obligation to catch them and make them pay.
But mere suspicion wasn’t enough. She needed to know exactly who was behind it, where and how the weapons from Gigantes had been leaked──
"If I back down, I die."
A cornered rat bites the cat. No, this was a case where a cat of unknown identity had suddenly thrown the first punch. She had to bite back if she wanted even a chance at surviving.
There was no leisure or time to lament why things had suddenly come to this.
Perhap⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠s being weak itself was the sin.
“.......”
Hannah stared intently at the terminal. It was something she had retrieved from the already-dead dealers. These guys were probably just the tail end of it. They probably had no idea whose or what kind of weapons they were selling.
Click.
She deliberately powered it on. She checked through all the internal messages. There wasn’t anything that could be called solid evidence, but there was a suspicious name in the contact list: [CODE A].
She dialed the number.
Ring ring— ring ring— clunk.
The other party picked up.
─.......
There were no words, but some instinct sent a sharp jolt through her temple.
"You people siphoned off Gigantes' weapons, didn't you?"
─.......
"You thought I wouldn't find ou⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠t?"
She was trying to provoke them into spilling information.
“On top of that, you pull this kind of scheme on an active-duty knight? You didn’t see Operation Path of Dreams?”
─.......
"You'll all be executed if you're caught. You know that?"
Still no answer.
“You fucking know that, asshole?”
─Young one. Watch your mouth.
Fluent Imperial tongue. The tone was unmistakably that of a noble.
─You should’ve come in when we told you to. Why haven't you?
“Would you go in, if you were me? When there's a goldmine right here, you fuck. You treasonous bastard.”
Hannah licked her lips.
'I’m no clueless moron.'
If she had gone in as told, she would’ve been framed right then and there.
─The Knight Order surely issued a return order. The one defying that order is you. The longer this defiance lasts, the more you become the traitor, not us.
“Fuck off! Moron.”
─Foolish. Then again, what p⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠oint is there in conversing with lowborn scum?
"Do you even have a mother?"
Hannah was a commoner who'd grown up in the sticks. Meaning she wouldn't lose a war of words like this.
─......How utterly vulgar. Still, I'll give you a chance. Come back now. This is a domain a commoner like you can't involve herself in, and shouldn't. We'll leave it at dismissal.
His voice was revolting.
But he too was stalling for time. Likely to track her location.
"Dismissal, my ass. I'd rather kill mysel⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠f than accept that."
After everything she'd endured to become a knight. She wouldn't let go even if it killed her.
“I can see your face. I bet you're bald as an egg, dumbass!”
Hannah immediately hung up. She tossed the terminal carelessly onto the desk.
Then she climbed down through the window, hiding in the bushes as she watched the entrance of the office building.
──Creeeaak.
As expected, not even five minutes had passed before several black vans approached silently. The men who got out of the vehicles moved into the building.
They had taken the bait.
The bastards stormed the empty office, grabbed the terminal belonging to the dealers, and returned to their vehicles.
VROOOOM─!
The cars sped off. That was when Hannah began to move, tailing them. She sprinted in the direction they were headed.
VROOOOOOOM──
The cars picked up speed, but the knight did not fall behind. The physical prowess of a knight, trained to the limits of human ability.
Her stamina, enhanced by mana, allowed her to relentlessly pursue the speeding vehicles, and Maximilian's camouflaging armor changed color to match the surroundings, erasing all traces of her presence.
Tap-tap-tap-tap!
They left the city behind, running a long stretch down the coastal road. Her breath was caught in her throat, but she didn’t stop.
Swooooooosh.
At last, the sound of rough waves and the fishy smell of the sea wafted toward her.
Near the seaside cliff. Several buildings that looked like they were cobbled together from abandoned factories loomed in the mist.
“.......”
This was the place.
Catching her breath, Hannah stared at the buildings.
“Haa.......”
Her heart pounded so hard it felt like it might explode.
Could she do this alone? There was no one to help her, and countless enemies would be inside.
She was afraid. She was scared. She was tense.
But still, she had to do it.
“......For the Empire.”
A mere commoner child, born with nothing in a remote rural backwater. And yet, she had dared to dream such an audacious and lofty dream─ to become a “knight”, and she had desperately worked to achieve it, ultimately making it come true, as Hannah Usar.
As a proud sword and sentinel of the Empire, duty-bound to cut out the parasites gnawing at it from within.
“If I want to live, I have to do this.”
Hannah gripped her sword tightly.
If she wanted to survive, she could never let go of the sword she had taken up.
***
A reception room engraved with the Imperial Palace's emblem.
A certain nobleman slowly sank into an antique chair.
“This is the report from Volska. It seems that commoner knight intends to settle everything from the inside.”
Crackle. The man smiled deeply, enjoying the texture of fine velvet.
“Excellent. She’s taking care of it for us.”
He tapped his finger on the table.
“The preparations?”
“They’ve been perfectly arranged.”
His aide held out a document envelope.
"From this point forward, Hannah Usar will become a spy for the Revolutionary forces, an organization seeking to overthrow the Empire. She will be painted as a cancerous growth that infiltrated the Knight Order, harboring twisted ideology since childhood."
There was plenty of evidence. Testimonies from her hometown, proof of Gigantes weapon smuggling and revolutionary forces directives to be found on the corpses.
"It'll be a good thing for the Knight Order, too."
Lately, the Knight Order was in need of results, so they’d be handed a whole pile of additional targets. There were plenty of criminals set aside for days like this.
Improved transparency within the Knight Order itself. Restoration of authority. Elevation of standing.
For the cost of expelling a single commoner, the gains would be more than enough.
"I'm sorry to bring this up, but......."
At that moment, the aide spoke up after a brief hesitation.
“I have a bit of a personal grudge as well. During the previous ‘Path of Dreams’ operation, that knight interrogated my uncle.”
“......A commoner? Interrogated your uncle?”
“Yes. He said she dared to treat a noble like a criminal and humiliated him.”
The man let out a snort of laughter. There was scorn in the absurdity of it.
"These are dark times indeed."
He stubbed out his cigar in the ashtray. The ember was crushed and crumbled into ash.
"At some point, this country lost its most essential hierarchy."
The reason the Empire had come to this point was because those who didn’t know their place dared to climb, and they ignored the Empire's traditions and acted as they pleased.
As a noble of high birth, it was his duty to set things right.
"Enmil. What do you think the essence of the Empire is?"
He asked in a low voice. The aide only blinked, seemingly unsure.
“Power. The strong devour the weak, the great consume the lowly. The weak are trampled to establish order, and chaos is not tolerated.”
His name was Julius Valentin von Arensburg. One of the direct descendants of the royal family annexed into the Empire hundreds of years ago.
“A mere commoner daring to call herself the Empire’s sword and thrusting at a noble—that must not be allowed to stand.”
***
Chiron had moved to a new residence. The location was in the 3rd District of the Imperial capital, Arcadia, on Von Klein-Schmidt Street.
It was only two blocks away from the Ebenholtz estate. From there, Maximilian’s residence was clearly visible. He had steadily purchased the surrounding land at high prices and expanded his estate, now forming a space that resembled a small castle.
Chiron was a man who could smell power. Moving to the vicinity of the Ebenholtz heir and closing the physical distance was itself an act of politics.
“......Fetch.”
He was even keeping a dog. When he threw a disc in the garden, the Aran Shepherd shot out like a bolt and snatched it from the air.
Top-class bloodline.
“Well done.”
Woof woof.
Giving it a stroke with compliment the dog seemed happy. It did seem about as smart as its expensive price suggested.
“Sir Knight, you have a visitor.”
At that moment, the butler approached and informed him.
“Who is it? I don’t think I have any appointments.”
“Woof!”
"They say they're from an agency directly under the Imperial Palace."
“Woof.”
Chiron's eyebrows twitched.
A direct agency. The shadow of the Imperial palace, and recently recognized as a new axis of power.
“......Let’s go.”
“Woof!”
Upon entering the reception room, two agents in tidy suits greeted him.
"Sir Chiron. Please forgive our rudeness. We're sorry to visit so suddenly......"
“It’s fine. Just get to the point.”
“Ah, yes.”
The agent pulled out a thick envelope and placed it on the table.
“This concerns 0-Year Knight Hannah Usar.”
Chiron opened the envelope.
Inside was a pile of so-called evidence. Letters suggesting Hannah had colluded with the Revolutionary forces, fake ledgers indicating she had pocketed proceeds from arms trafficking, and testimony from close associates claiming she had harbored anti-Imperial ideology since childhood.
“......Is this true?”
Chiron asked with a feigned look of surprise. The agent nodded, putting on a sorrowful expression.
“Yes, of course. We’re just as shocked. For a Sentinel knight to have committed such terrible acts…”
Then he whispered in a suggestive tone.
“Take this credit, Sir Chiron. We’ll help you handle it quietly so the Sentinel’s reputation won’t be tarnished.”
“.......”
“You understand, don’t you? A commoner with no roots like her is nothing but a ticking time bomb. It’s fortunate we caught her early.”
Chiron fiddled with the documents. He could read the situation clearly in his head.
A few days ago, Hannah Usar had refused a return order issued by command.
That was the full extent of what Chiron knew at this moment, but some powerful figure's dirty secrets were probably entangled in it.
"Hmm."
So they were trying to eliminate Hannah, and asking him to bury the case.
“0-Year Knight, Hannah Usar.......”
This commoner’s talent was exceptional. She’d even set records at Empire Point.
Her raw ability might rival or exceed his own or Julian's at the same age, but in the end, without backing, she was nothing more than a pawn on the chessboard. Refusing a return order was far too bold for a 0-Year Knight.
If he discarded her, what could he gain?
“The Knight Commander election is next year, isn’t it?”
The agent murmured quietly.
Soon, winter would pass, and spring would arrive.
In the coming year, as his seniority grew by another year, everything would be decided.
"We might need to offer our congratulations in advance."
Those words, casually tossed out with smiles by the agents of the direct agency, for some reason......
Chiron found them revolting.
***
Maximilian Albrecht von Ebenholtz.
That is my name.
All my agents work under that name, move for that name, and sometimes even shed blood in place of that name.
“.......”
I looked at Gale across from me. He had entered my office and hesitated for a long time before finally placing a top-secret investigation file on the desk.
“I’m not sure if I’m right to ask you for help.”
Gale spoke with a suspicious look on his face.
Within the Sentinel Knight Order, there were a fair number of commoner-born members. Over the past five years, the intensification of social discrimination in the Empire had dried up new recruits entirely, but since Anton became Deputy Commander, a third and fourth faction had quietly managed to keep their lifeline intact.
They had lived lives thoroughly excluded from politics.
Not because they lacked interest in politics, but because they knew the moment they got involved, they would be pushed out. So they closed their eyes and ears.
“What’s got a senior knight being so cautious?”
“A commoner is just a commoner, after all.”
But no matter how much they tried to avoid politics, the rotten Empire dragged them into the mud.
...Or, they threw themselves in, trying to grab hold of a lifeline.
“Take a look.”
Gale handed me the records of weapons trafficking he had secretly investigated. I unfolded them and compared them with my own intel. Like gears meshing together, the blanks were filled.
“When I first looked into this case, I thought it was just about weapons smuggling.”
Perhaps from the moment this operation had begun, every kind of pressure had come raining down?
“Hannah Usar is in Volska now.”
"That's right. I hate to say this, but...... she's refused the return order and is being stubborn about it."
Gale cleared his throat awkwardly.
"Can't you bring her back now and wrap things up with something like a suspension?"
I fell into thought for a moment.
The most important things in an organization are ideology and trust.
I don’t trust Gale. I’m not naive enough to accept everything he’s brought me at face value.
However, I did trust Leon.
Because I know his Imperial noble tendencies, his honesty, and the hatred and cruelty that lie beneath his gentle appearance.
In that sense—Hannah is someone I don’t know at all.
Before my regression, she was just one of the countless commoners who faded away without ever blooming.
“You know it too.”
Gale spoke in a quiet voice.
“Countless commoners have tried to climb the ladder around you, only to fall and die.”
How merciless is the Empire to those without backing? How cold is this country to a commoner who starts at the very bottom?
I’ve watched, from the very top, as they plummeted to their deaths.
“To a commoner with nothing, talent is nothing but a curse.”
It’s a truth that cannot be denied.
Because I am the one standing on the ‘opposite side’ of the commoners.
Even now, I remain wary of Hannah’s talent.
As the heir of a prestigious family, as one of the Empire’s most powerful and wealthy elites—will her blade someday point at me?
Will she, driven by her identity as a commoner, stray from my beliefs, my convictions, my cause, and eventually betray the Empire?
“Yes. I understand.”
I nodded as I closed the file.
“Take care on you⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠r way out.”
At the very least, thanks to them, my doubts had been resolved.
Now all that remained was my decision on where to go and how to act.
Chapter 130: The Face of the Empire (3)
"Haa."
Hannah let out a deep sigh. A clot of blood that had pooled in her mouth dropped onto the cold cement floor with a splat.
"......."
The surroundings were silent. No, they were filled with corpses.
It had started as a covert assassination, but the real battle was nothing like the training at Empire Point. Before long, she was discovered, a brutal melee broke out, and she single-handedly cut down dozens.
"Ugh......."
Hannah limped forward.
The innermost office. She grabbed every document and piece of equipment she could get her hands on. They were ledgers recording the progression of the "trade" those bastards had been carrying out.
......In truth, she couldn't make sense of the details. She didn't have the ability to decode evidence buried under complex numbers and ciphers.
Still, she stepped outside, hoping this would be the smoking gun.Growl—
As the tension eased, hunger came rushing in like a beast. Hannah pulled a small lump from inside her coat.
A high-calorie energy bar made of meat soaked in butter and sugar, with finely chopped cabbage clumped together. It was the recipe she had used back in Zerpha.
Hannah bit into it with her blood-stained hands. She crunched and chewed through it.
"......Ngh."
She groaned as she forced the food down. Her whole body was covered in wounds. Every breath sent pain crashing through her, as if her ribs had been shattered.
But there was no time to rest.
Soon, their reinforcements would arrive. They’d realize this chaos and come to kill her.
She clamped the energy bar between her teeth and moved her legs.
***
Lilac Vita, the finest restaurant in the Capital, Arcadia.
I had rented the entire place out for tonight.
"Ooh~"
Exclamations of admiration drifted from the entrance. The voice was far too innocent and carefree for the man's character and demeanor.
"Welcome."
"What's the occasion, Max~"
Reutern II. He was already licking his lips as he sat in the chair across from me.
"I heard even palace nobles have trouble getting a reservation here~ What's going on, what's going on~"
“I also had a hard time renting it.”
I had bought a stake in the place outright. As a venue for entertaining guests, so that not only I but my subordinates could use it freely in the future.
"Let's eat first."
The waiters brought out the dishes.
“Ah, lovely~ Wow! Even the tableware is pretty~”
"Feel free to take it with you."
“Really? Can I really~?”
“......Yes.”
“Nice~ Let’s eat first. Come on, dig in, dig in!”
The way he talked as if he were the one treating was a marvel in itself.
Anyway, the courses continued. An amuse-bouche with a refreshing citrus aroma, an appetizer made from shelled North Sea king crab, wild mushroom soup drizzled with truffle oil.
Reutern kept moving his fork without pause.
"No, so anyway. I said, 'What do you think you're doing!' and the guy practically jumped out of his skin~ Ah~ these palace people commit way too much corruption, I tell you~"
He rattled off trivial gossip from the palace. Like how someone’s daughter was having an affair, or how some guy lost land deeds to gambling but had the Imperial Guard take them back by force.
I listened half-heartedly, and by the time the main dish arrived—
“Lord Reutern. There’s something I’d like to ask.”
“Hm? What is it?”
He licked the wine from the corner of his lips as he asked.
“Lord Reutern, you’re known as the best source of information and the most connected person in the palace.”
I broached the subject gently.
"Heh heh. Well~"
“Have there been frequent visits by Sentinel Knights to the palace recently?”
"Hmm......."
Reutern paused with his spoon mid-air and sank into thought.
“Now that you mention it, I think so? A few days ago, I think I saw someone in uniform coming and going. Who was it....... I'll ask around for you later. But why?”
Reutern, as loose-lipped as he was, had connections all over the palace, but he never thought deeply about anything.
“Ah, it’s nothing major. I'll likely be heading to Volska soon, that's all.”
“Volska? Why would you go to that backwater?”
“A certain commoner is causing trouble.”
“A commoner?”
“Yes.”
Slicing into the seafood dish, I murmured quietly.
“There isn’t a noble anywhere who will sit by and watch a commoner run wild, unaware of their place. I intend to go and restore some discipline.”
I was testing Reutern. To confirm whether he was involved in this matter.
"Ah, that's true enough."
......He doesn’t know.
One hundred percent, he didn't know a thing.
He didn't even care.
From the start, his eyes were only fixed on the food. He’d already scarfed down the large fish and kept glancing sideways, waiting for the next main course to arrive.
Come to think of it, there’s no one whose noble lineage feels more wasted than this guy. If one were to personify the saying “a pearl necklace on a pig,” it would be Reutern II.
“Lord Reutern. How has the Imperial Palace been since the Path of Dreams operation?”
I subtly reminded him of the debt from that day.
If Reutern was not the one behind this, I might need his help.
“Ah~ things have finally calmed down. Thanks to you, Max, I was able to save face! I’m really grateful!”
“I’m glad to hear that.”
“Yeah, yeah. If you ever need help from me later, just say the word! I, Reutern, am a descendant of royalty!”
I smiled.
"Yes. I'm aware."
That promise, I accepted it in full.
Without even realizing it himself, he would now be drawn into political strife.
“Well then, if I may—could I ask you to sign this document?”
“What is it?”
“It’s nothing serious. Since this is an operation taking place in a foreign country, and in the East at that, I figured we’d need an official letter of cooperation from someone like yourself, an aristocrat of the Imperial Palace and a descendant of royalty, to address an issue that poses a threat to the Empire.”
I deliberately dragged out the explanation.
Nobles of the Imperial Palace held authority, and Reutern II was, in fact, a member of the House of Nobles.
“Oh sure~? But this document, it’s only limited to that commoner issue, right?”
Surprisingly, he’s got some sense. Seems he’s not quite as much of an idiot as I thought.
“Yes. It’s a document strictly limited to the case of ‘Hannah Usar’. You can confirm it later.”
It’s not a lie. It truly will be limited to Hannah’s case.
“Well then, of course. I’ll sign it. After I finish all this~”
I raised my hand with a small smile.
“Waiter?”
“Yes.”
“For the main course, please increase the portion a bit more. Serve both of us a knight-level portion.”
“Yes, understood.”
At that, Reutern’s face lit up completely.
“As expected of you, Max! I knew the portions were too small! We really are on the same wavelength, you know?”
Reutern shook his two fists in an adorably excited way and grinned. I nodded silently in response.
Now, it was time for him to earn what he'd been fed.
.......
The very next day.
“Max. I heard you’re heading to Volska.”
At Chiron’s words, I stifled a bitter laugh.
Reutern, that blabbermouth, had already spread the word about me at the palace, and it had even reached Chiron at the Sentinel.
What a fascinating guy. He kept the anonymous bonds that benefited him a secret to the very end, and yet.
But I had anticipated this, and that was precisely what made him useful.
"Yes. I hear Hannah has been up to something strange in Volska."
"Funny you should mention it. The direct agency sent over these documents."
I accepted the documents. Hannah’s charges were densely listed along with evidence. Weapons trafficking, collusion with the Revolutionary forces, embezzlement of funds.
“Well.......”
Complete and utter bullshit. But if I used this as bait, I might be able to identify the real mastermind.
"There's substantial evidence. I'll agree to it."
While I’m at it, I’ll also test Hannah’s convictions.
To see if she’s someone who can walk the same path as me.
If she can earn my trust and become a knight aligned with Ebenholtz.
"Agree?"
Chiron asked, looking puzzled.
“Yes. With such overwhelming charges, there’s no need to hesitate.”
“Even so, do you really think a commoner from some rural backwater would be tainted by revolution?”
I gazed at Chiron for a moment. He seemed to sense something from my eyes.
"It's precisely because she's a commoner that it's suspicious. If Hannah received the Revolutionary forces' help, it would also explain how she was suddenly selected for the Sentinel."
I was the one who had pulled strings to get Hannah into the Sentinel, but my name was nowhere on that recommendation. I had hidden my name from every action I took.
It is both the condition and privilege of the powerful. Those who carry out my orders do so without even knowing whose command they are following, yet they carry out exactly what I intend.
“Please deliver that message to the higher-ups.”
At the word “deliver”, Chiron asked no further questions. There was no need for a lengthy conversation. We were both quick to read between the lines.
“Will you go alone?”
“Yes. It should be enough to assign me a pursuit mission.”
A noble knight going to execute a commoner knight for evidence of treason.
What a fine picture that made.
"Please assign the same mission to Leon Ascar as well."
The Ascar family was among the prestigious houses. If Leon had pulled back, it meant the opponent was at least above the Ascars.
“......Leon?”
“Yes. I heard he was originally participating in this operation as well.”
“Very well.”
Julian and Leon. The two were black sheep of the Ascar family. Brothers who touched opposite extremes, nothing alike in the slightest.
“However, didn’t you also have Hannah take part in the Path of Dreams operation? How will you explain that to the higher-ups?”
“It’s precisely because of that.”
I stood up from my seat as I spoke.
“If she’s a traitor to the Empire.”
Nobility and Empire. As the heir of Ebenholtz who had risen to the pinnacle of both worlds, an imperialist with iron-willed discipline.
That was how the world saw me, and therefore no one would find my intentions strange.
I had no intention of discarding that image.
“I will personally execute her.”
***
Hannah opened her eyes. She was in an abandoned house somewhere in Volska.
“Ah......”
The pain stabbed through her body like kitchen knives, but that only proved her condition had improved.
It seemed the black market drugs she had paid extra for were starting to take effect.
"Ah, it hurts so much......."
Yesterday she had been coughing up blood all day, but it wasn't that bad now. Hannah changed to fresh bandages and left the abandoned house.
“.......”
She was walking, sure, but.
No matter how she thought about it, there was no way out.
It was simply how she felt.
"......Fuck."
The words slipped out naturally. She had done nothing but work her ass off. The bastards who sold Empire's weapons to terrorist groups, who killed citizens with them—those fuckers were the ones who deserved to die.
“Ah... This is so fucked. Ha.”
Hannah looked up at the night sky and let out a hollow laugh.
Rustle.
At the sound of movement, she gripped her sword and drew up her mana. Ready to unsheathe at any moment, she glared toward the source of the sound, and there stood──
“......Sir Gale?”
Gale, a fellow knight of the Sentinels, also a neutral commoner like her.
“Shh.”
Gale pressed a finger to his lips and scanned the area.
“Good. I made it in time.”
“What... how did you get here? How did you even know I was here? Gaahck.”
Hannah clutched her wound even as she spoke.
“I came secretly—”
"GAAAAAHCK"
“I came—”
“—Grrrgh.”
“......I came secretly. What happened to you is, in the end, also my responsibility for sending you into a deathtrap.”
Gale let out a sigh and pointed at Hannah’s wounds.
"You hid your tracks well. But you left traces behind."
“Traces?”
"Active Traces."
Gale’s gaze turned sharp.
“Even if the bleeding stops, mana still leaks out. The faint mana waves from your wounds remain like active traces.”
Hannah flinched. She’d only worried about physical bleeding, never considering mana leakage.
Tracking was Gale's area of expertise. If he had found her, it meant other trackers could soon arrive as well.
"Follow me. There's no time."
Gale took the lead. Hannah tried to follow but hesitated.
Suspicion.
In this situation, there was no one she could trust. The root of everything that had happened was an insider. A leak from someone whose identity was still unknown.
Gale nodded solemnly.
"Good instinct. But right now, you have no choice but to trust me. The higher-ups are trying to kill you."
“.......”
“I’m not the insider. It’s a well-known fact that the Imperial Palace wiretaps the Knight Order. More importantly, did you find the evidence?”
“......Yes. But it’s not in m⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠y hands.”
Hannah spoke firmly.
If she died holding the evidence, it would simply be destroyed. But if she hid it, it became insurance to guarantee her life.
"Smart. Now, the pursuit mission has been assigned to two people: Leon and Maximilian."
"Pursuit mission?"
"Yeah. To ‘eliminate’ you, Hannah."
Hannah's expres⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠sion wavered. Gale ran a hand through his hair in frustration.
"I'm sorry the situation's gone to such shit, but, Maximilian aside, Leon is trustworthy."
"Then......."
"We head to Leon. He's the one we can at least reason with. He should be able to help you."
She decided to trust him for now. No, there w⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠as simply no other way.
Security checkpoints throughout Volska's city center had already been tightened. She could no longer escape on her own, and since she had hidden the "evidence", at least she wouldn't be killed on the spot.
"Can you run?"
"Yes."
Hannah shoved a handful of painkillers she bought from the black market into her mouth. Crunch. Crunch.
"Let’s go."
"......Yeah."
The two of them dashed into the darkness.
Thud-thud-thud-thud...!
Through the night streets of Volska. Past sewers reeking of rot, cutting through entertainment districts where drunkards lay scattered.
Every time they sprinted through fog-drenched alleyways, damp sand kicked up beneath their military boots.
"Halt. Inspection."
Police and guards were stationed at every route. The two of them hid in the shadows, moving quietly, evading the searchlights.
"......Gkh."
At some point, Hannah's wound tore open. Pus and blood seeped through the bandages, but she couldn't afford to stop.
“Endure just a little longer.”
Following Gale's back, how many hours had she run?
Eventually, the view opened up, and the pitch-black sea came into sight.
"......There. A tugboat."
Gale pointed to a small boat docked at the far end of the pier.
"I arranged it ahead of time. If we take that, we can escape into international waters."
Hannah looked at Gale. He met her gaze and smiled faintly.
A belated sense of relief made her sigh involuntarily.
"Still, the only ones I can trust are people like us. Fellow commoners."
At Hannah’s words, Gale nodded quietly.
"Let’s go."
"Yes."
The two descended to the dock and the moment they stepped onto the deck,
──.
The faintest of sounds. Buried be⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠neath the crashing waves, inaudible to any ordinary person. But to the keen ears of knights, it struck their eardrums like thunder.
"......."
They froze in place simultaneously.
Slowly, they turned back toward the entrance of the dock, shrouded in darkness.
Beyond the blood-red mist, a certain ‘unit’ had arrived.
"Ah, shit... goddamn it."
Gale ground his teeth.
Soldiers cloaked in pitch black that absorbed even moonlight. Mana-infused armor clanked across their bodies, and crimson light oozed from the gaps in their helmets.
They said nothing, shroud⁠⁠⁠‌‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠⁠‍⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌⁠‌⁠⁠‌⁠‌‌‌⁠‌‌⁠‌‌‌‌⁠⁠⁠⁠⁠ed in an eerie silence.
They were human weapons, existing only to serve the Imperial Palace.
They were the Imperial Guard.
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